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Introduction

The very first time | visited the village discussed in the first chapter of this thesis was during
chiinjié 71 (Spring Festival).! On the third day of the festival, | was invited to take part in a
ritual. The purpose of this ritual was to prevent unwanted ghosts (gui %.) from entering the
local houses of the village. | was taken to the village temple before sunrise, presented with an
auspicious red band that was tied around my right arm, and then shown to an old pickup truck.
| was told that | was to be the flag bearer: he who ushers in the coming of the village deity. |
was shown to my seat in the back of the truck and was then joined by a group of men bearing
drums and cymbals. As the sun finally began to rise, the local deity (which was said to reside
within a small box no larger than a shoebox) was taken to the truck. Thus began a procession
that took the best part of seven hours. Heralded by a cacophony of drumming and cymbal
clashing, the deity was taken to every single house in the village: the box being physically
taken into every household where a brief ritual would take place in which the deity would
bestow its protection. Aside from sparking a fascination with Chinese popular religion that
shows no signs of abating, this experience was significant to me for two reasons:

1) This was an example of lived religious beliefs and practices in China that existed
outside of organised religion. Even though the epicentre of the ritual took place in the
local village temple, the head of the temple had absolutely no religious training: he was
a local farmer who had privately raised money for a temple to be built.

2) Nobody who took part in the village-wide ritual self-identified as religious. Indeed, the
entire event was adamantly perceived as an irreligious occasion.

Herein lies the heart of this thesis. This entire project seeks to examine Chinese popular
religious beliefs and practices at home and abroad (namely within an immigration context).
More specifically, this project seeks to examine religious belief and practice within everyday
life: personal, household, and family based religion. To this end, what sets this project aside
from previous ethnographic studies of Chinese popular religion is the particular focus on
children. The thesis is holistic in nature in that it involves children and teens alongside adults,

granting equal voice to each age group examined.

1 Also commonly referred to as Chinese New Year and Lunar New Year. It is an annual celebration to mark the
beginning of a new year in the Chinese lunisolar calendar. It is debatably the single most important festival in
China.
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It should be noted that this is a cumulative thesis comprising of seven papers published in peer
reviewed journals and edited volumes — in Religions; Vienna Journal of East Asian Studies;
Religion in Austria, Volume 6; Religion in Austria, Volume 7; Interdisciplinary Journal for
Religion and Transformation in Contemporary Society — and one currently undergoing peer
review. Each chapter therefore appears as it does in publication. Moreover, it is important to
note that this project was not initially conceived as a cumulative thesis. Indeed, the onset of
Covid-19 fundamentally changed the nature of the entire thesis. Not only did the pandemic
prevent my carrying out fieldwork in the People’s Republic of China (PRC), it also meant that
| had to adapt the nature of my research to ensure that | was not putting any of my interviewees
at risk. This meant that some of my interviews took place outside while also observing social

distancing.

1 Theoretical Framework
Unsurprisingly, given the everyday realm of Chinese popular religion at home and abroad is a

very broad subject, several themes are central to this thesis. This section will briefly touch upon

these themes.

1.1 Everyday Religion

Although a couple of chapters touch upon lay interaction with specific religious institutions,

for the most part, the primary focus of this thesis is on the lay people themselves. This field is

often referred to as “everyday” religion: Hall (1997: vii), Ammerman (2007: 5), McGuire (2008:

12), for example, all draw attention to the “everyday” lived religious experience of
“nonexperts.” The crux of this scholarship is built on the premise that the conventional
approach to the study of religions that is, more often than not, informed by the “World
Religions” narrative, wholly neglect less formal manifestations of religiosity and subsequently
constitutes a “mere empirical description of religious and quasi-religious culture (Brandom
2000: 81). The aim of this scholarship, however, is not to necessarily diminish the importance
of traditional organised religion, but instead to acknowledge a manifestation of religion that
has comparatively received limited scholarly attention. To this end, building upon the work of
de Certeau on la religion vécue (lived religion), Dessing et al. (2013: 2) seek to acknowledge
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the importance of what they deem “prescribed religion” while crucially “shift[ing] the gaze
from ‘hypervisible’ forms of institutional religion which currently dominate social and
discursive space to the less visible forms of religion.”

On the level of everyday religion, some scholars (Marti 2015) hold that modernity has seen the
rise of new religiosities, new imperatives for proper or desired religiosity, and new ways of
legitimising religious thoughts, practices, and even larger orientations. Indeed, there has been
a recent particular emphasis on a wider-European trend away from organised religion and
towards a more informal “postconfessional” religion (Dessing et al. 2013: 3; Woodhead and
Catto 2021).

It should be acknowledged from the outset that the field of everyday religion is extremely vast
in both scope and the sheer number of studies. This thesis intends to use the field as a broad
foundation to investigate a far smaller field: Chinese popular religion. Indeed | believe that if
one were to move away from examining the World Religions narrative that focusses on specific
religious doctrines and instead focus upon everyday beliefs and practices that very much occur
on an everyday basis in Chinese homes, one is met with a manifestation of religiosity that not
only falls outside of the World Religions narrative but problematises it.

1.2 Chinese Irreligiosity

A discussion of Chinese religiosity, especially on the level of the household, is impossible
without acknowledging an assumption that is held by many: Chinese people in and outside of
China are held to be predominantly “irreligious.” There are a plethora of studies that claim to
confirm this irreligiosity: as part of the Chinese General Social Survey, four surveys conducted
in 2006, 2008, 2010, and 2011 respectably found that, an average of 87 per cent of Chinese
mainland adults considered themselves to be irreligious (Luo and Chen 2021: 856). Similarly,
the Washington Post writes that “China tops the list of the world’s least religious nations by
far [... as] decades of Communist rule have installed a widespread atheistic materialism”
(Noack 2015). These studies highlight this widespread assumption that China is irreligious.
Indeed, the majority of recent surveys suggest that the religious population of the PRC is a
mere fourteen per cent of the population (Yang and Huang 2018: 2). This irreligious

assumption is also made by scholars in the PRC. Palmer and Winiger write that “the classical
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secularization theory [is] often assumed by Chinese scholars.” Similarly, Zhang (2015: 51)
writes that China is representatively permeated by Confucian culture that is wholly irreligious.?
This academic assumption also applies to Chinese immigrants living abroad. This exists as part
of a much broader major issue in the scholarly study of immigration religion, namely, whether
or not the process of immigration leads to a rise or decrease in the religious practices and beliefs
of those immigrating. For the most part, the former theory is favoured. Foley and Hoge (2007:
15), for example, refer to the process of immigration as a “theologizing experience” and
Hirschman (2004: 1212) argues that “most immigrants seek to maintain, or renew, their
religious faith after arrival.” This popular theory (see, for example, Handlin 1973; Herberg
1983; Shen 2020) essentially holds that the process of immigration leads to a rise (or indeed a
new discovery) of religiosity. However, there also exists a smaller body of scholarship that
hold that immigration decreases religiosity. Conor (2008: 254), for example, found that the
process of resettlement majorly disrupts religious participation.

Chinese immigrants are likewise predominantly regarded as irreligious. The Pew Research
Center, for example, found that China is “the primary country of origin for migrants who are
religiously unaffiliated” (Pew Research Center).

There have been several theories regarding this identified irreligiosity. Liu (2013: 391) argues
that in marked contrast to moral construction in the West, “in the thousands of years of Chinese
society, moral construction and governance did not rely on religion, but had a very reasonable
secular moral system, such as filial piety with family as the core.”® Similarly, Liang (1987: 307)
simply states that today “China has replaced religion with morality.”* Finally, Yang (2008: 2)
argues that Chinese deny the existence of Chinese religion in China for three reasons:

1) A history of Western missionary contempt for Chinese superstition and idol worship.

2) A sense of superiority of science and modern rationality.

3) Social evolutionist doctrines that place Western secular civilisation as the teleological end

point.

20ié yingxidng zhonggué rén de rijia wénhua bing bushi zongjido, géng dué de shi yi yi zhong sixiang H52M

HE IR ZOCATHF AR RS H, 2 e b FE AR,

3Guanjian zaiyu, zhonggué ji gian nidn de shéhui, daodé jianshé hé zhili bu yikao zongjido, ér shi you feiching
héli de shisii daodé tixi, liri yi jiating weéi héxin de xiaodao. FBELET, HEJLTEMAL, EEERAG

HAREE R A, MRA R SIEM IR EREAR, FIanAKENZORZEIE.

4 Zhonggué wénhua shi “xido’ de wénhua. H B A2 22 304 .
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1.3 Defining Religion

Although this thesis seeks to move away from inferring or assuming religious definitions in
favour of granting the Chinese interviewees a voice, a working definition of religion is
nevertheless required. The term for religion in Mandarin is zéngjiao 5%#(. The character 5
depicts a building (mian ) and an ancestral table (shi 75) that is used for commemorating the
dead. The original meaning of the character was therefore a generic term for ancestral shrines
and temples. The character Z{ is comprised of xiao # and pii &. However, the xiao component
is modern and the radical component used to be ¥ (zi: a child) paired with % (y&o: two fives):
namely a child being instructed in numbers. The pu radical is a form component: it is a hand
holding an implement to hit someone with. Taken as a whole, #{ denotes the passing down of
cultural values and tradition from elders to children. Although the term zongjiao is significant
and its relationship to xiao shall especially be elaborated upon, it should be acknowledged that

the term is modern — namely a neologism adopted from the Japanese shitkyo 5%#X at the dawn

of the twentieth century —and is typically associated with specific organised religious traditions.

The term is not particularly helpful when exploring the Chinese popular religious context.

This thesis draws upon two separate definitions of religion and applies them in various cases
to Chinese popular religious beliefs and practices. Pokorny defines religion thus:

“[Religion is] an individually—and by extension conjointly—negotiated programme of self-
positioning, bridging the ordinary lived worldliness with the transcendental, which is prompted
by a tension of self- and world-experience. This tension can take different forms depending on
time, space, and the individual. In order to cope with this tension, the transcendental—be it a
divine being or superhuman power, a cosmic principle, the unfathomable universe, etc.—is
symbolically referenced in a way from which meaning is drawn in the context of one’s conduct

of life” (Pokorny and Winter: forthcoming).

This definition of religion is particularly useful in encapsulating the transcendental component

of religion.

This definition shall be complemented with Yang (2018: 1) who argues that religion includes

four elements
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A belief in the supernatural.
A set of beliefs regarding life and the world.

A set of ritual practices.

A W0 N -

A distinct social organisation or moral community.

This is by no means a comprehensive definition of religion. It does, however, offer a
multidimensional categorisation that serves the requirements of this thesis. Herein, the status
of Yang himself is crucial: Yang is one of the most prolific leaders of the field of Chinese

ethnographies (both within and beyond the PRC) pertaining to religion.

1.4 Chinese Popular Religion

The scholarly field of Chinese popular religion is rife with misunderstandings. Woo (2010:
152), for example, criticising the 2001 Statistics Canada census that found that the Chinese
population was predominantly irreligious, rightly notes that the inaccuracy of the data “comes
from an understanding and definition of religion that begins with and rests on western notions
of doctrinal primacy and communal and institutional affiliations [...] [and] much of Chinese
religiosity is non-textual, individual, familial, communal, broadly non-institutional, synthetic
and syncretic.” It is for this reason that Chinese populations within and beyond China are so
often deemed irreligious. However, Berger (1980), Beck (2010), and Archer (2012) have all
argued that segmented and pluralistic societies contain new sources for self-formation, self-
promotion, and legitimisation for new forms of self-construction. Herein, one enters the
scholarly realm of popular religion. Yang (2001: 71) has noted that many Chinese individuals
follow an assortment of personalised eclectic practices without identifying themselves with any
particular religion. These (usually undefined) beliefs and practices are regularly referred to as
“Chinese popular religion” (Johnson 1996: 123). The category has no universal name,® no
centralised monks or priesthood, no uniform beliefs, no “orthodox” knowledge pertaining to
belief or practice, no identified origin, and vast regional differences. The entire religion is
therefore embedded in the lives of “ordinary” people. Overmyer describes this religion as a
“complex aggregate” (Overmyer 1981: 164), while Johnson aptly writes that it is “so
widespread, so accepted, and so integrated into social life that it does not need a name; one

5 This is not a category that even has an agreed upon term in Mandarin. Indeed, it is not a category that is widely
discussed in the first place.
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could say that its existence is assumed” (Johnson 1996: 124). It is diffuse, flexible, eclectic,
and exceedingly open, intricately echoing the Three Teachings (sanjico —#%)° as well as local
traditions.

One of the most prolific and well known scholars on Chinese popular religion is Chau. He has
argued that at the heart of popular belief in China is “magical efficacy [...] [which is] conceived
of as a particular deity’s miraculous response [...] to the worshiper’s request for divine
assistance” (Chau 2006: 2). 5 He states that these miraculous responses “are socially
constructed: it is people and their actions that enable the establishment of human-deity relations
and interactions” (ibid.). Regarding the practical component of popular religion, Chau (ibid.)

asserts that:

“[P]eople ‘do’ popular religion not only by praying and presenting offerings to the deities but
by building temples, organizing and participating in temple festivals, sponsoring and watching
local operas, making and buying incense and spirit paper money, bribing local state officials,
networking with other temples and other institutions, fighting over temple leadership positions,
and even planting trees and building schools.”

He has more recently asserted that Chinese popular religion is one of the most crucial arenas
in which guanxi’ is enacted “not just between people in socio-political life [...] but also
between people and spirits, between people and sites of worship and spiritual empowerment,
among religious co-practitioners [...] [and] between deities” (Chau 2019: 4). It is therefore
already apparent in the works of Chau, Overmyer, Yang, and Johnson that broad thematic
flexibility is central to scholarly discourse pertaining to Chinese popular religion. Following
on from this, Goossaert and Palmer regard “religious practices, networks, and institutions as
part of a broader, open “social ecology” in which [...] religious elements are in perpetual
relation with other elements, and in which the components and boundaries of the religious field
are constantly contested” (Goossaert and Palmer 2001: 13). They define Chinese popular
religion as “a coherent system (but a system with several hierarchies) [...] [in which] all
communities and religious specialists [...] share common cosmological notions, even though

these notions are interpreted in many different ways” (ibid.: 20).

& Namely Buddhism, Daoism, and Confucianism.
" This term has a somewhat large semantic variety but is usually taken to mean connections; relations;
relationships. Subsequent chapters will elaborate on this in greater detail.
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Given that this thesis will be grounded in ethnography focussing on “ordinary” people, there
will be little to no postulation on the relationship between politics and Chinese popular religion.
However, in this respect, it is important to note that much of the scholarship pertaining to
Chinese popular religion indeed relates to the relationship between the government and religion.
Wang (2018: 164), for example, draws attention to how popular religion is often overtly
distinguished from institutionalised religion, writing that the government “insists on the
difference between ‘religion’ and ‘folk belief” and has not removed the discourse of
‘superstition’ from official proclamations, indicating the lingering influence of twentieth-
century secular nationalism.” Similarly, Nedostup (2009: 3), focussing particularly on the
Nanjing Decade (1927-1937), examines “the modern recategorization of religious practices
and people according to the assumptions of secular nationalism.” Herein, Nedostup seeks to
offer an alternative to the narrative of “antisuperstition repression and resistance” (ibid.: 111)
and thus asserts, similar to Wang, that despite the secularising initiative of the government, the
masses were able to essentially rally under community religious practice which remained
embedded in daily life. Laliberté (2021: 4) also follows this narrative, noting how although
state religion fell apart in the Republican period, “the imagery, the concepts, and many of the
beliefs inherent in the ancient forms of religiosity remain a central feature of popular and
communal religions to this day.”

Grounded in in these studies, this thesis seeks to advance the field by offering a more intimate
investigation of Chinese popular religion. Although there will be no statements that can be
applied to the whole of China or the Chinese, by offering an in-depth examination of religion
at the ground level, this thesis will explore and note various patterns of beliefs and practices

that exist within Chinese popular religion.

1.5 Childhood Religion

One could argue that the acknowledgement of and emphasis afforded to childhood religiosity
is a major factor that separates this study from previous studies of Chinese religiosity. Although
the field of childhood religion as experienced by Chinese children and teenagers is an
incredibly small field, it does exist within the far broader field of childhood religion. Although
much of the work of this thesis is to move against preconceived notions of childhood religiosity,
| believe that it is necessary to give a small overview of the general field. Before doing so,
however, | would like to note that one of the main hopes I have for this thesis is that it will

grant something of a voice to those whose voices often go unheard. The children of this study
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are the most obvious example of this. On a purely scholarly level, | believe that the voices of
Chinese children both in and beyond the PRC are too often ignored. An illustrative example
was during a conference | took part in this year. After giving a presentation pertaining to
Chinese childhood religiosity in Vienna, a theologian asked me why | was specifically
focussing on children by stating “Children don’t know anything about religion and they
definitely don’t care about it.” It is exactly this dismissal that I seek to offer an alternative to:
the children interviewed as part of this thesis very much knew about their own unique
conception of religion and they certainly cared about it.

Suarez-Orozco et al. (2011: 258) lament the fact that, to date, there have been very few
dedicated studies on childhood religiosity, noting how the majority of scholarship has “nearly
entirely focused on the adult perspective and on the particular role of religious social
organizations rather than on the individual experience.” Similarly, Ridgely (2012: 240) writes
that “rarely [...] have adults—Dbe they parents, priests, or researchers—acknowledged the
contributions of children in the creation of religious, social, or political worlds.” Indeed, some
scholars such as Orsi (2005) question whether one can ever truly hope to access or comprehend
children’s thoughts about religion due to the intricate ways in which their voices are influenced
by those around them.

In terms of the religious beliefs of Chinese children, the majority of scholarship holds that they
are irreligious. Fang (2013: 69) argues that while young people in China are perfectly capable
of possessing religious belief and experiencing religious experiences, the number of
occurrences is extremely small. There have also been a number of comparative studies between
child religiosity in China and in various Western countries. Gé (2015), for example, contrasts
what constitutes the core of children’s moral education in the USA and the PRC: the former is
religion (zongjiao) whereas the latter is built upon the non-religious “moral ethics” (lunli daodé
e FRIE#H) of filiality. Yang (2014: 38) even goes as far as to argue that because the vast
majority of Western homes possess a Bible, Western children, in contrast to the irreligious
children in the PRC, are dependent on religion for the cultivation of moral values. Finally,
Zheng (2013: 23) argues that in contrast to irreligious Chinese children, children in the West
are far more likely to abide by rules and obey regulations due to fear of punishment from God.
Regarding the international context, studies of Chinese immigrant children are placed in stark
contrast to the wider scholarly notion that immigration is a theologising experience. Thompson
and Gurney (2003: 87), for example, write that immigrant children “report multiple ways in

which religion or religious belief serves to protect them from the stressors of adolescence and
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immigration.” Sudrez-Orozco et al.’s (2011: 263), however, write that “not surprisingly, the
only group that reported a different kind of pattern of attendance was the Chinese, because they
have a very low religious affiliation; they reported low attendance at church or temple.”
Similarly, Thompson and Gurney (2003, 87) found that Chinese immigrant children were

deeply irreligious:

“Interestingly, religion appears to play a less significant role in the lives of Chinese immigrant
youth. This perhaps is a reflection of the secular nature of Chinese society under communist

2

rule

Li (2018: 15) takes this to another level by asserting that:

“Im]ost [Chinese] immigrants do not know about religion, so they cannot understand the
special meaning of religious festivals. They usually do not express their rejection of formal

religious festivals, such as Easter and Christmas, but keep a certain distance.”

2 Research Questions

This thesis is centred upon four interconnected research questions:

1 How are seemingly religious practices reconciled with self-identified irreligiosity?
It should be made clear from the outset that it is not my intention to assume religious beliefs
on the part on my interviewees. If | perceive or hear about an interviewee possessing religious
beliefs or enacting religious practices, while at the same time claiming irreligiosity, it is not my
intention to claim that they are wrong. What | seek to explore is the nature of the category
“religion.” When questionnaires ask Chinese people “are you religious?”” and the “no” box is
selected, this is far too often where the conversation ends. This leads to what | believe is
inaccurate data. Although I do not seek to claim that the Chinese person ticking no is in any
way lying, the very fact that this irreligious person might pray to a plethora of gods and
ancestors and possess deep (religious) beliefs that permeate their day to day life means that

there is an inherent problem with the term “religion” that requires investigation.

2 What is the nature of Chinese popular religion?
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Similar to the previous research question, this research question requires something of a
disclaimer. I am acutely aware that Chinese popular religion is immeasurably broad. | do not
seek to offer a definite definition. What | do seek, however, is to note, where possible, beliefs
and practices that permeate Chinese popular religious belief.

3 How do different stages of life impact Chinese popular religion?
As this thesis seeks to examine Chinese popular religion on the ground level, | believe it is
important to give a voice to children and teenagers as well as adults. | seek to explore whether
or not there is a noticeable difference between how popular religious beliefs and practices
manifest at these different life stages in comparison to how it manifests for adults. By exploring
various age groups, from young children to teenagers, | seek to explore whether or not there is
an identifiable manifestation of childhood religiosity that differs from the popular religion of

their adult counterparts.

4 What is the international dimension of Chinese popular religion?
This thesis offers only a small window into Chinese popular religion in Europe. | therefore do
not seek to make any sweeping claims. However, by offering an in-depth investigation of
immigrant religion at the ground level, | hope that this thesis will provide a unique window
into how the immigration context can impact religious belief and practice. This research
question is deeply tied to the previous: | seek to explore the immigration context of both parents

and children.

3 Outline of Chapters

The first chapter, “Speaking to My Ancestors: An Ethnographic Study of Lived Childhood
Religion in Rural Gansu,”® begins by offering an overview of the major scholarly themes
pertaining to childhood religion in the PRC. It then provides an in-depth case-study of lived
childhood religion in a rural village in Gansu province. Most importantly, after exploring the
notion of popular religion and how children engage with it, this chapter argues against the
common notion that children in the PRC do not regard religious belief as important and simply

mirror the religious practices of their guardians. The main conclusion herein is that the data

8 Published in Vienna Journal of East Asian Studies, 12: 177—-206.
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presented suggests that the children of the village have constructed their own unique form of
lived religion that is informed by, but crucially distinct from, the religious beliefs and practices
of adults. Thus one finds the first instance of a generational divide between how Chinese
popular religion is conceived and practised.

The second chapter, ““Because I am Chinese, I do not believe in religion”: An Ethnographic
Study of the Lived Religious Experience of Chinese Immigrant Children in Vienna,”® is similar
to the first insofar as it is an ethnographic examination of lived childhood religiosity. However,
unlike the first chapter that was based in rural China, this chapter explores the international
dimension by examining the lived religious beliefs and practices of Chinese children living in
Vienna. This chapter problematises the widespread belief that the vast majority of Chinese
immigrants (both adults and children) are irreligious. This chapter therefore asserts that the
first-generation Han Chinese children community of Vienna is, in contrast to what one might
assume based on prior research, a religious one. As with the first chapter, this chapter also
demonstrates religious beliefs and practices possessed by the interviewed children that, in many
cases, differed from their parents, but where ultimately no less important to the practitioners.
Finally, this chapter briefly touches upon the phenomenon of Chinese immigrant parents
sending their children to formally learn about Catholicism as a means of assimilating into
Austrian culture.

The third chapter, “Parental Popular Religion and Filiality: An Ethnographic Study of the
Religiosity of Chinese Parents in Vienna,”'? follows on from the previous chapter and
investigates the lived religious beliefs and practices of immigrant parents living in Vienna.
After providing a thorough overview of the scholarship pertaining to Chinese parent religiosity,
this chapter provides a case study that demonstrates that the various parenting beliefs and
practices of the interviewees were intrinsically seeped in religion. This chapter therefore
constitutes an alternative to the popularised notion (both within academia as well as popular
culture) that Chinese parenting practice places the utmost importance on secular concepts, such
as education and authoritarianism.

The fourth chapter, “Contemporary Filiality and Popular Religion: An Ethnographic Study of
Filiality Among Chinese University Students and their Parents,”!! like the first, is an

examination of popular religion in the People’s Republic of China (PRC). However, unlike the

® Published in Hans Gerald Hodl, Astrid Mattes, and Lukas Pokorny, eds. Religion in Austria, Volume 6.
Vienna: Praesens Verlag, 1-31.

10 Published in Hans Gerald Hadl, Astrid Mattes, and Lukas Pokorny, eds. Religion in Austria, Volume 6.
Vienna: Praesens Verlag, 67-112.

11 pending publication.
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first chapter, this chapter moves away from childhood religiosity and instead focusses on the

religious beliefs and practices of university students in Beijing in comparison with their parents.

More specifically, this chapter constitutes an in-depth investigation into the concept of xiao
12 After giving an overview of the major scholarly themes pertaining to filiality, this chapter
builds upon the previous chapter by asserting that in contrast to the large body of scholarship
that paints filiality as an irreligious concept, filiality is not only very much intrinsically
religious in nature, but also the very concept of xiao cannot be removed from the realm of
Chinese popular religion. This chapter also demonstrates another generational divide with the
students and their parents conceiving of filiality in very different ways.

The fifth chapter, “Chinese Families and Their Encounter with the Secular: An Ethnographic
Study of Chinese Parents and Their Children in Edinburgh,”*® specifically explores the concept
of secularisation within the realm of Chinese popular religion. Where previous chapters have
all acknowledged that the overwhelming majority of Chinese interviewees self-identified as
irreligious, this chapter specifically explores the paradox that these same people possess what
can very much be deemed as religious beliefs. This chapter therefore demonstrates that
although self-identifying as secular, these families in Edinburgh engage in religious activity
and possess religious beliefs with a view to the definition of religions applied. After providing
an overview of scholarship pertaining to Chinese popular religion and the secular, this chapter
gives an intimate insight into how Chinese parents and their children in Edinburgh conceive of
the secular and reconcile it with their own beliefs and practices. Herein, a very marked
generational divide is noted. Moreover, the international dimension is of particular note: the
international context had no impact on religiosity insofar as both the parents and their children
perceived themselves to exist in the same moral cosmos populated with gods and ancestors,
however whereas the parents fully perceived themselves to be irreligious and secular, their
children, for the most part, saw the issue with a far greater degree of nuance. This generational
divide was very much informed by the international context: after assimilating to Scottish
culture to a far greater degree than their parents, the children’s perception of religion and the
secular was complicated and a stark contrast to the secular certainty of their parents. The
majority of the children were able to compare themselves to their Scottish peers and draw the

conclusion that their own Chinese popular religious beliefs and practices could in fact be

12 A term that I opt to translate as “filiality” but is more commonly known as “filial piety.”
13 Published in Interdisciplinary Journal for Religion and Transformation in Contemporary Society, 9 (1), 186
212.
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regarded as religious, whereas their parents, in turn, firmly held that what they believe and
practice are fully secular.

The sixth chapter, “An Ethnographic Study of How Chinese University Students in Vienna
Observed Spring Festival during Covid-19,”% remains in the international context but offers
instead a case study of a specific Chinese holiday: Spring Festival (chiinjié #:7). This chapter
specifically seeks to problematise the multiple studies that suggest that Chinese students
studying outside of the PRC are irreligious. The chapter itself provides a case study of how
Chinese students studying in Vienna observed a highly unorthodox Spring Festival (namely
one impacted by Covid-19). What is especially important in this chapter is the international
context of the students: it was precisely because of this context that students engaged with
Spring Festival in a manner in which they had never done so before.

The seventh chapter, “Religiously Apathetic, Hybrid Christians, and Traditional Converts: An
Ethnographic Study of How Chinese Immigrant Children in Vienna Engage with
Christianity”?®, is a follow-up study to the case study presented in chapter two. This chapter
specifically explores how Chinese children in the international context of Vienna engage with
Christianity. After providing an overview of the scholarship pertaining to the subject, this
chapter offers new insight into the role of Christianity among Chinese immigrant children:
unlike previous studies that explore formal Christianity (i.e., the specific congregations of
established churches), this chapter explores how Chinese children reconcile new religious
beliefs and practices by themselves. This chapter also problematises the concept of “conversion”
within the context of Chinese children: many of the children interviewed expressed belief in
the Christian God without self-defining as Christian. Moreover, this chapter offers a unique
window into how Chinese popular religion can essentially assimilate new beliefs and practices:
many children would believe in God and even pray to Him while still maintaining their various
popular religious beliefs.

The eighth and final chapter, “Overt and Covert Buddhism: The Two Faces of University-
Based Buddhism in Beijing,”® specifically looks at how students in Beijing who attend
student-run Buddhist societies engage with Buddhism. More specifically, this chapter explores
how these university students encounter Buddhism, how they practise it, and how these beliefs

manifest. By offering two very contrasting case studies, this chapter demonstrates the

14 Published in ans Gerald Hodl, Astrid Mattes, and Lukas Pokorny, eds. Religion in Austria, Volume 6. Vienna:
Praesens Verlag, 33-66.

15 Published in Hans Gerald Hadl, and Lukas K. Pokorny, eds., Religion in Austria Volume 7. Vienna: Praesens
Verlag, 139-178.

16 Published in Religions 11 (3), 1-18.
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contrasting ways in which young people in Beijing grapple with religious identity and practice.
What is more, this chapter pertains to how a defined religion that falls within the World
Religions narrative (namely Buddhism) is engaged with from the ground up: particular
attention is given to why these different groups of students opt to practise Buddhism and how
the beliefs themselves manifest. Wider popular religious themes such as face (mianzi [f¥)
and why the popular religious beliefs of parents might lead students to hide their new-found

religious identity.

4 Research Trajectory

This entire thesis is rooted in ethnography. It particularly draws upon Harvey’s concept of
“guesthood” (Harvey 2005: 227-228; 2013: 94) whereby meetings are “less like formal
interviews with one-way exchange of information and more like mutually constituted
relationships where knowledge is exchanged and discussed” (Arthur 2019: 16). I believe that
this method perfectly matches research into Chinese popular religion which focusses on more
intimate manifestations of religiosity. Moreover, when working with children, I opted to follow
in the wake of Ridgely (2011: 82) who argues that by cultivating a relationship with children
that is not built on the foundation of their need for protection or instruction from the researcher,
it is possible to achieve untainted results. Thus, this entire project is built with the intention of
providing a genuine voice to my interviewees.

The main thread that runs throughout each chapter is Chinese religion as experienced on the
ground level. This “ground level” manifests in various forms, from traditional Chinese homes
in China to university students living away from home, but each constitutes religious belief and
practice that exist outside of institutional religion. Indeed, even the chapters that specifically
focus on Christianity and Buddhism respectively are crucially not examinations of organised
religion but instead the unique way in which religion is navigated outside of the traditional

norm.

4.1 Chinese-Centred Research

There have been a plethora of studies pertaining to Chinese religiosity (or, as is most often the
case, irreligiosity) in and beyond the PRC. However, much of the data presented in these

studies came from questionnaires. This thesis seeks to not only move away from this method
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of data acquisition, but also problematise it. Zhang and Lu (2018: 153) rightly point out that
questionnaires not only play into the problematic World Religions narrative, but they also fail
to capture the intricate and unique ways in which Chinese popular religion functions. This
thesis seeks to demonstrate the importance of ethnography in good data acquisition pertaining
to popular religion. The core word here is “good”: the following chapters demonstrate a wide
pool of interviewees who were willing to impart fascinating insight into their own beliefs and
practices. However, this was only made possible by good ethnography. Questionnaires would
have corrupted the data and formal structured interviews would have prevented me from
placing the power in the hands of the interviewees. Indeed, many of the most interesting
insights were obtained by complete accident from a child telling me about the importance of
their ancestors during a game of hide-and-seek, to an elderly couple laughing about an ancestor
giving one of them a bad back after a bad offering. Thus, one thing that unites each chapter is
this notion of finding out about Chinese popular religion through the use of good ethnography.
Not only was manner crucial to achieving this, but also language. Each chapter deconstructs
and problematises the term “religion” and finds it at best limited in scope and at worst harmful
within the context of Chinese popular religion. | have found terms such as jiazhi «# M {E 4%
(system of values), chudntong ££4; (tradition), and linli daodé 1&FEiE % (moral ethics) to be
far more fruitful when attempting to ascertain religious beliefs. Similarly, regarding religious
practice, féng Z& (commonly used in the context of “giving offerings”) and jibai 2% 7 (to offer
to one’s ancestors), for example, were vastly superior to “religious practices”: zongjiao yishi
SEHUL or zongjiao xist EHIR).

Finally, each chapter readily makes use of Chinese scholarship (namely scholarship that is
written in Mandarin or Taiwanese). | believe that this is crucially important in not only
providing as full a picture as possible but also because | assert that to neglect this scholarship
is to do the subject a disservice. Neglecting this scholarship is surprisingly common.
Newendorp (2016), for example, conducted an otherwise excellent investigation into family
values of Chinese-born migrants that is severely weakened by the fact that not a single Chinese
scholarly source is utilised.

It is my hope that this thesis will not only generate an increased awareness of the implications
of the term “religion” when conducting research into Chinese religion, but also provide a sense

for the importance of ethnography.
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4.2 Categorising Chinese Popular Religion

By this point it should be abundantly clear that the entirety of this thesis very much holds that
Chinese religiosity exists in a state of flourishment. In contrast to the wealth of scholarship that
argues to the contrary, each chapter in this thesis demonstrates religiosity that exists outside of
the World Religions narrative, that is nonetheless deep and complex in terms of both belief and
practice. More specifically, each chapter explores the very concept of Chinese popular religion
in various ground-level manifestations. Taken as a whole, very general patters emerge.
Although not a working definition per se (Chinese popular religion is too broad for this), the
data acquired has led to an identification of three interconnected categories present in all
iterations of Chinese popular religion:

1. Gods (tianshén RA#), Ancestors (zixian f14%), and Ghosts (gui %.). The former two

are beings subject to commemoration. There are innumerable gods that range from
deities known nationwide to those known only to a specific locality. When one dies and
is succeeded by a child (particularly a son) who can take care of them in death, they
become an ancestor. These beings can, in return for continued care, bestow boons upon
the living. Ma (2000: 129) aptly writes that “a person’s existence is due to his ancestors,
and in turn, the ancestor’s existence is also due to his descendants.”!’ Thus, ancestor
commemoration usually plays a decisive role in cultivating family values. Finally,
ghosts are beings that can cause problems for the living. One can become a ghost for
numerous reasons but the most well-known is dying with offspring.

2. Bai F¥ and /i #. Both terms have a large semantic variety. The former can mean “to

99 ¢

pray,” “to pay respect,

9% ¢ 29 ¢c

to worship,” “to visit,” and “to salute.” The latter can mean

99 ¢6y

“inner essence,” “intrinsic order,

29 ¢c

reason,” “logic,” “truth,” “to pay attention to,” and
“put in order.” Within the specific context of popular religion, bai and /i denote the
essential embodiment of religious belief through a bodily action: “doing religion that
might be filtered out by etic concepts and categories” (Peng 2020: xxii). The most
obvious manifestation of this are offerings to gods and ancestors.

3. Bao #k and ying . As with the former terms, these two terms large degree of semantic

29 <6 99 <6 29 <6

variety. Bao can mean: “to report,” “to announce,” “to inform,” “to respond,” “to repay,”

29 <

“to retaliate,” and “to retribute.” Ying can mean “to answer,” “to respond,” “to comply

17 Yige rén de cunzai shi youyu ta de ziixian, fin guolai ziixian de ctiinzai y&shi yoéuyu ta de zisin. — /> ARITF

FEZ B T AOHE S, SO SRAR S A A 02 i T Al 19
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with,” and “to deal or cope with.” Within the realm of popular religion, these terms
denote the concept of reciprocity, or rather more specifically, the necessary reciprocal
obligations that exist within a universe that is inherently hierarchical. It is herein that
one finds the concept of filiality. Although the conception of filiality is seen to change

across generations, the concept at its core is a pure manifestation of reciprocity.

4.3 Generational Variations of Religious Belief and Practice

Finally, I believe that the most significant finding of this thesis as a whole is the extent to which
Chinese popular religion depends on age. Children were found to be as engaged as their adult
counterparts, but with key differences in beliefs and practices. This was the case both within
the context of the PRC and the international context of migration. Scholarship pertaining to
childhood lived religion is extremely limited and, at its worst highly problematic. It focuses
upon the Western context and the religious views of children are commonly gathered by relying
upon the highly problematic medium of adult memory (see, for example, Cram 2001; Greven
1978; Wuthnow 1999). This latter problem therefore focusses on what religious belief used to
be rather than what religion is. By actually granting a voice to children and contrasting this
voice with that of teenagers, young adults, and older adults, whole new dimensions of Chinese
popular religion have opened up. Moreover, combined with Chinese-centred research
methodologies, it is my hope that this thesis will constitute a move in the right direction towards
treating Chinese popular religion with the respect that it very much deserves. It is unlikely that
previous studies that assume irreligiosity on the part of Chinese people without accounting for
the nuances of Chinese popular religion, neglect to acknowledge Chinese scholarship, or fail
to give Chinese children a voice, meant any disrespect. Nevertheless, by neglecting these
aspects, Chinese irreligiosity has become something of an assumed scholarly norm (with the
exception of those who acknowledge popular religion). Utilising sound ethnography that
acknowledges all the previous research, accounts for the complexities of popular religion, and
grants children a genuine voice, will give one a view of Chinese popular religion that is (as |
hope these chapters will show) both fascinating and accurate. Although much more research is

warranted, | find this to be a very exciting discovery.
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Abstract

This article provides an overview of the major existing scholarship pertaining to childhood religion
in the People’s Republic of China (PRC). More specifically, it examines lived childhood religion in
a rural village in Gansu province. This article challenges the commonly preconceived notion that
children in the PRC do not regard religious belief as important and simply mirror the religious
practices of their guardians. By utilising ethnographic data, I argue that children in the PRC are
capable of constructing their own unique form of lived religion that is informed by, but crucially
distinct from, the religious beliefs and practices of adults. The practices and beliefs of this lived
religion can be extremely important to children and the evidence from fieldwork suggests that they
tend to take both their practice and belief very seriously.

Keywords: childhood, children, China, lived religion, belief

Chadwin, Joseph. 2020. “Speaking to My Ancestors: An
. Ethnographic Study of Lived Childhood Religion in Rural Gansu”
» sclien d O Vienna Journal of East Asian Studies, 12, pp. 177-206.
https://doi.org/10.2478/vjeas-2020-0007
Submitted: 19.05.2020, accepted: 15.07.2020

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.
5y http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6279-0349
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Page 26 of 286

178 | ViennaJournal of East Asian Studies

Introduction

Given the importance of children in the realm of lived religion, it is somewhat sur-
prising to find that little consideration has, until relatively recently, been paid to how
children (which this article shall define as those under the age of eighteen ) understand
and practice religion. Lately, a wave of academic research has studied the place of
children in various faith traditions and the lives of the children raised in these tradi-
tions. It is now somewhat common knowledge that children are perfectly capable of
negotiating their own religious beliefs; indeed, concluding his decade long Children
in Crisis series in 1990, Coles argued that children think deeply about religion and
very much deserve to be taken as seriously as their adult counterparts (Coles 1990).
Rarely, however, do scholars acknowledge the contributions of children in the crea-
tion of religious worlds (Ridgely 2012). At best, the existing scholarship on childhood
lived religion is extremely limited and at worst highly problematic: the overwhelming
majority of scholarship focuses upon the Western context, and the religious views of
children are commonly gathered by relying upon the highly problematic medium of
adult memory. Although an interesting line of inquiry in its own right, it ultimately
remains an adult’s view of what they think childhood religion was as opposed to what
a present day child thinks religion is (Cram 2001; Greven 1978; Wuthnow 1999).

This article intends to add to the ever growing corpus of academic studies dedi-
cated to examining lived childhood religion. More specifically, I intend to shine light
upon the severely under-examined field of lived childhood religion in China. Wan and
Yén (2008: 69) highlight a common problem with academic studies of childhood re-
ligion: existing studies often rely predominantly on quantitative research. This is par-
ticularly the case with childhood religion in China as many studies seek to examine
the number of children who possess religious views. This study is thus purely ethno-
graphic and builds its conclusions upon Miao’s (2016) excellent ethnographic study
of childhood ritual. While focussed upon patriotic rituals that take place in Chinese
kindergartens rather than lived religion, Mido (2016: 163) argues that children often
possess a deep understanding of ritual built upon intuitive perception. While Mido
seeks to disprove the preconceived notion that children in the People's Republic of
China (PRC) have a limited understanding of ritual, I will argue that contrary to pre-
vious research, children in the PRC are capable of deeply engaging with and practic-
ing religion. More specifically, I will seek to offer an alternative to the preconceived
notion that children in the PRC are mere observers of lived religion by arguing that
they are, in fact, perfectly capable of understanding and practicing their own unique
form of lived religion. In order to discuss these conclusions, this article will initially
provide an overview of the major existing scholarship pertaining to childhood religion
in the PRC. The conclusion itself is drawn from ethnographic data obtained from a
selection of the childhood population in a small village in Northwest China’s Gansu
H N province.
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Chinese Popular Religion

Before delving into the field of lived childhood religion in China, a brief discussion
of Chinese popular religion is necessary. China is often identified as the world’s most
irreligious population; indeed, many recent surveys suggest that the religious popula-
tion is a mere fourteen per cent of the population (Yang and Huang 2018: 2). Some,
however, have argued that the link between ethnic and religious identification is less
evident among cultural groups with less dominant formal religious traditions or faiths
(Lopez, Huynh, and Fuligni 2018). The ethnic Han (hanrén X _\) possess something
of a religious dimension to family life. Rituals conducted at weddings, funerals, and
festivals give meaning to family members’ connections with one another and their
ancestors. Its theology, cult, and personnel are so intimately diffused into one or more
secular social institutions that they essentially become part of the concept, rituals, and
structure of the latter, thus having no significant independent existence (Yang 1961).
This religious practice is often referred to by scholars as “Chinese popular religion”
(Johnson 1996: 123). Overmyer describes this religion as a “complex aggregate”
(Overmyer 1981: 164), while Johnson aptly writes that it is “so widespread, so ac-
cepted, and so integrated into social life that it does not need a name; one could say
that its existence is assumed” (Johnson 1996: 124). It is diffuse, flexible, eclectic, and
exceedingly open, drawing on elements of Buddhism, Confucianism, and Daoism as
well as local traditions.

I believe that this religion is also built upon a number of universal ethical princi-
ples and goals which I shall go on to outline. It should be acknowledged that to reduce
Chinese popular religion to a short section is somewhat problematic. Nevertheless, I
believe that the core elements of the religion can be tentatively categorised into three
main components.

Gods, Ancestors, and Ghosts

Méo Zédong E¥F 7R (1893-1976) observed that both ancestral lineage and the wor-
ship of gods were two basic constituents of traditional Chinese society (Mao 1968).
Although official statistics suggest otherwise, the practice of ancestor and god com-
memoration is still a crucial feature of Chinese popular religion today. More specifi-
cally, this constitutes a need to fulfil regular obligations to both ancestors and gods in
the hope of bringing about a reciprocal response. There are a plethora of gods in Chi-
nese popular religion; indeed, t is not uncommon for a village to house multiple unique
gods. They are typically believed to occupy vital points in villages, usually within a
shrine or temple that might house a single more widely known high-ranking deity and
multiple lesser-known local divine beings. In most temples, gods are represented by
images, but they can also be represented by a written tablet, or sometimes by a piece
of red paper containing a list of the gods’ names (Tam 2011).
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Ancestors, in contrast, are not regarded as deities, but are equally worthy of reli-
gious obligation. Hsu, who believed that lineages constitute the essential social fabric
of China, aptly described religious Chinese life as lived “under the ancestors’ shadow”
(Hsu 1948). When one dies, it is expected that one will be taken care of by surviving
relatives (particularly any surviving son). In return, this ancestor can bestow various
boons from the afterlife.

Ghosts constitute the essential opposite of ancestors. They are believed to be the
spirits of those who died but are not venerated as ancestors—those who either died
without offspring to venerate them or, in exceptional cases, those who died violently.
Although not necessarily malicious, if left unchecked, ghosts can cause great trouble
for villages. There are therefore various ways of dissuading ghosts from visiting, per-
suading them to leave, and subduing them.

Bai

The term bai F¥ has a large degree of semantic variety: “to pray,” “to pay respect,”
“to worship,” “to visit,” and “to salute.” In Chinese popular religion, it is the very
embodiment of religious belief through a bodily action. Encapsulating how Chinese
popular religion is actually practiced, Peng defines it as “doing religion that might be
filtered out by etic concepts and categories” (Peng 2020: xxii), namely an action that
simultaneously engages mind and body as a whole. In literal terms, it can take many
forms: giving various forms of offerings, ritual cleaning, evocation, and showing rev-
erence (to name a few). More often than not, bdi pertaining to ancestors and gods is
obligatory and the notion of whether one actually believes is of comparative unim-
portance.

Bao

The term bao ¥R, like bai, also has a large degree of semantic variety: “to report,” “to
announce,” “to inform,” “to respond,” “to repay,” “to retaliate,” and “to retribute”
(Yang 1957). Most importantly, in the context of Chinese popular religion, it denotes
“reciprocity.” The domain of Chinese popular religion is very much hierarchical. Bao
is the necessary reciprocal obligation within this universe. Indeed, one could argue
that Chinese popular religion is essentially built upon the combination of moral mod-
elling and reciprocal obligation within a hierarchical structure (Oxfeld 2015). One of
the most obvious manifestations is the concept of filiality (xido Z): children are es-
sentially eternally indebted to their parents for the gift of birth and being raised. The
child must therefore repay this debt by caring for their parents in old age as well as in
the afterlife through proper bai.

I believe an etymological analysis of the modern Chinese term for “religion”
(zongjiao 5% perfectly encapsulates these three components. 5% is made up of two

EEINT3 9
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elements: ~ (midn) which means “roof” and 7k (shi) which is usually translated as
“to show” or “to report.” As a whole, ~~ constitutes the roof of an ancestral shrine
while 7~ indicates offerings presented to the ancestors while reporting (i.e. praying)
to them (Welter 2017). #{ is made up of 2 (xiao), the aforementioned “filiality”,' and
3 (wén) which has a broad range of meanings (often “literature,” “writing,” and “cul-
ture”). #(, however, can further be broken down into & (ldo) and - (zi). The former
translates as “elder” and the latter as “son” or “child.” Therefore, taken as a whole, #{
denotes the passing down of cultural values and tradition from elders to children.

Children in Chinese Popular Religion

This article now turns to an examination of the existing scholarship pertaining to lived
childhood religion in China. Although this remains a relatively new and notably un-
derstudied field, it is already clear that a number of themes and assumptions have
arisen within this corpus of scholarship. Aside from offering what I believe to be a
valuable window into lived childhood religion in rural China, this article also intends
to test and, in a number of cases, provide an alternative to these themes and assump-
tions. It should be acknowledged from the outset that I by no means intend to disprove
any previously made statements. I am acutely aware that this study is built upon a
relatively small sample of children in a very small village in a single Chinese prov-
ince: to claim that such a study is representative of lived childhood religion in China
as a whole would be nothing short of foolish. What this article does intend to do,
however, is offer much needed data on lived childhood religion in China and, in some
cases, offer alternatives to theories in the hope of igniting a discussion. With this said,
this section shall briefly outline what I believe to be the most important conclusions
about lived childhood religion in China granted from existing scholarship.

Children are Irreligious
Chinese scholarship frequently concludes that children are irreligious. It is rather un-

surprising to find that statistically speaking, the vast majority of children in China are
irreligious according to official data (Yang and Huang 2018). Fang (2013: 69) con-

!'It should be noted that I have purposely chosen not to employ the more common translation “filial
piety.” I believe the term “piety” is far too laden with Christian moral connotations. Moreover,
although I believe the term “filial obedience” (Stafford 1995) is a better translation than “filial
piety,” I also believe that it can be somewhat misleading. To be truly filial in Chinese popular
religion does not mean to blindly obey one’s parents. On the contrary, one should “thoughtfully
assimilate the lessons they have taught and carry on their legacy in a cosmopolitan world that they
may not be able to comprehend” (Madsen 2008: 306).



Page 30 of 286

182 | ViennaJournal of East Asian Studies

cludes that while young people in China are perfectly capable of having religious ex-
periences, the number of occurrences is extremely small. Many Chinese academics
have undertaken comparative studies between child religiosity in China and in various
Western countries (usually the United Kingdom or the United States). Gé (2015), for
example, writes that the very core of a child’s moral education in the USA is religion
(zongjiao 5%)) whereas in contrast, a child’s moral education in China is built upon
the non-religious “moral ethics” (linli daodé {&EETE ) of filiality. Yéang even makes
the rather problematic assertion that, unlike the wholly irreligious children of China,
children in Western countries are dependent on religion for the cultivation of moral
values due to the “fact” that the vast majority of family homes possess a Bible (Yang
2014: 38). Similarly, Zhéng (2013: 23) argues that due to the impact of Christianity
on Western culture, children in the West are far more likely to abide by rules and obey
regulations due to fear of punishment from God.

Filiality is Central to a Child’s Morality

Both Chinese and Western scholars conclude that filiality is central to a child’s mo-
rality. However, Chinese scholars tend to remove all religious connotations of filiality
and, like G¢ (2015), argue that the term is a non-religious value. Lidng encapsulates
this view by stating that “Chinese culture is a culture of filiality”? (zhonggué wénhua
shi ‘xido’ de wénhua FE AL 2 130 H0) (Lidng 1987: 307). Chén and Gan
(2008) argue that filiality is the single most important thing that a child should learn.
They argue that there are three manifestations of children in China today: “little slaves”
(xido nuli /NILR) who are blindly authoritarian and obedient in the traditional sense
of filiality; “little emperors” (xido hudngdi /> %) who are spoiled by their parents
and are categorically unfilial; and those who embody true filiality (thoughtfully obe-
dient but never unquestioningly so). Song (2017: 99) argues that modern Chinese chil-
dren embody (or at least should embody) filiality in two ways: caring for one’s body
(both physically and morally) which is not privately owned by the child but is instead
intertwined with the parents to whom the child has a moral obligation, and to be mind-
ful of and cultivate one’s reputation. To this end, Song asserts that children believe
that filiality constitutes providing material support to their parents later in life while
maintaining constant respect.

Many studies place particular emphasis on the moral debt of children, stating that
this is their reason for filiality. Oxfeld (2015), for example, writes of how parents have
a particular obligation to care for and teach their children who, in return, are “indebted
to their parents forever” (Oxfeld 2015). Similarly, Goossaert, Kiely, and Lagerwey
(2015: 24) even go as far as to state that the very “core notion governing rural family
life was that of the moral debt of children—above all sons—to parents.”

2 This and all other translations from the Chinese are mine.
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It should be noted that academic examinations of filiality tend to draw conclusions
either from classical texts on filiality or from the opinions of adults. Indeed, there is a
plethora of texts about what filiality actually is, how it should be taught to children,
or how adults perceive it to be important—particularly from the academic field of
education. Yan (2006) argues that the core of traditional filiality is “love” (@i %)
which in turn is defined by the act of “devotion” (féngxian Z=#ik). Yan, wishing to
create a lasting culture of filiality, argues that the concept should serve as the moral
core of all contemporary education. Yu (2007) examines the historic notion of filiality
and argues that it should still possess contemporary value in education. Xiao (2009)
writes that filiality is an integral part of the traditional culture of China. He argues that
it cultivates a sense of morality and responsibility in children that enables them to
“cherish life” (zhén ai shengming ¥ % 7). He concludes that modern Chinese ed-
ucation should embrace this traditional culture of filiality. Yang (2009) laments the
decline of the culture of filiality in Chinese education and urges schools to introduce
activities that will restore the original culture. Zhou, Jidng, and Chén (2012) argue
that filiality is extremely positive for mental health and the psychological develop-
ment of children. Hi Z&yong (2016) argues that filiality equates to “equality” (ping-
déng “F-55) and should thus be liberally utilised by Chinese schools in order to culti-
vate socialist values in children. Song (2017) describes the historic background of
filiality and then calls for schools and parents to instil filiality in children. Yu and Y1
(2018) argue that children should be taught filiality in order to reflect and show respect
to the Chinese government. Zhang (2019) documents government calls for towns and
villages to adopt a culture of filiality in local schools.

The studies summarised above provide valuable insight into what filiality is, how
it should be taught to children, lamentations about how children are taught filiality
poorly, and examinations of how parents implement it. That said, each examination
stems from the academic field of education. Moreover, not a single one examines fil-
iality from the point of view of children.

Children are Shown Religion Rather than Taught about It, and the Issue of
Belief is Unimportant

From a very young age, adults instruct children to imitate them in bai to both gods
and ancestors. In what remains the most thorough study of childhood religion in China
to date, Stafford writes that children are never directly taught about religion but are
certainly made to participate, “sometimes literally put through the motions of rituals”
(Stafford 1995: 49).3 He notes the extent to which children imitate their parents, ini-
tially not understanding the actions but imitating them nevertheless, and then slowly

3 Much of this article draws from Stafford’s (1995) study as well as Johnson’s (1996) excellent
study of children in China.
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starting to comprehend why and how as they get older. Peng similarly argues that the
instructions children receive place the emphasis on bodily action and imitation and,
without spoken tuition, instil underlying beliefs into children:

what is ingrained in body and mind from an early age can develop to no more than showing
respect to one’s direct forbears, required in funerals and festival sacrifices [... or] can grow into
a pious veneration of deities in fully engaged body and mind (Peng 2020: xxiv).

Johnson (1996) also notes that from an early age, children take part in religious
rituals and are shown how to conduct the rites properly by watching and by being
helped to perform them. However, she takes the assertion somewhat further. Whereas
Stafford and Peng assert that young children do not really fathom the reasoning behind
rituals, Johnson, building upon the conclusion of Hsu (1948), argues that children
usually do not take ritual seriously. Similarly, Stafford (1995) also notes how the teen-
agers he observed actively seemed unhappy about being made to perform bai and
especially objected to the more respectful forms of commemoration such as kneeling
and prostrating. Scholars tend to agree that the issue of whether or not children actu-
ally believe in what they are doing is unimportant. Peng encapsulates this view by
stating that:

Buai that relates to ancestors is obligatory, and there is no room left for personal free choice. The
issue of whether one believes or not does not seriously concern people in their early experiences
of performing bai (Peng 2020: xxiii).

Scholars such as Y1, Y11, and St (2019: 30) who examine specific religious beliefs
argue that one can simply utilise parents’ beliefs to accurately predict those of the
child as the beliefs are mirrored. Similarly, Hu Bolin (2016: 26) neglects to examine
the minutiae of the religious beliefs of children in favour of outlining how some chil-
dren gain superstitious religious beliefs from their families—a trend that Ha Bolin
believes is both problematic and in need of addressing.

Finally, it is a rather common observation among scholars that Chinese children
are taught how to bai from their mothers. For example, Overmyer (1987: 293) argues
that children are taught religious practices by their mothers. Similarly, Johnson (1996:
126) argues that the majority of Chinese popular religion practice takes place in the
context of the family. In that setting, children learn from their mothers, the main prac-
titioners of religious rituals at the family level, how to conduct the rituals properly.

Only Boys are Considered Full Beings
Traditionally, only sons are able to take care of their parents in the afterlife. It is thus

unsurprising that scholars have often found that families in China place far more im-
portance on their sons than daughters. Johnson (1996: 134), for example, argues that
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sons (rather than daughters) are much more likely to participate in the commemoration
of ancestors above and outwith the level of the household (i.e. during festivals in
which ancestors require bai). However, while many scholars have noted that boys are
very much favoured over girls, it is particularly significant that some scholars have
argued that girls are not even perceived to be full people. This assertion was first noted
by Watson who stated that girls “do not, indeed cannot, attain full personhood” due
to the fact that only sons are given their names during the “full month” ceremony,*
whereas daughters remain nameless (Watson 1986: 619). Ahern (1975: 210) similarly
argues that due to the fact that girls are essentially born only to move into another
family upon marriage, they are perpetually regarded as outsiders. Finally, Stafford
(1995: 184) arrives at a similar conclusion, stating that girls are seen as lesser when
compared to boys, but also acknowledges that all children are seen as “useful” regard-
less of gender.

Children are Unstable

In the pre-imperial period, Mencius (Méngzi ¥ (ca. 372-289 BCE) and Xunzi #j
¥ (ca. 310230 BCE) —the two great Confucian masters—adopted different views
of human nature (xing %) which had significant implications for attitudes toward
children. Mencius considered the innate goodness of human beings as something to
be nurtured and nourished by the environment and education, and saw in the newborn
infant a symbol of moral perfection. In stark contrast, Xunzi regarded human nature
as innately bad and in need of constant and rigorous moulding and correction. The
human infant was thus viewed as an inherently bad being (Zhou 2009). Although this
debate is not perceived to be a concern for children or their parents today, scholars
still very much note the ramifications. Stafford (1995: 18) notes how it is traditionally
believed that the souls (/inghiin R })° of children are not very firmly attached to their
bodies. Symonds (2004: 22) notes that it is very common for the souls of children to
be frightened away by something minor; a loud noise may cause fearfulness, or it may
be the result of something more extreme. When a child’s soul is frightened away,
ritual measures have to be taken to bring it back. Moreover, compared to adults, chil-
dren are far more susceptible to the influence of ghosts. Schipper (1982: 103) explains
that adults are more stable and thus far less vulnerable to such “pernicious influences.”

4 Some males go on to accumulate several names.

3 It should be noted that the term “soul” in this context can be potentially misleading. The Chinese
term /inghiin ‘R 2} holds a set of meanings that overlaps with, but does not completely coincide with,
the typical Western understanding of “soul”: a crucial element of the concept is that it makes a
person a real person which has led some to employ the term “personality” (Harrell 1979: 520-527).
Although linghun is very much separate from the body, the active separation of the two does not
mean death. A linghun of a person either alive or dead, gives one individuality. Therefore a body
without a /inghun is alive but lacking in humanity.
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Johnson (1996: 135) notes how children frequently wear amulets, clothing that gives
them supernatural protection, and protective charms to repel evil influences or to lock
in their loosely attached souls. It should be noted that scholars do not regard children
losing their souls or the process of retrieving them as a major problem. Schipper
(1982: 103) and Stafford (1995: 19), for example, both argue that a child suffering a
soul fright is a minor problem that requires only a common ritual response.

Funerals are a Point of Academic Contention

Scholars agree on the nature of children’s funerals: in popular Chinese religion, it is
forbidden to hold funerals for children. The death of sons is considered to be espe-
cially tragic and even unfilial on the part of the deceased since he cannot fulfil his
filial obligations. Families might grieve privately for their departed children but no
official funerary rites are administered. However, whether or not children are permit-
ted to attend funerals is a point of academic contention. On one side of the argument,
Watson (1982: 169) argues that children younger than fourteen are wholly excluded
from funerals without exception (unless direct descendants of the deceased). In
marked contrast to Watson, Peng (2020: 108) argues that child mourners and bystand-
ers, whether immediate family or not, are very common funeral attendees. Peng as-
serts that children are even encouraged to attend funerals, particularly in the case of
good deaths, as “they bring into play much fuller ideas of reproduction and ancestors’
protection.” They offer an excellent opportunity for children to learn further about the
intricacies of bai and bao (Peng 2020: 109).

Methodology

Conducting ethnographic research in China, especially pertaining to fields that are
deemed controversial such as religion, can be sensitive; Jones (2010: 16), for example
writes how some scholars have been hindered by local police while conducting field
research. Thankfully, I did not face any such obstacles. I once again found myself
utterly indebted to the friends I made while I conducting research in Béijing (b 57).
It was only because I happened to receive a very kind invitation from a university
friend that [ was able to gain access to my fieldwork site. My research, however, did
change in nature; my original intent was not to study lived childhood religion specif-
ically but instead undertake a far broader investigation into lived religion in rural fam-
ily life. The nature of my research changed once I started the fieldwork itself: the data
I gathered warranted, in my opinion, a change of research area.

The research took place over a period of forty days in January and February 2017.
The fieldwork was based in a small rural village located north of Ldnzhou =M in
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Northwest China’s Gansu Province. The village has a population (at the time of re-
search) of 3,839 with a very low under-eighteen population of approximately 200. The
population is ethnic Han and the village predominantly relies on agriculture with rice
and oranges constituting the main crops (although a few wealthier farmers also breed
pigs). The village has two main religious sites: a single village temple built and main-
tained by the head of the wealthiest family in the village, and a large expanse of an-
cestral burial mounds (fén 3{) located in the hills on the outskirts of the village. The
aforementioned temple is Daoist and an accurate reflection of the beliefs of the village
according to its benefactor. The temple purportedly houses several deities and is, by
my observation, a classic Chinese popular religion temple that incorporates elements
of Buddhism, Daoism, Confucianism, and local beliefs.

In terms of conducing the research, I adopted Harvey’s concept of “guesthood”
(Harvey 2005: 227-228; 2013: 94) as an ethnographic research method, namely es-
tablishing relationships with my interviewees built upon mutual respect whereby
meetings are “less like formal interviews with one-way exchange of information and
more like mutually constituted relationships where knowledge is exchanged and dis-
cussed” (Arthur 2019: 16). My intention therein was to undertake a far more intimate
and focused study than, for example, Johnson (1996) who conducted a far wider ex-
ploration into children in popular Chinese religion across the entirety of the PRC.
Although this means that I cannot, and indeed will not, offer anything other than a
small window into lived childhood religion in a very small Chinese village, I believe
that this in of itself will grant a far deeper insight than more wide-ranging studies that
can only remain at surface level by nature of scale.

As my fieldwork involved working with children, I adopted Ridgely’s method of
“allowing children to shape the research” (Ridgely 2011b: 82). Orsi (2005), among
others, has famously questioned whether scholars and indeed adults can ever truly
hope to access or comprehend children’s thoughts about religion due to the intricate
ways in which their voices are influenced by those around them. Indeed, studying
children and the views that they hold, rather than the idea of “the child,” raises ques-
tions that researchers often unwittingly overlook (Ridgely 2011a). However, Ridgely
(2011b: 82) argues that by cultivating a relationship with children that is not built on
the foundation of their need for protection or instruction from the researcher, it is
possible to achieve untainted results. This is only achievable if the researcher is able
to establish an understanding with the children that they know more about religion
than the researcher. Thus, by relinquishing control of my fieldwork to the children I
worked with, I was able to establish a fruitful environment in which I could learn from
them.

All of the interviews I conducted and my participant observation practices took
place on the terms of my interviewees. Like Clark (2010), I endeavoured to have my
interviewees explain their feelings and understandings to me in their own language.
Therein, my status as a “foreigner” (waigué rén #ME N) proved to be of enormous
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help; the children wanted to teach me about their views and assumed that I had abso-
lutely no prior knowledge as a foreigner. I was, by default, seen as different to the
adults of the village—an outsider who knew games that they had not played before
(which helped me to establish quick rapport in many cases) and wanted to learn about
local customs. Moreover, | endeavoured to analyse what the children told me using
their own terms and standards, rather than measuring their perceptions against my
own pre-conceived adult norms (Ridgely 2005). Thus, by combining Harvey’s con-
cept of “guesthood” and Ridgely’s method of “allowing children to shape the research,”
I was able to develop relationships with the children and establish an environment
built upon mutual respect in which they were comfortable talking with me. Over the
course of forty days in the village, I conducted both semi-structured interviews (giving
my interviewees a great deal of autonomy in what we spoke about), as well as partic-
ipant observation.

For this research project, I adopted the United Nations Convention on the Rights
of the Child’s definition of “child,” namely “a human being below the age of eighteen
years” (U.N. General Assembly 1989). My sample size consisted of twenty-six chil-
dren, specifically thirteen males and thirteen females divided into three groups: 1)
nine children aged under eight years-old; 2) nine children aged eight to thirteen; and
3) eight children aged fourteen to eighteen.

In order to ensure that the project’s methodology and resultant data were “ethically
acceptable” (BERA 2011: 5), my fieldwork strictly adhered to the ethical guidelines
set out by the British Educational Research Association (BERA). In my capacity as
researcher, I did everything in my power to ensure that the participants who took part
were protected from any manner of harm at every stage of planning and execution of
the project. To this end, the names of all interviewees who participated in my study
are anonymised. In line with BERA guidelines, pseudonyms that reflect both gender
and ethnic background have be assigned to each participating interviewee. Each par-
ticipant and their respective guardians were thoroughly briefed about my project and
I ensured they were aware of my aims. I also provided my interviewees and their
parents with the ongoing option to opt out of the study. Moreover, I ensured that each
participant gave their informed consent before conducting any manner of research. It
should be noted that this informed consent manifested as oral consent as it, combined
with the use of pseudonyms, ensures the anonymity of each participant. Finally, given
the small size of the child population in my field area, I have omitted naming the
village in order to ensure the identities of my participants remain anonymous, in turn
conforming to the guidelines of BERA.
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Discussion of Fieldwork Findings

This section outlines the findings of my fieldwork. I have structured it thematically
and sequentially based on the six aforementioned conclusions drawn from previous
scholarship. When referring to an individual, I always list their age. During the field-
work, I utilised my given Chinese name Chai Wénfu 4% 7 and each child referred
to me as “Brother Chai” (Chai gegé 4 ).

Children are Irreligious

Rather unsurprisingly, the vast majority of the twenty-six children I spoke to told me
that they were completely irreligious. Wang Fang (aged six) explained to me in simple
terms that “Nobody in China is religious.”® Only three children did not explicitly say
that they were irreligious but this was not because they told me to the contrary; instead,
these three children, all aged four, were not aware of the term zongjido. In one of the
cases, another child, Wang Xiuying (six), intervened and told me that her “little friend
(xidio péngyou /NI K) was not religious. She then explained to the boy what “religion
is by happily using me as an example: “Religion is when you believe in God. Brother
Chai is from the UK so that means that he believes in God.”” When 1 asked her
whether everyone from the UK is religious, she replied: “Everyone in the UK is Chris-
tian. If you are a Christian that means that you are religious.”® Another child who was
unaware of the term zongjiao very politely asked me to wait. I watched as he ran over
to his mother and asked her whether or not he is “religious.” His mother found this
extremely funny and told him that he is certainly not religious. He then returned and
solemnly told me: “No I am not religious.™

One finds that my fieldwork data is totally in line with the typical conclusion
reached in Chinese scholarship: Chinese children, like adults, are predominantly irre-
ligious. However, rather than taking this at face value, I am far more inclined to argue
that it is a matter of semantics, especially given the subsegent sections of this article.
I very much found that the children I spoke to perceived religion as belonging to the
realm of “the other.” Wang Xiuying was certainly not alone in telling me that religion
is what takes place in foreign countries but not China. There was therefore a discon-
nect between their own practices and beliefs and the seemingly different practices and
beliefs that come with religion. The younger children were quite happy to regard this
as a statement of fact. Indeed, when I attempted to get them to explain the difference
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8Zai zhongguo, méiyou rén xinydng zongjiao 1L E, A NMEMWEH.
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Zongjiao jiushi xinydng shangdi. Chdi gége laizi yinggud, na zhe yiwéizhe ta xinydng shangdi 5%
Boh A5 L. SEEFER B E, A ERE M E M L.

8Meéi gé zai yinggud de rén dou shi jidijido tidi, rigud ni shi jidijiao, zhé yiwéizhe ni xinydng
zongjiao TANTERE AR B EAE S, WRRERBEHR, XEWEREMEHK

Bui, wo bu xinydng zongjiao A, BAMBEMEZH .
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between what they believed and practiced and what, for example, a Christian might
believe and practice, I received very simple explanations. Li Na (seven) told me:
“When we offer to our ancestors, this is not religion. It is simply an offering.”!* Zhang
WEéi (nine), on the other hand, provided me with an extremely thoughtful personal
explanation: “I think the difference is because in religion you need to have faith. A
Christian does not know that God is there so they need faith. When we offer to our
ancestors, faith is not important.”!!

I believe a crucial difference perceived by the younger children can be identified:
the term féng 7 sits at the core of their understanding of what Chinese popular reli-
gion is. This term was used liberally by children when explaining their beliefs and
practices to me. Feng has several meanings: “to offer,” “to present,” “to esteem,” “to
revere,” “to believe,” and “to accept orders.” Usually, children used it in the context
of “giving offerings.” Similarly, jibai 4%FF was often employed. Like féng, ji bai
means to offer (to one’s ancestors). In contrast, when talking about zongjido, the term
“faith” (xinydng 15 ) was commonly used—both “religious faith” (zéngjido
xonydng SE#E) and “faith in God” (xinydng shangdi {540 _L77). I also found that
the younger children had learned these views entirely from school and not from home.
Lia Yang (eight), for example, told me that her teacher had explained to her that peo-
ple in the UK are Christians and believe in God. Herein, one finds a reflection of
Fang’s (2016: 1) assertion that in Western societies, the term “faith” is usually only
employed in the context of “religious faith,” whereas in Chinese society, “religious
faith” is unimportant and people possess only belief in ethics and morals.

Although the older children shared the same irreligious conviction—similarly
making the same distinction between feng and faith—they also explained to me that
in order to be religious, one has to belong to a “religious order” (zongjido tudn 5%
[1). Wang Shii (seventeen) summarised this view by explaining:

29 ¢

In order to be religious, you have to dedicate yourself to a religious order. A Christian dedicates
himself to a church and a Buddhist dedicates himself to a Buddhist temple. As far as I know,
only one person in this whole village is religious. My aunt became a Buddhist when her son died.
Everyone else does not belong to a religious order.'?

10Ji bai ziixian bushi zongjiao xingwéi, zhishi feng éryi SSFEMAE EZZUT N, HEZEma.
"We rénwéi qubié zaiyi, xinydng zongjiao xitydo xinydng, jidi jidotu bu zhiddo shangdi shifou
ctinzai, suoyi tamen xilydo xinydng, ér ji bai ziixian shi fou you xinydng bing bit chong yao il N
DRMAET, FMEHFHEEEM, EEHGEAIIE LA B, P DMBATHZ A5, T4
FRHE R B A S IMIFAE .,

12 Xinydng zongjido, ni bixii yao ziinxun yiding de zongjido jiaogui. Jidii jidotii ydo qui jidotdng,
fojiao ti yao qu fojiao simido. Jiu wo sud zhi, zhége ciinzi zhiyou yige rén xinyang zongjiao. Wo ayi
zai ta érzi qushi hou xinydangle zongjido, qita rén dou méiyou ziinxiin mou gé zéngjido jiaogut. {511

SR R NELEE B RO . BB HAEE LA, hEEE LT . BT
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Filiality is Central to a Child’s Morality

The centrality of filiality to a child’s morality was, by far, the most difficult strand to
research. Regardless of age, each child I spoke to was very keen to explain what they
had been taught about filiality but it took me a very long time to ascertain the actual
views of children. Instead, what I initially received were textbook responses. All of
the twenty-six children, even the youngest, were quick to tell me how important fil-
iality is, how they intend to do well at school to make their guardians happy, and
eventually get a good job so that they can care for their guardians in old age. However,
it was rather obvious from the outset that [ was simply being told what they themselves
had been told to believe. I should quickly acknowledge that this does not necessarily
mean that the children did not truly believe what they told me. On the contrary, I do
not deny for a second that each child truly wished to be a good filial son or daughter.
However, I herewith encountered a major problem that often gets overlooked when
conducting ethnographic research with children: “social desirability.” Children might
only give responses that they think the researcher wants to hear or think they should
say as opposed to what they truly think (McLeod 2008). Indeed, when I spoke to the
children, I commonly received typical responses about what they believe about filial-
ity. Féng Mian (ten), for example, told me:

I love my parents and [ want to make them happy. Many children in China today have become
‘little emperors’ so I must be diligent and always strive to make my parents happy and proud.'?

Féng Mian’s statement echoes the vast majority of responses I initially received. It is
interesting in its own right that the topic of filiality, far more than any other, yielded
a number of responses that almost sounded rehearsed. Needless to say, filiality, as
existing academic studies would suggest, is of central importance to both children and
adults; indeed, these were the only responses I ever received from younger children.
The most significant moment came when I was speaking to a group of young chil-
dren (aged four to nine) about filiality. Playing ignorant, I attempted to have them
explain it to me. At first, I received a flurry of instant responses to the tune of filiality
is all about respecting one’s guardians. However, I was very struck by Zhang W¢i
(nine), who offered me a story that he thought would explain it perfectly to me:

There was once a blind mother and a son. They were totally dependent on one another. They
were poor and forced to beg. One day, when they were both very hungry, the child stole some

5, EAKTRE A MNEFEH . R )L T B REM 7=, KNS A E
TR F BN

BW6 ai wo de fiimii, wo xidng rang tamen gaoxing. Xianzai zhonggué héndud haizi dou shi “xido
hudngdi”, sudyi wo bixit qinfén niili, zong shi rang fiumii gdandao gaoxing hé zihdo. FKZ AL L
s BALARATR . DEPERZ Z TN 2, U RN 5s )y, SRk
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food and gave it to his mother. His mother was so pleased but she did not ask where the food
had come from. The child kept stealing to feed his mother. Every day he would bring her food
and she would always be happy with him. However, one day, the son was caught by the police.
He was taken before a judge. The boy asked if he could see his mother. When the mother was
told what was going on, she instantly knew her own mistake and killed herself. The son was
then beheaded.'

As Zhang Wéi was telling this story, it quickly became apparent that the entire room
had fallen silent and even the adults present were listening intently to him. There was
a great commotion once he had finished—his parents were especially delighted. Ap-
parently this was not a story that they had told him; indeed, it was not a story anyone
in the village was aware of. He told me that he had read the story in a book from his
school library. I believe that this instance is particularly noteworthy for two reasons.
First, it is a clear example of a child demonstrating an excellent understanding of fil-
iality—he was aware, and even told me, that filiality is not a one way relationship.
Children have to show their guardians thoughtful obedience while the adults have an
obligation to care for and teach the child. Therefore, one could argue that filiality is
not simply something children are taught and expected to adhere to, but rather some-
thing that they truly understand. Second, and more interestingly, I believe that here
one finds an example of a child who is actively seeking out religious understanding,
personally grappling with concepts and coming to well thought out conclusions.
Whereas aforementioned scholarship is quick to enumerate how children should be
taught filiality, what strikes me in this instance is that Zhang W¢i clearly had his own
personal desire to understand it himself as opposed to simply being taught and shown
how to practice (as previous scholarship suggests). Granted, this is only one child, and
it should be acknowledged that Zhang W¢i struck me as a particularly gifted student.
I would not, therefore, draw any sweeping conclusion from this observation. However,
it is certainly significant that such as example exists in the first place.

This search for understanding amongst the younger children was not limited to
Zhang Wéi. Another group of young children (aged four to eight) similarly explained
to me what filiality is. During this conversation, I noticed that they accidently made a
connection to filiality that had never been pointed out to them before. This happened

4Céngqgian you gé mangrén miiqin hé ta de érzi. Tamen xiangyiwéiming. Tamen fichdang pingiéng,
zhi néng qitdo wéi shéng. You yitian tamen dou tai éle, érzi toule yixié shiwi géi miiqin, mugqin hén
gaoxing, dan méiyou wén shiwit de ldi you. Erzi bian yizhi tou ldi shiwi géi miigin chongji. Méitian
ta dithui dai lai shiwn, miigin wéi ci hén gaoxing. Zhidao you yitian, érzi béi jingcha zhua zhule, ta
béi dai dao faguan miangian, ta wen shifou kéyi jian miiqin yimian. Dang miigin zhidao fashéng de
yigié hou, ta limd yishi daole ziji de cuowii bing zishale. Erzi yé béi zhdnshoule. \NHTHNE AN
PRABE LT o AR A AT . MATTARR ST, Regai4ed. AR T, L
T T RS, FERIRED, HEA R EMRRkE. LT E Bk e RER
R FRAIEHREY), BERNREY . HRA R, JLTBEEIET, s
FNETRT, AR LEEE —. MEERFIER AN —V)E, SRS T ES
MERIFAER T . JLTWHESE T
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when they were telling me that their guardians do so much for them. Zhi Ruo (four)
told me that her parents “look after me, buy things for me, make me food, keep me
safe, teach me things, talk to me...”'> The children then began excitedly talking about
all of the things that their guardians have given them in the past. One child then told
me that it was nearly Spring Festival (chiinjié #77) which means that all of the chil-
dren would soon receive Red Packages (hdngbao #1.£1). When 1 asked them to tell
me what a Red Package is, one girl solemnly told me that “our parents love us so
much that they give us Red Package money every Spring Festival.”'® Although none
of them spoke of the sense of thrift that Red Packages are supposed to instil (Péng
2019), I was impressed that they were able to forge a clear connection between filiality
and the practice of giving and receiving Red Packages.

The older children also eventually provided some fascinating insights into filiality.
Initially, like the younger children, they gave me only textbook explanations. How-
ever, | eventually had a number of very interesting conversations. Of particular note
was that three individual children, one aged sixteen and two aged seventeen, drew
parallels between filiality and the concept of “face” (mianzi [l ) on different occa-
sions. To my knowledge, these children had not spoken to one another about this cor-
relation, suggesting this was a thought process that all three experienced individually.
The concept of “face” is a crucial component of Chinese society. It essentially consti-
tutes the ability to “feel the hurt that comes from public humiliation, and the desire to
protect oneself [and by extension one’s family] from public humiliation” (Schoenhals
2015: 67). The eldest of the three told me that “face is basically the most important
thing in this whole country. As sons and daughters, we need to be filial because this
is the best and easiest way of keeping face.”'” Here, one finds another example of
children successfully grappling with their own private beliefs: contrary to the research
that holds that filiality is of utmost importance to children and they should simply be
taught it, these children have gone a step further and placed the concept of filiality
within their own personal belief systems. Crucially, I believe that by associating fil-
iality with mianzi, one herein finds evidence of teenagers perceiving filiality in a far
more nuanced manner than simply regarding it as respecting parents. Scholars have
made this association before—Zhang (2016), for example, argues that filiality and
mianzi are separate values that are intrinsically linked—but children are typically not
believed to ponder such matters.

5Zhaogi wo, géi wo mdi dongxi, géi wo zuo fan, bdohit wo, jiaoyn wo, hé wo shuchua. FEJHIR,
MR, AWM R, HER, FIERGE.

Weomen de fumil tébié ai women, tamen méinian chinjié dithui géi women héngbao. AT A BE
Rl 23T, AN RERE S SR

YMianzi, zai zhége gudjia shi zui zhongydo de shi. Suc wéi érnil, women yao xiaoshin, yinweéi zhé
shi zui hdo yéshi zui jidndan de wéichi mianzi de fangshi. ¥, (EXNMEFEHEERNE. AT
NIV, FATVEZENR, DR g3 2 i e A ] 50 ) 4 43 1 1) 7 5K
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Children are Shown Religion Rather than Taught about It, and the Issue of
Belief is Unimportant

My fieldwork findings demonstrate that children are shown religion rather than taught
about it. I very much found it to be the case that children are not formally or informally
taught about the beliefs and practices that they and their families engage in. Instead
they are shown how to practice. I saw several occasions of parents carefully showing
their children how to bai, sometimes even arranging the child’s body in the proper
positions by, for example, making him or her prostrate. I did not, however, find evi-
dence that children do not take the practice seriously. Naturally, I did witness a num-
ber of occasions of young children getting restless during a longer bai session at the
local temple, as well as the odd occasion of a teenager rolling his or her eyes at the
prospect of prostrating again. However, for the most part, it seemed as though children
take the various bai practices seriously.

More often than not, the younger children would explain bai practices to me in an
extremely solemn manner. The most telling example came during Spring Festival.
Despite being obviously excited, I was surprised at the extent to which children seri-
ously engaged with their various bdi obligations. The ritual cleaning of homes was
done with surprising vigour and the money offerings to ancestors were treated with
marked respect. However, the most revealing moment occurred after the ancestral of-
ferings when everyone was enjoying food. In four separate households, I witnessed
the same phenomenon: once the adults became inebriated or fell asleep, it was the
children, regardless of age, who became the new hosts. Not only did their entire man-
ner towards me change (going from very friendly to serious, constantly asking, for
example, if I had enough food), but they also even made sure that the bai obligations
were sufficiently taken care of. Children would go into the ancestor room (the main
room of the household that held the main ancestor shrine, usually a photo of deceased
grandparents) to make sure that their ancestors had enough food. Although the adults
had made sure that the ancestors did indeed have enough food prior to the meal, what
I found especially striking was that once the children felt as though they were in
charge, they all felt the need to check on their ancestors. One herein finds an example
of children taking their practice extremely seriously, in stark contrast to the academic
assumption that they do not.

In contrast to the aforementioned conclusion from existing scholarship that belief
is unimportant, my fieldwork findings suggest that belief is—certainly in some
cases—very important. However, I believe that I witnessed something of a divide:
belief is of enormous importance to some young children, but once a child becomes a
teenager they adopt the more classical view of bai in which belief is unimportant. I
found that belief in ancestors is of particular importance to young children. Twelve
children aged four to ten had all established personal relationships with their ancestors
which manifested in two very different ways. The first was completely encouraged by
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their guardians. Each of the twelve children told me that they were always afraid
whenever they visited the burial mounds of their ancestors or their ancestors were
invited into their homes. Yu Yan (eight) told me:

I am always afraid when I know that my ancestors are watching. I make sure that I am very good
and do not do anything cheeky. I really do not want my ancestors to see this because they will
surely punish me!'®

The belief that one has to be on one’s best behaviour whenever an ancestor is present
was extremely prevalent among the young children. Some, especially the very young,
clearly believed that they were constantly being watched by their ancestors; boys,
worried that they would unwittingly splash an unseen ancestor or god, even giving
warnings before they urinated. The guardians tended to delight in this and actively
encouraged this belief. Herein, the issue of belief is very important to the children:
they actively believed that they needed to be on their best behaviour if they felt them-
selves to be under the watchful eyes of their ancestors. To them, this belief was very
important and manifested in their explanations to me but also, more importantly, in
the noticeable change in their manner. Moreover, this example provides a contrast to
Zhéng’s (2013: 23) argument that Western children are more likely to behave out of
fear of punishment from God. Although children fear punishment from ancestors in
this case, one still finds a clear example of children opting to be on their best behaviour
because of the belief that misbehaving will result in punishment from a higher power.

To my knowledge, the second approach was not encouraged by guardians. Indeed,
in most cases, the guardians were unaware that their children were acting thus. The
twelve younger children all informed me that they speak to their ancestors on different
occasions. This dialogue would take many forms. For instance, a child would some-
times simply tell an ancestor what they had done that day, such as what they had done
in school. The children might also go to their ancestors for help. During my stay, one
child aged five lost her favourite pink ribbon. She therefore secretly asked her ances-
tors for help. Regardless of reason, I found that these young children all actively and
frequently engaged in the unique practice of talking to their ancestors. Moreover, this
was something that they would occasionally discuss amongst themselves. Indeed, it
was from the suggestion of another child that the girl who lost her ribbon sought out
the help of her ancestors. When guardians were aware of this practice,!” they neither
encouraged nor discouraged the children. When I pressed a mother and father about
this, the mother laughed and told me “I think it is cute. I doubt she will be doing it

8Meéi ci wo xidngdao wo de ziixian zai kanzhe wo, wo diit hén haipa. Wo yao québdo wo hén youxit,

buyao tidopi. Wo zhén de hén buxidng rang wo zixian kan dao zhege, yinwei tamen yiding hui

chéngfia wo de. FHRIABBRHIEAFRHF R, RARFN. REFERIRIRNT, AZHE
RAARA RS E FIRXA, FOBAT—E 213

19 To my knowledge, four guardians were aware that their children did this.
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when she is older but for now, as long as she is doing well in school, I do not see a
problem with her pretending to talk to her ancestors.”?°

Any agreement amongst adults as to whether the children are actually conversing
with their ancestors is, I believe, besides the point. What is significant is that here one
finds an example of children creating their own lived religion—a religion that finds
its origins in Chinese popular religion but takes on a new, uniquely child-oriented
form. Indeed, I believe that this finding reflects that of Mido (2016: 102) who con-
cluded that children create their own world when conducting patriotic rituals that re-
flects but is separate from the world of adults and is suitable for their own growth.
The most potent example is Lill Yang (eight) who had gone as far as to create her own
little ancestral shrine in her bedroom. Her father had given her a picture of her late
great grandmother and great grandfather. These photos were placed in her room and
she would bring them some of her food every day as well as present the photos with
the work she had done at school. I noticed that a handful of school assignments were
displayed beside the photos. When I asked her about this, she told me “these are the
pieces of work that I have done that my ancestors are especially proud of.”?! Similarly,
F&i Hong (9) shared a practice that he did every day in secret. A year ago, his older
brother had tragically passed away. When he confided in me, he was obviously ex-
tremely distressed about the “fact” (shish SZ5F) that his brother could never become
an ancestor but had instead become a ghost (gui ). He was also extremely conscious
about the taboo nature of what he was telling me—he constantly implored me not to
tell his parents. He would sneak some of his dinner every day and then secretly leave
it outside for his brother.

Once again, one finds an example of a child taking the building blocks of popular
Chinese religion and constructing his own personal belief and practice. Needless to
say, belief was extremely important to these children in contrast to the assertions of
previous scholarship. Moreover, these findings certainly reflect Yu, YU, and St’s
(2019: 31) argument that a child’s parents shape their perception of death and belief
in an afterlife. However, I believe that the true significance lies in the difference. Y1,
Yu, and Sii (2019: 31) state that children differ from adults in their understanding of
the afterlife. In contrast to adults, children tend to think that emotions, desires, and
cognitive functions still exist after death—a conclusion that I do not seek to dispute.
I believe, however, that my findings suggest an even greater difference: children use
what they have learned from adults to construct a lived religion that is wholly separate
and unique.

W juédé zhé hén ké'ai. Wo bu quéding ta zhdng da hou hdi hui bu hui zhéydng zuo, dan zhishdo
xianzai, zhiyao ta zai xuéxiao bidoxian bucuo, wo bu juédé ta jiazhuang hé ziixian shuohua you shé
me wenti. WIAFIXART % o WA E MK TR A RZFEM, HEDIAE, R EhEy
RRERIUAE, RATEAF I BRI e 1 A A 4 1)

21Zheéxié shi wo rang wo de ziixian tébié zihdo de zuopin. X L6 e IR 1HIR A SR 5 E ZEROVE S .
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Interestingly, this child-oriented lived religion seemed to fade during the teenage
years. The older children seemed to adopt the more classical view of lived Chinese
popular religion. Teenagers would still very much go through the motions, conducting
bai where necessary, but whenever I asked them about belief, they passed it off.
Whereas the younger children would excitedly tell me that Jititian Shéngmu /LK =&
the main goddess of the local temple—had made her vessel (nidn %) levitate in
the air for everyone to see, the older children would look at the occasion with a good
degree of scepticism. That is not to say that they did not believe in Jititian Shéngmu—
many told me that they were very happy to offer to her in the hopes of achieving
success at school—but the belief was secondary and even unimportant. Like Peng
(2020: xxiii) argues, the older children viewed bai as simply something one does.

Finally, while many of the children learned to bai from their mothers (fourteen out
of twenty-six), the claim that all children learn solely from their mothers or even that
they predominantly learn from their mothers is too great a claim. I found that children
were taught to bai from their primary caregiver—whether the mother, father, grand-
mother, grandfather, aunt, uncle, or even, in one case, a sibling.

Only Boys are Considered Full Beings

I was extremely careful when researching the conclusion that only boys are considered
full beings. I chose never to touch directly upon the subject (except for one occasion)
as I believe that there was too much potential to cause harm to my interviewees. The
data I shall now draw upon stems from observations as well as a handful of conversa-
tions where the subject happened to be brought up by my interviewees.

It was exceedingly apparent that sons were greatly favoured in the village—to the
extent that a large room in the local temple was dedicated to a large statue of Guanyin
W surrounded by multiple naked baby boys. Hopeful parents would frequent this
room and bai in the hopes of conceiving a son, sometimes even in the company of
their daughters. However, I saw no evidence that girls were not considered full beings.
Moreover, | certainly saw no evidence of girls being treated as outsiders. As young
children, both sons and daughters were equally involved in all manifestations of bai
and neither seemed to be favoured. This changed, however, once the girls started men-
struating. I learned this when a young teenager (fourteen) told me that she was not
allowed to bai or even enter the temple or ancestral grounds due to the fact that she
was menstruating at that time. While this implies an imbalance in religious freedom,
it does not suggest that girls are not full beings.

Although this subject was not touched upon with the younger children, I did gain
some valuable insights from some of the older children. Nian Zhén (sixteen), told me
that “men and women have very different roles. Boys have to continue looking after
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their parents and girls have to change families. Both are equally important.”?? Simi-
larly, Ying Yué (seventeen), stated that “China is now a modern country. Filiality is
not the same thing anymore. When I am older and I get married, I will still send money
to my parents.”? Ying Yué was the only child I spoke to directly about the notion of
full personhood. I explained to her that some scholars have argued that girls can never
become full people. Ying Yue found this rather amusing, telling me:

If it were impossible for me to become a full person then why do my parents care so much about
my grades in school? Boys are certainly different. I know they have a different role in life. But
as people, we are all equal.?*

While I have limited data compared to the previous conclusions, I nevertheless believe
that it does not fit with the assumption that it is impossible for girls to achieve full
personhood. On the contrary, what I observed was a village in which boys were fa-
voured but both genders were regarded as equal (albeit with different roles in life).

Children are Unstable

During my time in the village, I saw plenty of evidence to support the conclusion that
children are unstable. On my second day, Zhi Ruo (four) told me that she had experi-
enced a really bad morning because she was scared by a dog. She then said that her
mother had taken her to the temple and everything was now in order. All twenty-six
children reported having their soul frightened away at some stage in their lives. How-
ever, | believe it is a slight oversimplification to state that losing and calling back
one’s soul are minor issues. While the overwhelming majority of occurrences were
perceived as minor, one child particularly stood out. YU Yan (eight) had a tendency
to run off and play in the local hills which were believed to be home to several local
ghosts. Her family were extremely troubled by this; every time she returned, they
would take her hurriedly to the temple to call her soul back. When I spoke to her
mother about this, she told me:

2Nénrén hé niirén you buténg de juésé. Nanshéng yao jixii zhaokan tamen de fimil, niishéng ydo
zhai jin ling yige jiating, lidng zhé dou tongyang zhongydo. 5 NI NA AR M. FAEE 4
LA, AR S —ADHEE, PIEARFEREEE,

B3Zhonggué xianzai shigé xiandai gudjia. Xido de yiyi yijing buténg yiwdngle. Wo zhdng da jiéhiin
hou, yiji kuai géi jiali ji gian. FEIIERNMAEZR. ZRBELCERFRUET . KK
WSJE, KRG R LAk,

24Riigud wo bt kénéng chéngwéi yigé wanzhéng de rén, wo de fiimii wéishéme hai name guanxin wo
zai xuéxiao de chéngjir? Nanshengmen dangran bu yiyang, wo zhidao tamen zai shénghuo zhong yao
chéngdan bu yiyang de rénwii, dan zuowéi rén, women shi pingdéng de. WA BE RN —1A
FTRBN, RASCEEH 28 A RO FR A EST? FANTARA—FE, FREARA]
FEAET Th BRI —FERAESS, (BN, AT T4,
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We are extremely worried by her behaviour and there does not seem to be anything we can do
to stop her. I am so scared that one day she will be up in the hills and her soul will be lost
forever.?®

Although this is only one example, one herein finds an argument to suggest that losing
one’s soul is regarded as minor for the most part, but it becomes more serious if it
develops into a recurring problem.

All of the children I spoke to, including Y1 Yan, were extremely nonchalent about
the subject. None of them regarded it as a major occurrence (even if many reported
constant crying before they had their soul returned to them), and they seemed genu-
inely happy to trust that their guardians would be able to handle the situation if their
soul became lost again.

Funerals are a Point of Academic Contention

Due to the scope of this study, I certainly cannot offer anything remotely conclusive
as to whether funerals are a point of academic contention. I can, however, report that
the issue of children and funerals is rather nuanced. For the most part, I am inclined
to agree with Peng (2020: 108). The majority of the children I spoke to told me that
they had attended the same funeral a few months ago and said that their guardians
seemed to encourage their attendance. However, this was not the case with Yu Yan
who told me that she had been told very sternly that she was not allowed to attend the
particular funeral. She was unable to tell me why this had been the case. It was her
father that explained the reason to me: “We are all very worried that [she] would have
been in great danger if she had attended.”?® It was thus the case that Yu Yan was
perceived to be particularly at risk since she constantly lost her soul. Her parents be-
lieved that if she had attended the funeral, an event that particularly attracts ghosts,
her soul would have been in peril of being spirited away. It therefore seems to be the
case that children, for the most part, are encouraged to attend funerals, but will be
forbidden in exceptional circumstances.

Although it does not relate to the aforementioned academic debate about funerals,
I think that a conversation I had with Ru Shi (fifteen) is worthy of mention. She told
me that she had attended the funeral of her grandfather who died when she was six
years old. Since she had been doing particularly well at school at the time, she was
gifted her grandfather’s calligraphy brush during the ceremony. She explained that
this was a great honour and the brush would ensure academic success for as long as

BWomen feichdng danxin ta de xingwéi, dan sihii women méiyou banfd qui ziizhi ta. Wo hén haipa
Yyou yitian, ta hui zai shanding shang, ta de linghiin hui yongyudn diiile. BA1AEH O HIIT N,
EALFEATBA IpE L. FARFAG K, aE LT, WRRARAGEET .

26 Women dou hén danxin, rigud ta chiixile dehua, [ta] hui yu ddo hén da de wéixidn. BATHRIRH
Oy IR TR, [ E RR KR GRS



Page 48 of 286

200 | ViennalJournal of East Asian Studies

she remains diligent in her studies and bai. This serves as an example that reflects
similar observations made by both Naquin (1988) and Peng (2020) about the potential
to acquire auspicious items during a funeral that would “help children to lead charmed
lives” (Peng 2020: 109). Ru Shi certainly placed enormous value on her brush and
proudly told me that it was the sole reason she was still at the top of her class at school.

Conclusion

As previously stated, I am acutely aware of the scale of this fieldwork project: the
sample was comparatively small and my time in the village was limited. However, the
intent of this article was never to offer any broad conclusions about lived childhood
religion in the PRC. Instead, this article provides an outline of pertinent scholarship
principally from the PRC, and grants an intimate insight into how children in rural
China construct and practice their own form of lived religion by means of ethno-
graphic fieldwork. By doing so, I have challenged some existing scholarly assump-
tions.

This article shows that children, contrary to the conclusions of most scholars, are
more than capable of practicing and experiencing their own lived religion. Most im-
portantly, I show that children do not simply mirror their elders; instead, they grapple
with religious ideas and practices that culminate in a unique (to children) lived religion.
In contrast to Stafford’s (1995) assertion, they do more than simply go through the
motions whenever their guardians make them bai. Instead, they actively carry out their
own bai. Most strikingly, this bai has obviously been informed by, but is nevertheless
different to, the bai of adults. Similarly, in contrast to Peng’s (2020) argument that
belief'is unimportant to children in the PRC, it is extremely important to some children.
This study shows that belief can deeply impact a child’s behaviour and emotions. Fur-
thermore, rather than finding evidence for Gé’s (2015) argument that children in the
PRC possess non-religious “moral ethics,” this study demonstrates that children are
capable of possessing unique lived religious beliefs that manifest in original practice.
In short, this article reveals the existence of a unique form of lived childhood religion
that includes an often personal relationship—one that lies in contrast to the compara-
tively distant relationship of adults—with ancestors and dedicated bai. Unlike Hsu
(1948), Johnson (1996), and Stafford (1995), all of whom assert that children in the
PRC do not typically take religious practice seriously, and Peng’s (2020) argument
that belief is unimportant, this article demonstrates that children are perfectly capable
of taking their own lived religious practice and belief extremely seriously. Moreover,
this lived religion seems to be unique to children and fades away during the teenage
years.
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At the very least, I hope that this article has made clear that childhood lived reli-
gion in China deserves a prominent place in the ethnographic study of Chinese reli-
gion. I hope that this article will, at least in some small way, add to what will perhaps
become an ever growing academic field.
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to report, to announce, to inform, to re-
spond, to repay, to retaliate, to retribute
the city of Béijing

Brother Chai (the name each child re-
ferred to)

my given Chinese name

Spring Festival

grave, tomb, burial ground

to offer, to present, to esteem, to revere,
to believe, to accept orders

devotion

a province located in Northwest China
a translation from the Sanskrit Ava-
lokite$vara; a female bodhisattva typi-
cally associated with compassion

Han people; the largest ethnic group in
the People’s Republic of China

“red package;” these small red enve-
lopes are typically filled with money
and given to children during festivals
to offer (to one’s ancestors)

the primary goddess of this study’s vil-
lage

the capital of Gansu province

elder

soul and spirit

moral ethics

a Warring States Confucian philoso-
pher who believed in the innate good-
ness of humans

roof

face (as in “losing face”), honour, repu-
tation, self-respect, feelings

vessel, carriage

equality

to show, to reveal, to report

fact

foreigner

language, culture, writing, formal
filiality

“little emperors”; children who are
spoiled by their guardians

“little slave”; a child who is blindly au-
thoritarian.

little friend

human nature

faith

faith in God



206 | ViennalJournal of East Asian Studies
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zongjiao xonydng

HT

LR
%
S
R
REE

Page 54 of 286

a Warring States Confucian scholar
who believed that human nature is in-
herently bad

cherish life

son, child

religion

religious order

religious faith



“Because I am Chinese, I do not believe in
religion”: An Ethnographic Study of the
Lived Religious Experience of Chinese
Immigrant Children in Vienna

Joseph Chadwin

1. Introduction

As the corpus of scholarly works pertaining to immigrant religion continues
to grow, so too do scholars turn their attention to the lived religion of immi-
grant children (which this paper shall define as those under the age of eight-
een). Confronted with an often fragmented environment, immigrant children
are “often disorientated in challenging the dilemma of constructing an iden-
tity that is different from their first-generation parents while retaining their
ethnic and religious identity” (Shen 2020). In the process of immigration,
they are in a somewhat unique position: it has been reasoned that unlike
adults, children are “more likely to assess their relative position according to
host country norms” (Voas and McAndrew 2014: 103). This, very much like
the general study of lived childhood religion, is a somewhat recent scholarly
trend that is still oftentimes overlooked. Ridgely (2012: 240) aptly lamented
that “rarely, however, have adults—be they parents, priests, or researchers—
acknowledged the contributions of children in the creation of religious, so-
cial, or political worlds.” Similarly, Suarez-Orozco et al. (2011: 258) write
that thus far scholarship has done little to shed light on the religious experi-
ences or perspectives of immigrant children, with the majority of scholarship
“nearly entirely focused on the adult perspective and on the particular role of
religious social organizations rather than on the individual experience.” This
paper intends to add to the growing corpus of scholarship that seeks to amend
this gap.

Stepick (2005: 13) wrote that if Nietzsche “were still alive and visited
various immigrant communities, he would observe, that among immigrants,
at least, God is very much alive.” However, as this paper intends to elucidate,
although it is very often the case that scholars tend to agree that the majority
of migrants are religious, there is one very notable exception to this: Chinese

Page 55 0f 286



2 JOSEPH CHADWIN

immigrants are often found to be predominantly irreligious. This paper ex-
amines the particularly understudied field of the lived religious experience of
Chinese immigrants by focusing on the lived religious experience of Chinese
immigrant children in Vienna, thus intending to shed new light upon a field
that is both understudied and rife with assumptions.

Since the Opening of China (gdigé kaifang) that began in 1978 and, with
it, the lifting of prior migration restrictions, millions of Chinese nationals
have immigrated to countries all over the world. However, while already be-
ing an extremely neglected academic field, the vast majority of scholarship
that pertains to Chinese migrant religion in Western countries has focused on
Christianity (Pan 2019: 210). Thus, as Mengwei and Nehring (2020: 167)
aptly note, “notable gaps remain in this literature.” One such notable gap is
that of religion, which, somewhat ironically, Mengwei and Nehring neglect
to address despite their examination of “the moral grammar” of Chinese im-
migrant families. This gap becomes greater still in the case of lived religious
experience of immigrant Chinese children. Although a scant number of stud-
ies do indeed exist, they are often built upon problematic assumptions as this
paper intends to demonstrate.

Austria is currently home to approximately 30,000 ethnic Chinese (Tektas
2012).! The majority of this population is based in Vienna. As of yet there
has been no study of the lived religious experience of immigrant Chinese
children. Indeed, in an interview with DerStandard, the founder of Bild-
ungszentrum fiir chinesische Sprache in Wien (Vienna Educational Centre for
Chinese Language; www.chineseschool.at/) described the Chinese commu-
nity in Vienna as “not visible” (Staji¢ 2011). It should be noted from the out-
set that this study utilises a relatively small sample size. This paper, therefore,
does not intend to offer any sweeping conclusion about the nature of the lived
religious experience of immigrant Chinese children in Europe or even in Vi-
enna. Instead, it intends to offer a rare window into what remains a severely
under-studied area. Moreover, by doing this, I intend to challenge various
theories of the lived religious experience of immigrant Chinese children.
More specifically, after examining various scholarly trends in the field of
childhood immigrant religion, I propose three major conclusions: contrary to
what prior research suggests, Chinese immigrant children in Vienna are pre-
dominantly religious; although some Chinese immigrant children do undergo
genuine conversion to Christianity, for the most part Christianity is used as
an integration tool; and, in contrast to prior assessments, “filiality” (xido)? is

1 Some estimates go as high as 40,000 (Latham and Wu 2013: 29).
2 As with my previous work (Chadwin 2020), I have again opted to use the term “fil-
iality” instead of the more common “filial piety.” The reason for this is that I believe that
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a central feature of Chinese immigrant children’s core beliefs and should be
regarded as a religious one.

2. Chinese Popular Religion

Before examining the religious experience of Chinese immigrants in Vienna,
a brief outline of Chinese popular religion is required. Yang (2001: 71) has
very aptly pointed out that many Chinese individuals follow an assortment of
personalised eclectic practices without identifying themselves with any par-
ticular religion. These often undefined practices are regularly referred to as
“Chinese popular religion” (Johnson 1996: 123). This classification intri-
cately echoes the Three Teachings (sanjiao): Buddhism, Confucianism, and
Daoism. I have previously (Chadwin 2020: 179—181) assorted Chinese pop-
ular religion into three separate categories. As this paper intends to demon-
strate, these categories can very much be applied within an immigrant con-
text. I shall therefore very briefly elucidate each category:

1. Gods (tianshén), Ancestors (zuxian), and Ghosts (gui): The practice of
god and ancestor commemoration is a crucial component of Chinese popular
religion. There is a plethora of gods, some widely known and others unique
to very specific locations. Ancestors, while not deities, are equally worthy of
religious obligation. It is commonly believed that when a person dies, they
will be taken care of (in death) by their surviving relatives (most commonly
their son). The ancestor can then, in turn, bestow various boons to the living.
Ghosts are spirits of those who are not commemorated. Those who die can
become a ghost for varying reasons such as dying without offspring, vio-
lently, or after having been subject to unjust treatment. Ghosts are believed
to have the potential to cause trouble for the living. There are therefore vari-
ous means of dissuading ghosts from visiting, persuading them to leave if
they do so, and, if need be, subduing them.

2. Bai: Possessing a large degree of semantic variety, the term bai can
mean “to pray,” “to pay respect,” “to worship,” “to visit,” and “to salute.”
Within the context of Chinese popular religion, the term is the essential em-
bodiment of religious belief through a bodily action. Peng (2020: xxii) de-

EEINT3 EEINT3

the term “piety” has somewhat unavoidable Christian connotations. Similarly, I find the
term “filial obedience” (Stafford 1995) to also be problematic on the grounds that filiality
is more than simple obedience. I am thus in full agreement with Chén and Gan (2008: 200)
who argue that children who truly embody filiality are thoughtfully obedient but never
unquestioningly so.
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fines it as “doing religion that might be filtered out by etic concepts and cat-
egories.” Practically speaking, it usually constitutes giving various forms of
offerings, ritual cleaning, evocation, and showing reverence (Chadwin 2020:
180).

3. Bao: The semantic variety of bao ¥ is also broad. The term can mean:
“to report,” “to announce,” “to inform,” “to respond,” “to repay,” “to retali-
ate,” and “to retribute.” Within the context of Chinese popular religion, the
term takes on the meaning of “reciprocity”: simply put, it is the necessary
reciprocal obligation within this universe. Filiality is the most obvious man-
ifestation of this obligation: children are expected to repay their eternal debt
to their parents by caring for them in old age and then later, via bai, in death.

Within the context of Chinese immigrants, Chinese popular religion is
very rarely discussed; scholars instead focus on the aforementioned irreligi-
osity of Chinese immigrants or their conversion to Christianity. Yang (2001:
80), however, has specifically argued that Chinese immigrant children, who
receive education in their new Western home and socialise with children of
other ethnic and racial backgrounds, “find it hard to maintain the unstructured
beliefs and practices of their parents.” He goes on to argue that in the process
of modernisation many Chinese immigrants inevitably experience, Chinese
cultural traditions that form the basis of their popular religion break down.
Chinese immigrants “continue to cherish many traditional values [...] in con-
servative Christianity [where] these Chinese find a good match for their cher-
ished social-ethical values” (ibid.: 90).

EEINT3 EEINT3 29 <.

3. Chinese Immigrant Childhood Religion

China is commonly regarded as having the world’s most irreligious popula-
tion, with recent surveys suggesting that religious persons constitute a mere
fourteen per cent of the overall population (Yang and Huang 2018: 2). It is
therefore unsurprising that several scholars have identified a lack of religios-
ity among Chinese immigrant youth. Indeed, this is the most common con-
clusion drawn from examining the religious experience of Chinese immigrant
children. Furthermore, the concept of filiality is a somewhat reoccurring
theme in the existing scholarship, as is conversion to Christianity. This sec-
tion shall therefore explore the scholarship pertaining to these three themes.
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3.1. Chinese Immigrant Children are Irreligious

This academic finding exists as part of a much broader major issue in the
academic study of immigration religion, namely, whether or not the process
of immigration leads to a rise or decrease in the religious practices and beliefs
of those immigrating. For the most part, the former is favoured. Foley and
Hoge (2007: 15) referred to the process of immigration as a “theologizing
experience.” They also found that all manner of immigrant places of worship
assist immigrants in a variety of ways, providing both psychological and cul-
tural “refuge” in the form of social networks and social capital: “some of
them directly contributing to their incorporation into the new society” (ibid.:
5). Similarly, both Handlin (1973) and Herberg (1983) have argued that the
majority of new immigrants experience a reinvigoration of religiosity. Shen
(2020) similarly concludes that “religious involvement is a very important
landscape of immigrants’ social lives.” Hirschman (2004: 1212) argues that
“most immigrants seek to maintain, or renew, their religious faith after arri-
val.” He claims that immigrants, finding themselves in a new social context,
find meaning and identity by reaffirming religious beliefs. However, it should
be noted that some scholars believe in the contrary. In his study of immigrants
living in Quebec, Conor (2008: 254) found that the process of resettlement
majorly disrupted religious participation. This was especially the case during
the first few years after arrival. Moreover, others have analysed “secularisa-
tion trends” among immigrants, but these studies usually only focus on syn-
thetic generations and neglect to account for trends in religiosity among the
majority population (Jacob and Kalter 2013: 39). They assert that a decrease
in religiosity among immigrants becomes more likely for three reasons: “the
more immigrants participate in central institutions of the host society, the
more frequent their social contact to the native population and the greater
their fluency in the destination language” (ibid.: 40). They go on to examine
the theory of segmented assimilation which holds that immigrants might suc-
cessfully integrate in certain domains, such as the education system and the
labour market, but fail to culturally integrate due to a desire to maintain their
own cultural heritage.

Unsurprisingly, this scholarly trend is found when applied to children as
well. Scholars have for a long time identified the tumultuous nature of immi-
gration. Castex (1997: 67), for example, writes that despite the process of
immigration being exciting and new, it is, by nature, stressful: “adjusting to
new living situations, different food, often learning a new language, learning
how to get around, making new friends, and all the other details of daily life
in a new country create stress for both parents and children.” Many scholars
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assert that this turbulent period can often lead to an increase in child religios-
ity. Thompson and Gurney (2003: 87), for example, write that immigrant
children “report multiple ways in which religion or religious belief serves to
protect them from the stressors of adolescence and immigration.” In studies
pertaining to their religious experience, immigrant children are often cited as
commonly identifying religion as a major aspect of their life. Noting that re-
ligious rituals take on new meaning during the process of immigration,
Hirschman (2004: 1211) asserts that the “normal feeling of loss experienced
by immigrants means that familiar religious rituals learned in childhood, such
as hearing prayers in one’s native tongue, provide an emotional connection.”
Fleischmann and Phalet (2011: 320) highlight the “religious vitality hypoth-
esis” which predicts the maintenance of family religious practices among im-
migrant children. Kogan (2019), builds upon Oppong’s (2013: 10) assertion
that the religious identity of younger individuals is more likely to be stronger
compared to mature adults, by arguing that religion often becomes an “iden-
tity marker” that facilitates the “formation of a social identity and sense of
belongingness that provide emotional and social support to individuals par-
ticularly in adolescence and early adulthood.” She takes this further by argu-
ing that, due to differences in the process of socialisation, religion often takes
on a different meaning to immigrant children compared to the local child
population: “the extent that these groups feel marginalised and discriminated
against by the majority population, their anticipated process of identification
with the majority gets diverted by a stronger orientation towards religion”
(Kogan 2019: 3547). Suarez-Orozco et al. (2011: 278), who found that “im-
migrants are particularly likely to be religious; they are apt to be more reli-
gious than the average native-born resident of the ever more secular, post-
modern nation-states, to which they migrate,” also argue that the process of
immigration is “likely to redouble” (ibid.) the faith of immigrants. Indeed,
their in depth study of childhood immigrant religiosity came to four notable
conclusions that will be subsequently applied to this paper’s case study:

1. Religion provides immigrant children with guidance on how to be-
have and how not to behave.

2. Religion is the source of “ever present help” (ibid.: 265) for immi-
grant children that can be turned to in times of need.

3. Religion is of “cultural value” (ibid.: 267, original emphasis) to im-
migrant children.

4. Many immigrant children display an “inability [...] to articulate the
specific function of religion or God in their lives; nonetheless, they
clearly affirmed their belief in God” (ibid.). This belief is usually un-
articulated and unquestioned, with immigrant children turning to
phrases such as “it just is” (ibid.). This is perhaps due to the fact that
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“these young people [are] yet to reach a stage in development where
they closely examine and understand their beliefs” (ibid.).
Thompson and Gurney (2003) conducted a similar study to Suarez-
Orozco et al. They focused on religion’s role in the lives of immigrant chil-
dren. In contrast to the latter finding of Sudrez-Orozco et al., Thompson and
Gurney (2003: 81) found that immigrant children were able to deftly describe
a very personal experience: “[W]e were struck by how articulate and expres-
sive the youth were [... and] [t]hey were able to describe in their own words
the many ways that religion is important to them.” However, they agreed with
Sudrez-Orozco et al. that immigrant youth are found to have both “undeniable
faith” and the “perception of a very real and tangible help that God or spiritual
powers” provide: “The help that these teenagers spoke about was experienced
as very real and tangible” (ibid.: 82). Again, similar to Suarez-Orozco et al.,
they also found that “religion or a belief in God often provided immigrant
youth with guidelines and ways in which they should live their lives” (ibid.:
84). They also concluded that “[a]n overarching theme interwoven in many
responses was a sense of a personal relationship with God” (ibid.: 86).
However, despite this academic backdrop of immigrant children being,
for the most part, religious, scholarly findings pertaining to the lived religion
of Chinese immigrants (aside from studies focused specifically on Chinese
converts to Christianity; see the following section) identify them as a distinct
exception: Chinese immigrant children are, for the most part, irreligious. In
their study of the religious affiliation of international migrants, the Pew Re-
search Center (2012) found that China is “the primary country of origin for
migrants who are religiously unaffiliated.” In their study on the effect of im-
migration on religious belief, Masey and Higgins (2011: 7) found that, alt-
hough immigrants are “a religious lot,”

by far the most irreligious country of all is China, which is officially atheist
and where no more than 10% profess a belief in any religion. Nearly three
quarters of all immigrants from China (73%) report no religion at all.

Jacob and Kalter (2013: 40—41) utilised data from the still ongoing Chil-
dren of Immigrants Longitudinal Survey in Four European Countries® that
seeks to examine the integration of children of immigrants in four European
countries, namely, England, Germany, the Netherlands, and Sweden. The
first wave of the study took place between 2010 and 2011. 18,716 14-year-
old adolescents were surveyed as well as 11,201 parents. Three questions
were used (and are still indeed being utilised) pertaining to religion: “What

3 See https://www.cils4.eu/index.php?option=com_content&view=featured&Itemid
=7 (accessed: November 24, 2020).
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is your religion?”’; “How important is religion to you?”; and “How often do
you visit a religious meeting place?” (CILS4EU). Regarding the first ques-
tion, the survey allows for ten responses: “No religion,” “Buddhism,” “Chris-
tianity,” “Christianity: Catholic,” “Christianity: Protestant,” “Hinduism,”
“Islam,” “Judaism,” “Sikh,” and “Other Religion” (ibid.). In their recent
study on the importance of religious in-group members to adolescents,
Leszczensky, Flache, and Sauter (2019) also relied upon the Children of Im-
migrants Longitudinal Survey in Four European Countries data. After exam-
ining the most up to date findings of the data, they found that a considerable
amount of students in England, Germany, the Netherlands, and Sweden were
neither Christian nor Muslim, but other religious affiliations were also very
rare. The vast majority of non-Christian and non-Muslims—and therefore the
overwhelming majority of Chinese respondents—explicitly indicated not be-
longing to any religious group (Leszczensky, Flache, and Sauter 2019: 3709—
3710). A similar study can be found in Sudrez-Orozco et al.’s (2011: 258)
aforementioned work that utilised The Longitudinal Immigrant Student Ad-
aptation Study to examine the role religion plays in the positive development
of immigrant youth. This longitudinal study took place over five years and
was developed in order to examine the adaptation of immigrant children that
recently arrived from Central America, China, the Dominican Republic,
Haiti, and Mexico. Although not originally designed to primarily focus on
religion per se, religion formed a major component of the study. 309 children
(seventy-two Chinese) were interviewed each year. The study came to a num-
ber of important conclusions. It found that “not surprisingly, the only group
that reported a different kind of pattern of attendance was the Chinese, be-
cause they have a very low religious affiliation; they reported low attendance
at church or temple” (ibid.: 263). The study also found that the religious af-
filiations of the Chinese parents were “in keeping with the official Chinese
governmental policy of atheism” (ibid.: 262). However, aside from the Chi-
nese immigrants, religion was found to be a crucial component in the lives of
both immigrant children and their parents, ninety-two per cent of which re-
ported teaching their children about religion (ibid.: 264). In essence, the Chi-
nese immigrant children and their parents were major exceptions to the
study’s findings: “Notably, nearly all of the students who provided such [ir-
religious] responses were of Chinese origin; this finding is consistent with
the nonbelieving patterns reported by their parents and reflects the strength
of parents as important socialization influences” (ibid.: 267).

Thompson and Gurney (2003) conducted a similar study on the role that
religion plays in the lives of immigrant children. Their study was embedded
in the Harvard Immigration Project—a five-year longitudinal, interdiscipli-
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nary study of 350 immigrant youth from China, Haiti, Central America, Mex-
ico, and the Dominican Republic. As with Suéarez-Orozco et al.’s study,
Thompson and Gurney found that Chinese immigrant children were deeply
irreligious: seventy-two per cent of respondents answering “no” to the ques-
tion “Is religion or a belief in God important for you?” (ibid.: 80). Responding
to this finding, they wrote:

Interestingly, religion appears to play a less significant role in the lives of
Chinese immigrant youth. This perhaps is a reflection of the secular nature of
Chinese society under communist rule (ibid.: 87).

Even in Yue and Simeng’s work Chinese Immigrants in Europe (2020),
religion is barely discussed; even the chapter pertaining to filiality does not
address the religious beliefs of Chinese immigrants—instead, it removes fil-
iality from its religious roots (Mengwei and Nehring 2020). This scholarly
assumption that Chinese immigrants are irreligious is also very much preva-
lent in Chinese scholarship. Li (2018: 15) even goes as far as to argue that

[m]ost [Chinese] immigrants do not know about religion, so they cannot un-
derstand the special meaning of religious festivals. They usually do not ex-
press their rejection of formal religious festivals, such as Easter and Christ-
mas, but keep a certain distance.*

She goes on to quote from an interview with a Chinese immigrant living in
Moscow: “most Chinese immigrants hold atheistic thinking, and show indif-
ference and incomprehension of such activities, even rejection, and even less
willingness to understand its spiritual content” (2018: 36). Similarly, Zhang
(2015: 78) draws a contrast between Indian immigrants who are, for the most

4 Yiminmen daduo dui zongjiao bu ligojie, yé jiu geng wufd mingbai zongjiao jiéri de
teshii neihan. Tamen dui ji fu zongjiao sécdi de jiéri, ru fithuo jié, shengdan jié, tongchang
bir mingqué bigoshi pdichi, dan bnochi yiding juli. B IRATKZ X =BT il HEtE
ToVE I A SR ECT H R BRI AT R R ORI H L IR, B
WEARSRRHFR (B{RFF—EMEE . This and all of the following translations in
this paper are my own.

5 Zhongguo yiminmen dadud chi wishénlun sixidang, dui zhe lei huodong bidoshi
léngmo hé bu lujié, shénzhi paichi, géng bu yuan linojié qi jingshén néihan. " IEF RAT]
REFTAME DA X RIG RN A BRI REAF. BAR 7S
AR o
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part, deeply religious, and Chinese immigrants who are overwhelmingly ir-
religious.’

3.2. Chinese Immigrant Children and Christianity

The second dominant scholarly assumption, next to the one that the majority
of Chinese immigrant children are irreligious, is addressed in studies exam-
ining Chinese immigrants’ conversion to Christianity. Yang (2001: 71) writes
that Christianity appears to have become the largest religion for Chinese im-
migrants, with Christian churches becoming the predominant religious insti-
tutions. Both Yang (1999a: 113) and Lu, Marks, and Apavaloiae (2012: 119)
have observed that both traditional family life and marriage are crucial tenets
of Chinese culture—values that are mirrored in Christianity. Both studies as-
sert that Western churches that attract Chinese immigrants are especially vital
to Chinese immigrant families in terms of identity reconstruction, adapting
to Western culture, and eventually assimilating. Lu, Marks, and Apavaloiae
therefore argue that it is these shared ethical values matched with the “strong
cultural pull and network of other immigrant Chinese families [... that make
a] faith community more attractive to Chinese immigrants than other faith
communities or secular groups” (ibid.: 119). They go on to claim that Chinese
parents often rely upon the Christian Church to provide meaningful moral
guidance via attractive activities “in an effort to keep immigrant youth away
from the potential effects of American society that are viewed as damaging
to traditional marital and family values” (ibid.). Several scholars (Min 2003;
Yang 1999b; Waters 1999; Zhou and Bankston 1998) have even made the
stronger claim that immigrant parents are so afraid of the corrupting immoral
influence of Western culture that they convert, with their children, to Chris-
tianity for protection. Indeed, Chen’s (2006: 580) study of Taiwanese immi-
grant families in the United States found that Taiwanese immigrants “per-
ceive the individual freedom that Americans celebrate as a threat to family
harmony.” Maintaining that scholarship often overlooks how religion may
change, rather than preserve, inherited traditions, Chen (ibid.: 575) asserts
that Christianity provides a solution to this problem: in searching for this so-
lution, out of a deeply rooted concern for their children’s moral upbringing,
Taiwanese immigrants find that the Church is the “last moral bastion in an
otherwise immoral American society” (ibid.: 584). By utilising the image of

6 Zai zongjiao jiégou fangmian, yindu yimin dadué xinydng yindujiao, ér zhongguo
yimin wii zongjiao xinydng de zhan dao jué da dudshi. TESEHEEMI T ENERRKE
FEAMENEE 2, T o [ A% RTE SR BUB AN o5 B4R 2 5.
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a plaque that states “Christ is the Lord of this House” that she says adorns the
homes of many Taiwanese Christians, symbolically superseding any remnant
of Chinese religion, she concludes: “the symbolism of the plaque replacing
the ancestral shrine vividly illustrates how evangelical Christianity shifts the
moral foundation of Taiwanese immigrant families from filial piety to reli-
gious piety” (ibid.: 588). Similarly, Yang (2001: 89) also notes the recent
rapid growth of Chinese immigrants converting to Christianity in Western
contexts. He argues that their newfound Christian identity “provides a uni-
versal and absolute ground” (ibid.: 90) on which Chinese immigrants can se-
lectively reject or accept certain cultural traditions. In essence, he asserts that
Christianity essentially provides Chinese immigrants with the “order, pur-
pose, and rules” (ibid.: 89) that their original beliefs and practices could no
longer afford in the new Western context.

Christianity is also regarded by several scholars as being of immense
practical use to Chinese immigrant families being often the source of provi-
sion of practical resources and services. Foley and Hoge (2007: 19), for ex-
ample, argue that some Catholic and mainline Protestant congregations “pro-
vide significant social, economic and political linkages for immigrants, while
most of the small, conservative Protestant churches serving Salvadorans, Ko-
reans, and Chinese might provide valuable social ties but little in the way of
‘bridging social capital’.” Hirschman (2004: 1229) notes how young immi-
grants often go to church for social activities and everyday help. Examining
Chinese immigrants in Moscow, Li (2018: 20) highlights this practical side
and argues that “the church helps the Chinese to communicate better with
Russians in their personal life and work.”” Voas and McAndrew (2014: 100)
argue that “[r]eligion may integrate migrants in three ways: through provid-
ing a cultural identity consonant with a new national identity; in enabling
socio-economic participation; and by reinforcing values promoting social or-
der.” Similarly, Wuthnow and Hackett (2003: 655) highlight the social capi-
tal potential: “religion provides opportunities both to cross social boundaries
and forge ties with people from other groups, thus bridging into the wider
society, and to maintain a distinctive identity.”

Tied to scholarly studies of Chinese immigrant Christianity is the reported
contrast experience of immigrants in Europe compared to those in the United
States. Indeed, I believe that it is impossible to discuss the lived religious
experience of Chinese immigrants in Vienna without framing it within the
wider European context. A reoccurring theme in scholarship is that religion

7 Jiaohui you zhu yu huarén zai gerén shénghuo hé gongzuo zhong, yu éludst rén geng

hdo de jiagowdang. H2AMTENEN NEFM LA 5D A EF 54T
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is of great assistance to those settling in the United States but a cause of prob-
lems in Europe. Although scholars tend to focus on Islamic immigrants in
Europe, the theory is often applied to all immigrant religions. Foner and Alba
(2008: 360) have asserted that “immigrant religion is viewed as a problematic
area in Western Europe in contrast to the United States, where it is seen as
facilitating the adaptation process.” They specifically assert that “the differ-
ence is anchored in whether or not religion as belief system, institution, and
community can play a major role for immigrants and the second generation
as a bridge to inclusion in the new society” (ibid.). For the most part, immi-
grants to the United States are Christian, which subsequently assists in the
integration process. They also argue that Americans are far more religious
than the comparatively secular Western Europeans, and subsequently their
state institutions and constitutional principles provide “foundation for greater
acceptance and integration of non-Christian religions” (ibid.: 374).

3.3. Chinese Immigrant Children and Filiality

Both Western and Chinese scholars have identified filiality as a central com-
ponent of a Chinese child’s morality. It follows that this has also been applied
to Chinese immigrant children. Liang (1987: 307) explicitly writes that “Chi-
nese culture is a culture of filiality.”® There are two main themes that emerge
out of scholarship pertaining to children and filiality: the concept inherently
clashes with Western values and is increasingly becoming less important to
Chinese immigrants. The former can be found in the works of Kibria (1993),
Kim (1996), Zhou and Bankston (1998), and Yang (1999a), who have all
argued that the notion of filiality and its associated family values clash with
mainstream Western society. Chen (2006: 580) argues that filiality places
“awesome responsibility” on a child, serving as a “powerful form of con-
straint on [their] behaviours” that conflicts with the Western moral tradition
of allowing children to have a certain degree of freedom in order to develop
their moral selves.

The latter theme can be found in the work of Mengwei and Nehring who,
in their study of the importance of filiality to Chinese immigrant families in
the UK, adopt Morgan’s (1996) term “family practices”—that is, “the every-
day actions of individuals towards their family members, to the interactions
between family members, and to the culturally shared meanings that are at-
tached to these actions and interactions” (Mengwei and Nehring 2020:

8 Zhongguo wénhua shi xido’ de wénhua. 1 [E LA AE 2 I
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170)—and connect it to the practice of filiality. They argue that social re-
search since the 1990s has found that “notions of reverence and obedience
towards parents have become less important” (ibid.: 173). However, they also
assert that “the abstract notion of filial piety [has] become a realized part of
the migrant’s identity, part of their Chineseness” (ibid.: 179). They conclude
that the term “filial piety” has come to take on a new meaning: the immigrant
child’s “own happiness” has come to represent a crucial component of their
filial duty (ibid.). Moreover, they found that the majority of Chinese immi-
grant parents are aware of the fact that their own family values differentiated
them from those of previous generations and also from their own social en-
vironment in China: “They argued for what they perceived as the ‘modern
elements’ of family relationships, such as more open and democratic inter-
generational relationships between parents and children and a less dependent
parental generation, and they noted how their views contrasted with those of
more ‘traditional’ families in their local environment” (ibid.: 181). They also
found that the use of the term, very much like family relationships, is fluid.
Similarly, Suarez-Orozco et al. (2011: 256) write about how traditional pat-
terns of parental authority are oftentimes undermined by the fact that immi-
grant youths are frequently placed in a position in which they have to adopt
responsibilities beyond their years, such as sibling care, translation, and ad-
vocacy.

4. Methodology

This research took place over a period of two months, from October 1 to No-
vember 30, 2020. Utilising the United Nations Convention on the Rights of
the Child’s definition of “child,” namely “a human being below the age of
eighteen years” (U.N. General Assembly 1989), my sample size consisted of
twenty-five ethnic Han children who were born in China: more specifically,
thirteen males and twelve females. Although it should be noted that there is
no official data, it is generally believed (Kwok 2013: 39) that seventy to
eighty per cent of the Chinese population living in Austria are Zh¢jiangnese
Han, especially those from the Qingtian area, but there has been a steady in-
crease of more affluent migrants who tend to come from Chinese urban areas
across China. The vast majority reportedly work in the catering sector (Ka-
minski and Xu 2017: 96). My sample can be further subdivided into: eight
children aged under eight years-old; eight children aged eight to thirteen; and
nine children aged fourteen to eighteen. I also conducted twenty-five separate
interviews with the respective guardian(s) of the children, following
Ridgely’s (2012: 11) methodology: “[C]hildren and the adults live together
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and learn from one another [... and] I could not study the children without
studying adults who taught them.” For the most part, each family were rela-
tively recent residents in Austria: the average length of time spent in Vienna
was five years with the most recent family having migrated in 2018, and with
nine years constituting the other end of the spectrum. The majority of the
families (nineteen out of twenty-five) were semi-affluent and middle class
with the parents working in skilled professions. Four families were working
class and the remaining two were particularly affluent (with the children of
both attending private schools). The religious background of each parent was
wholly irreligious with one hundred per cent of the parents reporting abso-
lutely no religious convictions. The average interview time was one hour and,
for the most part, took place in the homes of the participants. I utilised Har-
vey’s concept of “guesthood” (Harvey 2005: 227-228; 2013: 94) wherein
meetings with interviewees are “less like formal interviews with one-way ex-
change of information and more like mutually constituted relationships where
knowledge is exchanged and discussed” (Arthur 2019: 16). I also heavily
drew upon the excellent work of Ridgely (2012: 11) in that I did my best to
ensure that when interviewing the children, the interview did not have an
“adultist” perspective but instead a child-centred one. I achieved this by “al-
lowing children to shape the research” (Ridgely 2011: 82), that is, by creating
an atmosphere built upon mutual respect in which the children felt comfort-
able talking with me, but more crucially placing them in the position in which
they are the expert with knowledge to impart to me (i.e., being the outsider
with absolutely no prior knowledge). I therefore conducted each interview in
the interviewee’s preferred language which, in every case, was Mandarin.
Moreover, I made sure to analyse what the interviewees told me using their
own specific terms and standards instead of my own preconceived adult con-
ceptions. These latter two points are crucial as this paper seeks to move the
dialogue surrounding the research on Chinese childhood religion away from
the use of the term zongjido. Indeed, utilising the term zongjiaco when at-
tempting to gauge the religious views of Chinese children (or adults, for that
matter) is highly problematic and has led to the predominance of false as-
sumptions pertaining to whether or not ethnic Han are religious. Several
scholars have identified the central importance of language when conducting
ethnographic research (see Brempong 1992: 57; Gibb, Tremlett, and Danero
Iglesias 2019). However, Gibb and Danero Iglesias (2016: 135) aptly note
that “relatively few ethnographers have attempted to discuss in detail how
their own knowledge (or lack of knowledge) of different languages and their
decisions to use (or not to use) interpreters and/or translators during fieldwork
have affected the research they have conducted.” In the case of ethnographic
research pertaining to Chinese religion, this problem is debatably exemplified
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with researchers not only failing to account for the linguistic connotations
that their chosen words (like, in this case, “religion”) have when employed in
interviews, but also the equally intricate cultural connotations. This paper
thus seeks to demonstrate that once these problems have been accounted for
and avoided, the subsequent resulting ethnographic data paints a very differ-
ent picture to irreligious assumptions espoused by those who assume that ex-
tremely Western terms like “religion” cannot simply be implanted into the
Chinese context.

Given that my interviewees were children, I adopted BERA’s (BERA
2011: 5) guidelines to ensure that my project and subsequent data were “eth-
ically acceptable.” In my capacity as researcher, I did all in my power to en-
sure that the participants I interviewed were protected from any manner of
harm at every stage of planning and execution of the project. I therefore thor-
oughly briefed each participant (including the guardians) about my project,
provided an ongoing option to opt out at any moment, and ensured that I ac-
quired informed consent.® Moreover, the names of all participants are anon-
ymised and no residential addresses are disclosed. I have assigned pseudo-
nyms that reflect both gender and ethnic background to each participant.

5. Discussion of Fieldwork Findings

The remainder of this paper shall be dedicated to outlining the findings of my
fieldwork. I have opted to divide it thematically, with each of the aforemen-
tioned themes being discussed in turn. When referring to an individual child,
I always list their age.

5.1. Chinese Immigrant Children are Irreligious

On the surface level, my fieldwork fully supports this observation. Unsur-
prisingly, twenty-four of the twenty-five children I spoke to told me they are
irreligious. Indeed, Wang Shii (16) found my question amusing, informing
me that “no Chinese people believe in religion.”!? However, herein 1 believe
that one encounters a serious problem with previous scholarship. The very
term “religion” is exceedingly misleading in Chinese. The term in question

9 Informed consent, in this instance, constituted oral consent due to the fact that it,
combined with the use of pseudonyms, ensures the full anonymity of each participant.
10 Méiyou zhong gud rén xinydng zongjiao. A 1 E NS INSE
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is zongjiao, the most common translation of “religion” in Chinese. With the
exception of one girl who self-identified as Christian, each child I spoke to
regarded the term as something of a distant other. Indeed, many regarded it
having a striking difference between Austrian and Chinese culture: Wang Sha
(9), reportedly echoing what his parents had taught him, told me that “every-
one in Austria is a Christian. If you are a Christian that means that you are
religious. Because I am Chinese, 1 do not believe in religion.”!! Furthermore,
the children I spoke to likened the term “religion” to belief in God within the
context of the Abrahamic faiths. Wang Xiuying (15) perfectly summarised
this view when I asked her whether or not Christianity was the only example
of religion: “not only Christianity but also Islam and Judaism.”!? Thus, one
finds that the term zongjido is very limited in scope. I have found terms such
as jiazhi ti MBI (system of values), chudntong 4% (tradition), and Linli
daodé 1 HTETE (moral ethics) far more useful in an ethnographic context.
Moreover, as with my previous study of lived childhood religion in China
(Chadwin 2020: 190), in terms of religious practice I found that féng Z& (com-
monly used in the context of “giving offerings™) and jibai %5F¥ (to offer to
one’s ancestors) were often employed by children, being vastly superior
terms to employ as an interviewer (as opposed to “religious practices”:
zéngjiao yishi SEHAXN or zongjido xisi 5EFL>11R). Thus, by asking chil-
dren about, for example, whether or not they offer to their ancestors, I found
that all twenty-five of my interviewees participate in ancestor commemora-
tion rites. Moreover, I found that twenty-four of the twenty-five believed that
their ancestors were very real: an unseen force that can be contacted. In a
most revealing interview, Yu Yan (10) eagerly showed me how to offer. After
making an obvious show of asking his mother for permission, he took a can
of coca cola (his favourite drink) and carefully placed it before pictures of his
great grandparents. He then bowed and asked for his grandparents’ help with
his school work. Afterwards, he explained that he did not need to specifically
request help with academic studies but could have, in theory, requested help
regarding anything in particular. He adamantly denied that this practice had
anything to do with religion, claiming that the two were “totally different”
(wanquan butong). When I asked him to explain this, he told me “I think that

11 Méi gé zai aodili de rén dou shi jidijiao tudi, riguo ni shi jidijiao, zhe yiwéizhe ni
xinydng zongjido. Yinwei wo shi zhonggué rén, wo bii xinydng zongjiao. ¥ 1F BRI )
NERFEEHRER . MR E . XEWERE MR BoARETE A
FAMEINZZE . This, interestingly, is close to being identical to what a six-year-old told
me in China (Chadwin 2020: 189).

12 Bidan jidijido, érqié yisilan jido hé youtdijiao. NEIEE . T HLAY 22 Bk
K¥.
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religion is when you believe in God but you do not know if he is actually
there.”!®> When I asked whether or not he knows if his ancestors are real, he
thought that my question was a foolish one: “Of course my ancestors are real!
Here is a photo of them!”'* Thus, I found it extremely apparent that Chinese
immigrant children in Vienna take their religious practice seriously although
they most certainly do not refer to what they practise as religion. Without
exception, each household I visited had some manifestation of an ancestral
shrine. These ranged in scope—in some cases an entire room was given to
ancestors, while in other cases I observed only a small table—but were con-
stant in their function: every single household participated in ancestral com-
memoration. Parents were absolutely unanimous on this point, each one high-
lighting the importance of the practice. One mother, for example, told me that
“it does not matter that we no longer live in China. Offering to our ancestors
is something that we simply have to do.”!3

Given that, contrary to prior research (CILS4EU; Jacob and Kalter 2013;
Leszczensky, Flache, and Sauter 2019; Li 2018; Masey and Higgins 2011;
Sudrez-Orozco et al. 2011; Thompson and Gurney 2003; Zhang 2015), my
fieldwork findings saliently demonstrate religiosity among Chinese immi-
grant children, I believe it is necessary to examine the nature of this religios-
ity. I shall do this by applying my data to the aforementioned conclusions
drawn by Suarez-Orozco et al. (2011) about immigrant children religion.

1. Religion provides immigrant children with guidance on how to behave
and how not to behave. Evidence for this was most apparent in the under eight
years-old category, and, to a lesser degree, the aged eight to thirteen category.
All eight of the children under the age of eight as well as six of the children
aged eight to thirteen referred to the importance of being well behaved at all
times due to the watchful eye of their ancestors. Zhi Ruo (5) explicitly said:
“My ancestors are watching me all the time!”'® However, although these chil-
dren were very clear that they were, as Hsu (1948) aptly put it, “under the
ancestors shadow,” they could not precisely specify how exactly they should
behave, but instead gave very general answers: “behave oneself” or “obey the

13 Wo juédé zongjiao jinshi, ni xin shangdi, dan ni bu zhidao ta shi bushi zhén de
cunzai. WRAFFERAE . IRME LA AEARRN B R A2 B AALE.

14 W6 de ziixian dangran shi zhénshi cinzai de! Zhé shi tamen de zhaopian! K11
P IR SR FUSEAFAE M X RARATT IR !

15 Jingudn women bu zhu zai zhonggudle, dan zhe méishénme yingxiang. Gongféeng
women de ziixian jiushi women bixii zuo de shi. REFRATAMEEHE T . (HIXBATA5
Wio A ZEIRATAIAE Sl JA 1L AU )

16 W6 de ziixian yizhi zai kanzhe wo! R —HEGHR !
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rules” (shou guijii) was a somewhat commonly used phrase. Moreover, lis-
tening to one’s parents and teachers was a very common theme. Interestingly,
the one thing that connected all age groups was not the ever watchful eyes of
ancestors (teenagers were unfazed by the thought of being watched, although
very much believed their ancestors to be a very present force); rather, it was
filiality. Although I shall later explore this in more depth, I believe it is here
worth mentioning that filiality very much constituted something of an over-
arching moral principle that absolutely each interviewee adhered to.

2. Religion is the source of “ever present help” (Suarez-Orozco et al.
2011: 265) that immigrant children can turn to in times of need. As I have
previously demonstrated, it is rather clear that children very much perceive
their ancestors as an “ever present help” in times of need. What surprised me
was the extent to which this was the case. Although many of those I spoke to
cited feelings of comfort at the thought of being looked after by their ances-
tors, one case in particular stood out. Ying Yue (17) initially gave a somewhat
reserved interview, giving what I thought to be somewhat non-committal an-
swers to my questions. However, the tone of the interview changed abruptly
when she was confident that her mother was no longer within earshot. She
began to speak very quickly, evidently nervous about her mother finding out
about what she was disclosing. She told me that for the past few years she
had been going through a rather difficult period in her life. She felt particular
academic pressure at school and was desperate to make her parents proud.
She constantly stressed that it was imperative that I did not tell her parents
about her feelings, claiming that due to the fact that Chinese culture is so
different to Austrian culture and they just would not understand. Crucially,
she told me that her ancestors were the only ones that she felt as though she
could turn to. She would wait until her parents were asleep, go to the small
ancestral shrine in the living room, and then tell her ancestors about her trou-
bles and feelings: “I know that my parents love me but depression is simply
something that you do not talk about in China. My ancestors are different.
They will always listen to me and I know that they help me every day.”!’
Although Ying Yu¢ was certainly the strongest example of turning to religion
in a time of need, she was certainly not the only one. Fourteen children ex-
plicitly told me that they ask their ancestors for help with school. Moreover,
Wang Xiuying (15) said that he told his ancestors about his girlfriend before
he told his parents. What I found particularly interesting was the presence of

17 Wo zhidao wo fumii hén ai wo, dan zai zhongguo, rénmen bu zé me tanlun yiyu
zheng. Dan wo de zixian bu yivang. Tamen hui yizhi qingting wo, érqié wo zhidao tamen
méitian dii zai bangzhi wo. WAITERALBHRZ K. HEETE . ANIAE LR IBHIAT
fiE. ERFESEA . Ml —BEMUrR. mHIRFEAMA 1 R B
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arunning theme among the older children: Ying Yu¢ and Wang Xiuying were
by no means alone in reporting disclosing to their ancestors’ subjects that
they felt that their parents would not understand. F&i Hong (16), for example,
jokingly told me that his parents do not understand Austrian culture but he
will nevertheless always be able to “rely upon my ancestors for the things my
parents cannot help with.”'® Herein, I found a marked contrast between the
younger and older immigrants. Whereas the younger children very much be-
lieved that their ancestors were a real presence in their lives, I found no evi-
dence of any child below the age of fourteen taking the initiative in going to
their ancestors for help. Instead, I was told they would bai whenever they
were told to. In contrast, in reporting what can only be described as typical
problems that teenage migrants often encounter, the majority of children over
the age of fourteen reported turning to their ancestors for support out of their
own initiative.

3. Religion is of “cultural value” (Suarez-Orozco et al. 2011: 267, original
emphasis) to immigrant children. It should already be apparent that evidence
for this issue was abundant. Children of all ages were often quick to point out
the multiple differences between Austrian and Chinese culture. I found that
religion was at the very core of this perceived difference. As I have already
mentioned, a most common assumption held was that Austria is religious
(specifically Christian) whereas China is not. Children were often quick to
distinguish themselves from their classmates by saying that they were the
only ones in class who did not follow religion. Furthermore, another common
theme that shall be explored further in a later section is that of filiality. Six-
teen of the twenty-five interviewees claimed that Chinese children are more
filial than their Austrian counterparts.

4. Many immigrant children display an “inability [...] to articulate the
specific function of religion or God in their lives.” I find fault with this theory
for two reasons. The first one is that I believe that my evidence suggests that
children are perfectly capable of articulating their beliefs as well as the role
of religion in their lives. Thus, I believe that Suarez-Orozco et al. are demon-
strating something of an inability to prevent themselves from imposing adult
standards onto children. The younger children I interviewed certainly did not
express themselves in the same manner as an adult, but they did express them-
selves nevertheless—there was no inability. When speaking about the im-
portance of filiality, I often found that the younger children (those under the
age of twelve—those over this age predominantly gave answers in line with
the adults) would give responses that differed from those given by adults.

18 Zai wé fimii bang bulicio de shiging shang, wo hui yilai wo de ziixian. T3 B
ATHEE L. RSB
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One father perfectly summarised the general view held by the majority of the
parents:

Filiality is so important to us because in China it has always been that way.
My parents raised me and so I look after them today. My son is being raised
to be a good citizen by me and he will therefore look after me later on. When
my parents died, I kept looking after them. When I die, my son will keep
looking after me."”

This reflects, I believe, the classic belief of filiality. Although the younger
children I spoke to did not express this classic belief, they still expressed a
strong devotion to their own understanding of filiality. Even the youngest
were able to express a sense of indebtedness to their parents. Zhi Ruo (5), for
example, said: “My parents love me so much! They take care of me every
day, so I study hard every day to improve!”?* Moreover, each were able to
explain belief in ancestors. The best example of this came about due to a
game of hide and seeck.?! Li Na (6), when explaining the rules of hide and
seek to me, very solemnly explained that we were allowed to hide anywhere
except for the ancestral room. When I asked why this was the case, I was told
that “if we play in there then my ancestors might get angry. I am allowed to
go in to give offerings or to ask them for things, but I am not allowed to go
in there to play.”?? I believe here one finds a strong grasp of the role of an-
cestors; indeed, a strong ability to articulate the specific function of religion
in one’s life.

19 Xiao dui women ldi jiang hén zhongyao, yinweéi zai zhongguo yizhi shi zhéyang de.
Wo fitmii yangyule wo, sudyi xianzai wo ydo zhaogu tamen. Wo bd wo érzi péiydng chéngle
tamen. Dang wo kuai lishi shi, wo érzi yé hui zhaoliao wo. ZEXTRATRYHMREZE . KA
FEE—E RN . XEFRE TR P UADERE IR T, RIEBIL T8
FERL T —MF AR PTOMB UG M BT . FRACBEE N . FR BRI AT
MR BT R BRI

20 Wo de firmii tebié ai wo! Tamen méitian zhaogu wo, sudyi wo méitian hdo hao xuéxi,
tiantian xiangshang! I EHRFA Z R L ABAIRERIGEIIR . P ARREERLF47 2250
KRR

21 I have found from prior experience that cultivating strong relationships with chil-
dren is crucial in enabling them to feel comfortable talking to me about personal topics.
One such method for cultivating the said relationship is to play with them before or even
during the interview.

22 Ruiguo women qu nali wan, wo de ziixian kenéng hui shengqi de. Wo kéyi qu nali
gongféng tamen huozhé xiang tamen qiqiti xié shénme, danshi wo binéng qu nali wan. il
REATEWEIr. AL TTRES SR FAT LA IR LA 2 A AT 53 ) A 14
SREA A (HRIRARE I B I,
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My second reason for finding fault with this theory is far more straight
forward. I believe that it is often the case that within the context of Chinese
popular religion, adults as well as children employ phrases such as “it just is”
(Suérez-Orozco et al. 2011: 267). Indeed, I have already reported that the
practice of bai pertaining to ancestors is regarded as obligatory and the notion
of whether one actually believes in it is of comparative unimportance (Chad-
win 2020: 180). I would even go as far as to suggest that it could well be the
case that the evidence in this study indicates the exact opposite of what
Suarez-Orozco et al. suggest. The majority of the children I spoke to de-
scribed their ancestors in far more human detail compared to their parents.
Several children, for example, told me that ancestors need to be constantly
fed because they will get hungry if they are not offered food. In contrast,
when speaking to parents about why one offers to ancestors, the majority
passed off my question as odd. One, for example, used a popular idiom to tell
me that one should not dwell on profundities: mominggimidao.*

5.2. Chinese Immigrant Children and Christianity

At first glance, my data suggests that Christianity plays a very minor role in
the lives of the majority of immigrant Chinese children. Only one of my
twenty-five interviewees self-identified as Christian. However, I did find that
eleven of the twenty-five children had something of a unique relationship
with Christianity, which will be examined in this section. Despite the fact that
these eleven children did not self-identify as Christian, each one attended
Catholic lessons at their respective schools. The reason for doing this was
aptly summarised by Y1 Yan (10) who said: “My parents say that I need to
learn about Austrian culture. I learn about Christianity so that I can under-
stand Austria better.”?* Simply put, these children attended classes about Ca-
tholicism as a means of integrating into Austrian society. Five of these eleven
children even went to church (three without their parents) every Sunday. In
contrast to prior scholarship (see Chen 2006; Lu, Marks, and Apavaloiae
2012; Min 2003; Waters 1999; Yang 2001; Zhou and Bankston 1998), I
found no evidence of parents being worried about the corrupting influence of
Western society or about the loss of Chinese family values. What I did find

23 This is a popular idiom that is employed when something is an “unfathomable mys-
tery.”
24 Wo fumu shué wo xityao xuéxi aodili wénhua. Wo jiu xuéxile jidijiao, lai bangzhu
wo géngjia lidojié aodili. T BRI LS S BMUR] SC4k . FRALHST T HBAL K
VIR N 1 R B
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evidence for was parents taking the active decision to send their children to
Catholic classes for wholly pragmatic, as opposed to moral, reasons: they
wanted their children to integrate into Austrian society and perceived learn-
ing about Christianity as a means of doing so. Indeed, I found strong evidence
for Hirschman’s (2004: 1229) use of Christianity to bridge “social capital.”
Whereas Foley and Hoge (2007), Hirschman (2004), Li (2018), Voas and
McAndrew (2014), and Wuthnow and Hackett (2003) all identified the prac-
tical aid granted to Chinese immigrants from within a conversion narrative, I
found that absolutely no conversion took place. These children perceived
Christianity as something of a means to an end. If anything, the impression I
received from these children was that learning about Christianity was some-
what boring but something that they simply had to do. The overwhelming
feeling I got from their parents was one of pragmatism and practicality: there
was no hint of a deep and calculated decision being made, but instead one
that simply made sense within their new social context. It should be acknowl-
edged that this does not in any way mean that Chinese immigrants in Austria
do not sometimes convert to Christianity. I also do not seek to suggest that
the conversion of Chinese immigrants to Christianity is not genuine. What I
do wish to bring to light is the fact that there is strong evidence for Chinese
immigrant children not converting to Christianity but nevertheless using the
religion as a means of assimilation. Moreover, in marked contrast to the ar-
gument that religion is the cause of social divide in Europe (Foner and Alba
2008), here one finds evidence of Chinese immigrants using religion to bridge
the social divide.

I also believe that a brief examination of the one child who self-identified
as Christian is necessary. Ru Shi (16) moved to Vienna at the age of seven
and converted to Christianity when she was ten. Like the aforementioned
eleven children, she too, at the behest of her parents, attended Catholic classes
at her school. However, unlike the eleven students who self-identify as irre-
ligious, Ru Shi eventually decided to self-identify as Christian. She told me
this, however, after receiving my assurance that I would not tell her parents.
She therefore keeps her Catholic identity strictly hidden from them. She is
not necessarily worried about her parents being angry but she is deeply wor-
ried that they would not understand: “I don’t think mum and dad really un-
derstand what it means to be a Catholic. They just think that everyone in
Austria is a Christian so it makes sense for me to learn about it. When I got
baptised, they thought that it was just something that everyone in Austria
does. If I really think about it, I don’t think they would really care if I told
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them but I just don’t think I can.”?® I therefore found that Ra Shi is undergo-
ing something of an identity crisis. She told me that she does take part in
family bai, but she then secretly prays to God for forgiveness for committing
idolatry. Although Rt Shi constitutes an exception within my data, she pro-
vides evidence for the potential identity problems that those who immigrate
at a young age can face.

5.3. Chinese Immigrant Children and Filiality

It came as no surprise that filiality was exceptionally important to each family
I interviewed. What this section intends to do is provide evidence that con-
trasts the two aforementioned themes associated with Chinese immigrant
children and filiality.

In contrast to the argument that filiality and its associated family values
clash with mainstream Western society (see Chen 2006; Kibria 1993; Kim
1996; Yang 1999a; Zhou and Bankston 1998), I found that each family I in-
terviewed experienced no such apparent tension. Many parents were quick to
highlight the differences between Chinese and Austrian culture, and many
argued that Chinese children are more filial than Austrian children, but none
identified a problem or a clash of cultures. Furthermore, the older children I
spoke to saw no reason why they could not be Austrian citizens while also
being deeply filial—the younger children typically had little to no opinion on
this matter. After I asked Wang Xiuying (15) about whether or not he thinks
that Austrian individualism is at odds with his aforementioned devotion to
filiality, he explicitly stated: “Just because I want to be independent does not
mean that I don’t think that filiality is important. Being an individual does
not mean that I don’t show my parents devotion. Living in Vienna doesn’t
mean I won’t look after them when they get old and when they die.”?® Simi-
larly, F&i Hong (16) jokingly made the casually inappropriate comment that

25 Wo juédé wo ba ma bu da lijié chéngwéi tianzhiijiaotu yiwéizhe shénme. Tamen
Jjuédé zai aodili méi gérén dou shi jidi jiao tii, sucyi rang wo qui xuéxi zhége jiu xidndé hén
hélile. W6 shou xili shi, tamen juédé zhe jiushi méi ge aodili rén dithui zuo de shi. Wo zixi
xidng xidng, ruguo wo zhén de gaosu tamenle, wo bu juédé tamen hui zaiyi, dan wo jiu
Jjuédé wo biméng gaosi tamen. FHATFHKE A KILMEHONR EBHGERREH 4.
MIRAFAE B AR NIRRT B HAE . PrebRE 2 XM ERREE T .
SZVRALI « AT AR R T B A N AR g, FATANARAE . IR
FIRMAT T AT RAER . HRP A RAGE HUFMAT.

26 Wo xiang yao duli bu daibido wo réenwéi xiao bu chong yao. Chéngweéi duli de geti

bu yiweizhe wo bu zai ai wo de fumii. Zhu zai wéiyena yé bu daibido dang tamen shuaildo

huo kuai qushi shi, wo bii hui zhaogui tamen. TARERMSIANRERNNZAEE . Bl
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“Chinese culture is not like Islam! Living in Austria makes no difference to
filiality. I guess the only difference it makes is that my Austrian classmates
think I study a bit harder than them.”?’ In short, all twenty-five of my inter-
viewees expressed the explicit desire to be filial towards their parents and
ancestors. Not a single child believed that living in Vienna made any differ-
ence to their desire to look after their parents in old age and after death.
Although I fully agree with Mengwei and Nehring’s (2020: 179) argu-
ment that filiality is part of Chinese immigrant children’s “Chineseness,” 1
find fault with their argument that “notions of reverence and obedience to-
wards parents have become less important” (ibid.: 173). The children I spoke
to all had an unmistakably deep devotion to the practice of filiality. Although
I fully agree that filiality in an immigration context has come to take on var-
ious “modern elements” (ibid.: 181), such as Wang Xiuying’s (15) desire to
be an individual, I do not think that this means that the worth of filiality has
been lessened in the eyes of young immigrants. Granted, it should be
acknowledged that in the case of filiality, I have found that children are of-
tentimes liable to give “textbook” responses (Chadwin 2020: 191). The very
fact that this kind of response is quick to arise is significant: a great deal of
emphasis is obviously placed upon the practice of filiality in order to cultivate
a mindset whereby the child is quick to say what they believe is the “right”
thing to say. I believe that the most revealing moment during my data collec-
tion came when Li Na (6) told me that, as her father was currently ill, she
had, unbeknownst to both her mother and father, gone into the ancestral room
to offer a chocolate bar to her ancestors in the hope this would cure her fa-
ther’s illness. I believe that here one finds evidence of a child very much
putting her belief in filiality into practice: as her parents were, when I spoke
to her, unaware of her action, I believe that this demonstrates that Li Na not
only very much believed in the power of her ancestors, but also that she her-
self had something of an obligation to do something in her power to help her
father. I therefore believe that it is not necessarily the case that the process of
immigration impacts the importance of filiality for Chinese families. Admit-
tedly, the nature of filiality might change—indeed, Wang Xiuying’s desire to
be an individual could well be something that would not have occurred had
he been going to school in China (very much a discussion for a later date)—

SRR B E A B EZ IR, R4 MR AR DA B ik &
S A

27 Zhongguo wénhua bu xiang yisilan jiao! Zhi zai wéiyéna dui xiao wénhua méiyou
yingxiang. Wo xiang wéiyt de qiibié shi, wo de aodili tongxué juédé wo bi tamen xuéxi dé
geéng qinfén yixie. " ESTUAMG B2 H0! FAELEB AN 23 A R . FRATME
—HIBCHRE . TR Bt R [ 22 A R A Al 12 ) B T s — 2k
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but the importance of it, at least in the case of the families that I interviewed
in Vienna, remains the same.

6. Conclusion

Although the limited sample size of this case study should certainly be taken
into account, I believe it has revealed a number of important conclusions
about the nature of lived religious experience of Chinese immigrant children.
First and foremost, I believe that future caution needs to be taken when con-
ducting ethnographic research into Chinese immigrant religiosity. Although
I do not mean to assert that all Chinese immigrants, in contrast to the bulk of
prior research, are religious, the data presented in this paper leads one to sug-
gest that claiming the vast majority of Chinese immigrants being irreligious
is potentially problematic. I would therefore urge those conducting ethno-
graphic research to consider the implications of the language they employ.
Simply asking a Chinese child (or a Chinese adult for that matter) something
to the tune of “are you religious?” should be done only after fully acknowl-
edging the implications of the Chinese term zéngjiao. Although further in-
vestigation is warranted, I believe that the data presented in this paper leads
one to believe that the first-generation Han Chinese children community of
Vienna is, in contrast to what one might assume based on prior research, a
deeply religious one. Furthermore, I believe that this paper has demonstrated
that religion can be of great help to immigrant youth regardless of whether or
not they actually undergo conversion. In Vienna, the Chinese children I spoke
to very much used Christianity as a means of assimilating into Austrian cul-
ture without (except in one case) actually adopting Catholic beliefs. Although
this paper offers only a small case study, it is clear that the data presented
does not fit into the wider scholarly assumption that immigrant religion in
Europe is the cause of social division. Filiality does not necessarily clash with
Western individualism nor does the process of immigration necessarily mean
that filiality loses importance. Finally, on a far broader note, I hope that this
paper has presented an alternative to Suarez-Orozco et al.’s (2011: 267) ar-
gument that many immigrant children have an “inability [...] to articulate the
specific function of religion or God in their lives; nonetheless, they clearly
affirmed their belief in God.” The Chinese immigrant children I spoke to
demonstrated a religious belief that was oftentimes slightly different in nature
to their parents, but no less thought through and certainly not poorly articu-
lated. Needless to say, the lived religious experience of immigrant children is
a field that I hope continues to grow in scholarly attention. It is my hope that
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this paper has, at the very least, added to this growing body of scholarship,
and, at best, will generate further discussion.
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zongjido
zuxian
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Parental Popular Religion and Filiality: An
Ethnographic Study of the Religiosity of
Chinese Parents in Vienna

Joseph Chadwin

1. Introduction

Maliepaard and Lubbers (2013: 425) write that “among majority populations,
parents are found to be the main source of religious socialisation.” They also
point out that there has, of late, been a proliferation of studies on immigrant
religiosity. It is perhaps surprising that they then lament that “the role of the
parents among migrant populations has rarely been studied.” Finally, they
also rightly point out that studies of parental transmission among immigrants
“have rarely focused on religion” (ibid.: 426). This paper will examine the
religiosity of Chinese parents living in Vienna. A problem that arises out of
much of the scholarship pertaining to the religiosity of Chinese parents living
outside of China is that Chinese scholarship (i.e., research carried out in Chi-
nese) is neglected. I assert that neglecting this scholarship is problematic as
it is impossible to claim to provide a comprehensive background into Chinese
popular religion when a wealth of scholarship has been overlooked. For ex-
ample, Newendorp’s (2016) otherwise excellent study on the family values
of Chinese-born migrants is weakened by the fact that not a single Chinese
scholarly source is utilised. Moreover, it is too often the case that studies on
Chinese religion fail to grasp the deep social nuances of Chinese popular re-
ligion and therefore draw conclusions that are problematic. It is, for example,
frequently the case that the “world religions” narrative is forced upon the
Chinese context. This has subsequently led scholars to regard the Chinese
population (both in a national and international context) as irreligious. Lin
and Fu (1990: 432—-433) rightly pointed out that for “cross-cultural studies of
child rearing it is necessary to take into account the traditional cultural values
and attitudes particular to each of the groups under investigation, as well as
the values, attitudes, and conventions of the cultural environments in which
they currently reside.” Wang (2018: 111) indicates that the intergenerational
transmission of religious beliefs has received little to no attention within the
Chinese context. This paper therefore intends to solve this issue in two ways.
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Firstly, it intends to offer a full view of the scholarship pertaining to Chinese
parent religiosity—a window into the largely untapped Chinese scholarship
as well as the most prevalent Western scholarly studies. Secondly, by utilis-
ing ethnographic data, it will demonstrate how Chinese parents living in Vi-
enna construct their own lived religion. In short, I seek to elucidate how these
Chinese parents in Vienna very much establish what Chén (2021: 58) aptly
refers to as their own private “spiritual living space.”!

Approximately 30,000 ethnic Chinese currently live in Austria, with the
majority residing in Vienna (Tektas 2012). To date, the field of Chinese pop-
ular religion in Austria has been untouched by scholars and this paper will
constitute the first study of Chinese parent religiosity in Vienna and, in fact,
in Austria as a whole.

2. Chinese Parenting and Family Culture

This section will examine the scholarship surrounding Chinese family culture
and parenting. The vast majority of Western scholarship pertaining to Chi-
nese parenting has focused on parental influence over academic achievement
and control (with the two often being linked). G¢é (2015: 38) has argued that
this deep focus on education has “triggered a family moral education crisis
of valuing intelligence and devaluing morality.”? By demonstrating that Chi-
nese family life is grounded in a religiosity, I intend to offer an alternative
view to this.

Huang (1996: 29) writes that there are five qualities that Chinese parents
should aim to instill in their children: “healthy, hardworking, honest, smart,
and curious.” More recently, in her study of traditional Chinese parenting,
Dewar (2019) has compiled a similar list detailing what research has claimed
about Chinese parenting:

1. Traditional Chinese parenting has been labelled as “authoritarian” by

some researchers.

2. “Authoritarian” implies that parents are rather cold and distant. But

strict Chinese parents enjoy a sense of closeness with their kids. And

| Jingshén shénghué kongjian. F& #4545 8], All translations in this paper are my
own.

2 Yinfa zhong zhi qing dé de jiating daodé jidoyi wéiji. 5 J3 < B8 B 45 1) 5% JRE 1 4
HHEBHL.

3 Jiankang, nili xiangshang, chéngshi, congming ji you haogi xin. . %5771 L.
WSk, R LAELE .
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the kids may interpret their parents’ coercive tactics as evidence that
they are loved.

3. Traditional Chinese parenting has one clear advantage over contem-
porary Western parenting: like many other Asian parents, Chinese
parents are more likely to emphasise effort over innate talent.

4. Chinese-American kids tend to have peer groups that support
achievement.

Research grounded in psychology also commonly uses terms such as “re-
strictive,” “controlling,” and “authoritarian” to describe Chinese parenting
(Kriger and Kroes 1972; Chiu 1987). However, it is worth noting that some
scholars (Chao 1994: 1111) have argued that describing Chinese parenting in
such terms is “rather ethnocentric and misleading.” Chao rightly notes that in
order to produce “conceptualizations for describing individuals from other
cultures or sociocultural contexts, researchers must not simply offer reformu-
lated or alternative conceptualizations from within the same theoretical dis-
cipline or framework [...] [but rather develop] culturally viable concepts [...
built on] a framework based on an indigenous or native appreciation of Chi-
nese culture that does not involve an individualistic interpretation of child-
hood socialization and development” (ibid.: 1118). She alternatively argues
that Chinese parenting is “built upon Chinese traditions, including but not
limited to the Confucian influence” (ibid.: 1117), which stipulates that par-
ents have an obligation to “govern” their children.

The term “culture” is often employed in the context of the beliefs of Chi-
nese parents. Noting how cultural styles used by parents stem in part from
their respective beliefs and goals, Pomerantz et al. (2014: 74) point out how
“Chinese mothers base their worth on children’s performance to a greater
extent than American mothers, which contributes to their heightened use of
control.” They then use the example of learning being viewed more as a moral
endeavour by Chinese parents compared to parents in the United States to
assert that “parents’ beliefs and goals may be rooted in cultural norms and
values” (ibid.). Similarly, Ng, Pomerantz, and Deng (2014: 356) assert that
“several aspects of Chinese culture may heighten the tendency for parents to
base their worth on children’s performance, which may heighten psycholog-
ically controlling parenting.” They place “interdependence” and “face” at the
very heart of this influencing culture. They argue that the former means that,
as one’s parental self-worth is largely constructed with reference to relation-
ships with others, Chinese parents often perceive their children’s accomplish-
ments as their own. This ties in with the concept of “face,” by which respect
“is determined in part by others’ judgments of their fulfilment of societal ex-
pectations” (ibid.). This paper intends, among other things, to demonstrate
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how this seemingly non-religious culture is actually deeply seeped in reli-
gious belief and practice.

Unsurprisingly, the subject of parenting has been widely studied in China.
In the subsequent section, on parenting and Chinese religion, I will delve into
the Chinese scholarship that specifically connects parenting and religion (or,
as is often the case, argues that Chinese parenting is primarily a secular en-
deavour). There are, however, studies of parenting in Chinese scholarship
that do not concern religion at all. One common theme that emerges out of
this scholarship is the importance of patriotism. For example, Dai (2016: 51)
argues that parents have an obligation to teach their children patriotism and
to love the Communist Party.* Similarly, Han (2021: 76) asserts that family
values are cantered upon “the construction of socialist core values [and] show
the fundamental role of the family in supporting society.” Song explores Xi
Jinping’s (b. 1953) teachings pertaining to parenting. Unsurprisingly, he ar-
gues that the Chinese Communist Party has “created a red family culture at-
mosphere”® (Song 2021: 210). Wang Jtn (2020: 43) toes a similar line, stat-
ing that the heart of Chinese family values is about “being faithful to one’s
country.”’ Finally, Zhou Qing (2020: 52) writes that the main task of parents
is to nurture their children in socialist morality.

3. Chinese Popular Religion

This section shall briefly discuss Chinese popular religion. It should be noted
that this is very much a topic that I explore in both of my other papers in this
volume.

3.1. Defining Religion

In order to make the case that Chinese parental beliefs and practice are rooted
in religiosity, it is necessary to first establish a working definition of religion.

4 Chudnchéng ai ddng, aiguo zhi jia féng zai ddngpai gongzuo zhong qingqing
Sengxian AGFRFZ 5 % H 2 R AE IR LAF 1 226K

5 Jiating wénhua shenghuo yu jiazhi guannian, duiyu shehui zhityi héxin jiazhiguan
Jjiansheé, chéngshi jiating dui shéhui de génjt xing zhichi zuoyong FEESCALA TG S5 EM
TS FE R OMEME T RIRFEEN L2 AR SCRFEH.

6 Zaojiu chille yt gii hongsé jia féng wénhua fenwéi &L T — B R KNSR
.

7 Jingzhong baogud A& B [E.
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I have opted to employ both Pokorny’s (2018: 9) and Yang’s (2018: 1) defi-
nitions given their familiarity with the realm of Chinese religion. The former
defines religion by focusing on the individual. He writes:

Religion is a programme of self-positioning, bridging the lived worldliness
with the transcendental, which is prompted by a tension of self and world ex-
perience. This tension can take different forms depending on time, space, and
the individual. In order to harmonise this tension, the transcendental—be it a
divine being, a cosmic principle, etc.—is referenced in a way through which
meaning is created in the context of one’s conduct of life.’

I will subsequently argue that Chinese parents, via frequent reported interac-
tion with ancestors and deities, do contact the transcendental. Moreover, I
will argue that xiao (filiality) constitutes a form of impersonal transcendence:
an essential articulation of the law of reciprocity that governs the universe in
Chinese popular religious belief.

Yang (2018: 1) examines religion from a group-oriented perspective. He
asserts that religion includes four elements:

1. A belief in the supernatural.

2. A set of beliefs regarding life and the world.

3. A set of ritual practices.

4. A distinct social organisation or moral community.
I will subsequently conclude that the beliefs and practices of the parents in
this study comfortably conform to these criteria. It is important to note—in-
deed as Yang does—that whereas some religions demonstrate something of
a systematic development of beliefs, rituals, and organisation, others (such as
Chinese popular religion) have developed in a far less systematic manner.

8 “Religion ist ein Programm von Selbstverortung, in welchem ein Briickenschlag von
Lebensweltlichkeit hin zu Transzendentem erfolgt. Vorschub leistet hierbei ein sich in
Raum und Zeit wie auch individuell unterschiedlich gestaltendes Spannungsverhiltnis von
Selbst- und Welterfahrung. Zur Harmonisierung dieses Spannungsverhéltnisses fiihrt die
Situierung einer transzendenten Bezugsgrofie (z. B. Gott, ein kosmisches Prinzip etc.), aus
der sich im Rahmen von Lebensvollzug Sinn schopfen lasst.”
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3.2. Defining Chinese Popular Religion

Chinese popular religion is deeply rooted in and often echoes the Three
Teachings (sanjiao): Buddhism, Confucianism, and Daoism. I have previ-
ously (Chadwin 2020: 179—-181) broadly classified Chinese popular religion
into three categories:’

1. Gods (tianshén), ancestors (ztixian), and ghosts (gui): this essentially
encapsulates the religious metaphysics, situating humans in a uni-
verse cohabited by supernatural beings.

2.  Bai: this constitutes the ritual component of Chinese popular religion.
It is, in essence, by means of various bodily actions, the physical em-
bodiment of religious belief.

3. Bao: this encapsulates the core notion of reciprocity. It constitutes the
necessary reciprocal obligations that exist within the universe.

Its most obvious manifestation is the concept of filiality (see the fol-
lowing section). M4 (2000: 129) aptly describes this relationship by
writing that “a person exists because of his ancestors, and in turn his
ancestors exist because of his descendants.”!? These categories are
by no means comprehensive. Chinese popular religion is an ex-
tremely broad category; however, I do believe that these are common
pervasive themes.

Hu (2016: 170) writes that ancestor commemoration (zzixian chongbai) in
Chinese society “is one of the most important cultural traditions, with its rit-
uals, scripts, beliefs, and courtesies penetrating in almost every aspect of an
individual’s daily life.” Ma (2000: 130) argues that ancestor commemoration
can be divided into three categories: “[F]irst, family rituals, second, tomb rit-
uals, and third, temple rituals.”!! It is worth noting that in a migration context,
these beliefs and practices very much continue. By examining the letters of
Chinese migrants, Liu (2005: 168) writes that regarding family affairs “an-
cestral worship was most important.” In Chinese scholarship, these everyday
practices are usually not referred to as “religion” or are simply ignored. Liu
Hoéngméi (2020: 10) has recently argued that Chinese traditional culture has
“even become a religion that is not a religion.”!?

9 For further information, see also my paper entitled “‘Because I am Chinese, I do not
believe in religion’: An Ethnographic Study of the Lived Religious Experience of Chinese
Immigrant Children in Vienna” in this volume.

10 Yige rén de cunzai shi youyu ta de zuxian, fan guoldi ziixian de cunzai yéshi youyi
1 de zisiin. — N NFIFFAEE TR ARG . S ad SRARSE A7 ZE B2 ol AR 79

11 Yishijiaji, ér shi migi, san shi ciji. —fFE TREL | ZRF%.

12 Shénzhi chéngwéi bishi zongjido de zongjido. F 2 RN FHIFEH.
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Maliepaard and Lubbers (2013: 426) point out a common problem found
in the study of Chinese popular religion: “[A]lthough there is an extensive
literature on the transmission of religion (most often church attendance), this
was mostly developed on the basis of research among majority religions.”
Therefore, misconceptions are rife in the study of Chinese popular religion.
Chinese people who practice popular religion and hold popular religious be-
liefs, may not identify as belonging to a religious organisation and similarly
may simply not self-identify as “religious.” Zhang and Lu (2018: 152) main-
tain that “these findings imply that the application of Western-style measures
of religiosity to China is likely to leave out groups of believers.”!* They assert
that not only scholars but ordinary Chinese as well have a relatively narrow
understanding of the term “religion,” and subsequently many practices are
not regarded as religious activities.

4. Parenting and Chinese Religion

This section shall provide an overview of the main scholarly themes pertain-
ing to Chinese parenting and religion.

4.1. Chinese Parents are Irreligious

The most common scholarly theme found both in Western and Chinese schol-
arship is that Chinese parents are irreligious—both in China and in an inter-
national context. This obviously ties in with the wider subject of contempo-
rary Chinese irreligiosity. Liang (2014: 112) encapsulates this line of argu-
ment by stating that contemporary “China has replaced religion with moral-
ity.”!* Gui (2013: 195) argues that aside from traditional family ethics and
social norms, the significance of religion in China has been severely weak-
ened and belief in the supernatural has all but disappeared. Gui (ibid.: 1) in-
stead utilises the term “godless religion” (Feéi shén lin de zongjiao xing).
Regarding the international context (which is this paper’s primary focus),
China is commonly regarded as “the primary country of origin for migrants
who are religiously unaffiliated” (Pew Research Center 2012). Examining

13 Shangshu zhexié faxian yiwéizhe jiang xi fangshi de zongjiao xing ceéliang yong yu
zhonggud hén kénéng yilou xintir qunti. b IR 1% 82 3T R 44 18 7 20 S 0 Dl
Trb EAR T et S AR

14 Zhonggué yi daodé dai zongjiao. ™ LLIE A 2L
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migrant Chinese parenting, Qingling Yang (2015: 99-106) found that, de-
spite making attempts to immerge themselves into Western culture for their
children’s good, the interviewed parents “were consequently alienated [...]
and therefore reinforced their belief in traditional Chinese culture and values
for child parenting.”

4.2. Irreligious but Engaged in Cultural Practices

The vast majority of scholarship pertaining to Chinese parenting both in
China and abroad do not mention religion. Zhang (2014), for example makes
utterly no mention of religious belief or practice when seeking to examine
Chinese cultural child-rearing attitudes and practices. However, what does
emerge out of the scholarship are terms such as “family culture” (ji@ wénhua),
“code of conduct / set of laws” (xingwéi guifan), “system of values” (jiazhi
ti), and “moral ethics” (lunli daodé). Although the term “religion” is more
often than not actively avoided unless used in a negative sense, I argue that
all these common terms fall within the umbrella of Chinese popular religion.
Chu (2003: 17), for example, describes “Chinese family culture” (Zhongguo
de fjia wénhua’) as “the code of conduct based upon ancestor commemora-
tion and the continuous prosperity of the family.”'® This family culture is typ-
ically taken very seriously. Thus, although believing that ancestor commem-
oration has nothing to do with the concept of religion, Ma (2000: 129) not
only argues that “people regard ancestor worship as ‘the most important thing
in life’,”'% but also that “ancestor commemoration usually plays a decisive
role in cultivating family values.”!” More potently, Zhang Shidochiin (2014:
199) states that “[t]he ‘home’ of Chinese immigrants has three basic dimen-
sions: ‘ancestor’s home,” ‘emotional home,” and ‘functional home.’”’!® What
is particularly striking here is the acknowledgement of the central role of an-
cestors in the international Chinese family home. They go on to argue that in

15 Yi ziixian chongbai hé jiazi mianyan xingwang wéi rénshéng xinydng de yi
zhéngtao jid fi zit gui. VAT 56 5258 I GR AR AL D4 HE N N ARSI — B SR M

16 Rénmen bd ji zii zuowéi “rénshéng di yt chijin shi.” NITHESREIERN <N —

17 Ziixian chongbai tongchdng zai péiydng jiaxi guannian zhong qi juédingxing
zudyong. IR FEE AR TR R RS e e AR .

18 Hudrén yimin de “jia” yousan ge jiben wéidu.: “Ziixian de jia”, “qinggadn de jia” hé
“gongnéng dejia”. BN R FH ZANTEARYEE: “HEMF . “HREIMZK T
RERIZK.

Page 94 of 286



PARENTAL POPULAR RELIGION AND FILIALITY 75

the process of immigrant life, the meaning of “home” conflicts and compro-
mises with these three dimensions, leading to division and instability.

Much of the existing scholarship ties these cultural practices to Confu-
cianism. Qingling Yang (2015: 18), for example, grounding each in “secular
Confucianism,” defines seven aspects of traditional Chinese parenting prac-
tices:

1. Encouragement of modest behaviour.

2. Family relationships.
3. Parental control.

4. Shame.

5. Directedness.

6.

Maternal influence.

7. Protection.

Moreover, Qingling Yang found that gudn % —literally meaning “to gov-
ern”—was one of the most frequent words employed by interviewed migrant
Chinese parents. The concept is “essential for Chinese parents to educate,
train and teach their children good virtues such as honesty, responsibility,
obedience, respect, good behavior and habits, filial piety, love and hardwork-
ing” (ibid.: 60). Johnson (1996: 429) notes the overarching influence of Con-
fucianism on Chinese parenting: “definitive views on parental control, obe-
dience, strict discipline, emphasis on education, filial piety, respect for elders,
family obligations, reverence for tradition, maintenance of harmony, and ne-
gation of conflict are attributed to the influence of Confucianism.”

One of the primary aims of this paper is to demonstrate that although Chi-
nese parents (in line with the above research) do not regard themselves as
religious, the issue is one of semantics. Although reportedly being irreligious,
the practices they engage in are very much within the realm of religiosity,
falling comfortably into both Pokorny’s (2018: 9) and Yang’s (2018: 1) def-
initions of religion.

4.3. The Role of Christianity

Chinese immigrants converting to Christianity is a subject that I have ad-
dressed before.!® The scholarly narrative also heavily plays into the broader
narrative of the contrast between Chinese and Western culture (see section

19 For more information, see “‘Because I am Chinese, I do not believe in religion’: An
Ethnographic Study of the Lived Religious Experience of Chinese Immigrant Children in
Vienna” in this volume.
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7). I will, however, briefly point out how Christianity has been found to effect
Chinese parents in a migration setting.

It should be acknowledged from the outset that although the number of
Chinese churches has increased rapidly in recent years, their influence on the
overall Chinese community is still limited (Yang 2001: 89). Nevertheless,
Chinese immigrants from non-Christian backgrounds converting to Christi-
anity upon migration is something of a popular subject among scholars ex-
amining Chinese immigration. Yang (ibid.) argues that a reason for this is
that “facing these rapidly changing and increasingly relativized society, many
people longed for order, purpose, and rules” that was granted by the Church,
and goes on to argue (ibid.: 90) that these Christian converts very much main-
tain their Chinese cultural identity: “[T]hey have made efforts to differentiate
Chinese nonreligious traditions from religious ones and selectively preserve
nonreligious traditional values, rituals, and symbols. For example, they cele-
brate the Chinese New Year, but without offering to the ancestors.”

Some scholars (Zhou and Bankston 1998; Yang 1999; Chen 2006) argue
that Chinese immigrant parents convert to Christianity because it protects the
second generation from the “immoral” influences of Western culture. Thus,
it has been argued that “Churches occupy prominent positions in immigrant
communities and shape how immigrant families adapt to and transform”
(Chen 2006: 575). Moreover, where Chinese immigrant parents “struggle to
apply Confucian principles of parenting” to their children, “Christianity of-
fers an attractive new moral model of the family” (ibid.).

4.4. The Role of Mothers and Fathers

It is worth noting that it is often noted that mothers are the primary teachers
of popular religion. For example, Johnson (1996: 126) writes that children
“learn particularly from their mothers, the main practitioners of religious rit-
uals at the level of the family.” Similarly, Overmyer (1987: 293) claims that
it is the mothers who predominantly teach Chinese children religious prac-
tice. Qingling Yang (2015: 74) also found that it was especially mothers who
have “a primary responsibility to train their child from an early age to be a
filial, respectful and obedient child.” Fathers, on the other hand, are com-
monly regarded as the family figure of authority. To this end, Lit Jing (2016:
227) writes that “in terms of family relations, parents, especially fathers, have
absolute authority.”?® However, it is also worth noting that some scholars

20 Zai jiating guanxi shang jin bidoxian wei fumii youqi shi fugin you juédui de

qudnwei. TE5BER F2 ERLRILUN S BEICHA SORA o0 BUEL .
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(Liu et al. 2000: 213) have argued that this gender imbalance is no longer the
case: “[T]he strict gender roles that characterized traditional Chinese society
have given way to more gender-neutral prescriptions for relationships be-
tween parents and children.” Moreover, traditionally speaking, daughters
should only provide support to the family until they undergo marriage, after
which their primary attention is redirected to her husband and his parents
(Whyte 2004).

5. Filiality

The concept of filiality is absolutely central to the lived religion of Chinese
parents. This section shall briefly explore the concept.

5.1. Defining Filiality

Laidlaw et al. (2010: 283) have aptly argued that fully defining filiality “is
not possible, but it is easy to assess the importance of this concept in contem-
porary Chinese society.” They also rightly point out that although the concept
is often “simplified as obedience to older generations and care for one’s par-
ents, it is, however, a multidimensional concept among Chinese people”
(ibid.). Ikels (2004: 2) also rightly notes that definitions and expectations of
filiality are “subject to contestation even within the boundaries of a single
community.” With this in mind, this section shall briefly attempt to grant
something of an overview of this nuanced term.

The character for filiality is xido 2. Broken down, the character is com-
posed of ldo % and zi ¥: the former denotes “old” and the latter “a child.”
From this, one can already ascertain meaning. As F sits under #, one could
argue that the character 2 depicts a child dutifully carrying an elder. Thus
one finds that the “officially preferred” meaning is that “the old are supported
by the young(er generation)” (Ikels 2004: 4). However, some scholars—par-
ticularly those who argue that filiality is oppressive by nature—read the char-
acter as a child being weighed down by an elder. For example, Hashimoto
(2004: 193) argues that filiality “is ultimately a discourse that diminishes the
power of the young successively in the interest of safeguarding the hierarchy
of social difference.” Finally, given that Chinese was originally written from
top to bottom, one can also read the character as a father producing a son:
“[Flilial piety is the continuation of the family line, that is, the father produces
the son” (Ikels 2004: 4).
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It should be noted at this point that I have opted to translate xido as “fil-
iality” instead of the far more common “filial piety.” I have chosen to do this
because I believe that the term “piety” is simply too laden with Christian
connotations. Given that I seek to move away from the World Religions nar-
rative that typically utilises Christianity as the prototype religion, I believe
that it is important to present religious concepts in their own cultural light as
opposed to being in the shadow of Christianity. Furthermore, although the
term “filial obedience” (Stafford 1995: 81) is certainly an improvement on
“filial piety,” I believe that it too is misleading. To be truly filial in Chinese
popular religion does not mean to blindly obey one’s parents (Chadwin 2020:
181). Instead, one should “thoughtfully assimilate the lessons they have
taught and carry on their legacy in a cosmopolitan world that they may not
be able to comprehend” (Madsen 2008: 306).

The concept is grounded in Confucianism. One finds in the Xiaojing (The
Classic of Filiality) the following description:

The service which a filial son does to his parents is as follows: In his general
conduct to them, he manifests the utmost reverence. In his nourishing of them,
his endeavor is to give them the utmost pleasure. When they are ill, he feels
the greatest anxiety. In mourning for them (dead), he exhibits every demon-
stration of grief. In sacrificing to them, he displays the utmost solemnity.
When a son is complete in these five things, (he may be pronounced) able to
serve his parents (translation by James Legge).

Similarly, exploring the popular Méngzi quote “there are three ways to be
unfilial; having no sons is the worst,”?! M4 (2000: 129) argues that the very
“meaning of life lies in the continuation of the ancestor’s ‘incense.””?

Yeh (2003: 67) ascribes a “dual framework™ to filiality: reciprocal and
authoritarian filiality. The former is the more traditional manifestation and
involves repaying one’s parents out of love for them. The latter is built upon
obedience and is seen as a form of control. One needs to acknowledge this
dual nature. Definitions of filiality in Chinese scholarship often regard the
concept as secular and fully removed from any religious connotation. Lit
Hongméi (2020: 161), for example, although claiming that “filiality is not
only a code of conduct in Chinese families, it also has something of the nature

21 Buxido yousan, wii hou wéi da. N8 = TLFE K.
22 Rénwéi shéngming de yiyi jit zaiyi bd ziizong de “xianghudo” yanxu xiaqu. WAL
i B R SOBAE TR B KOS T 2
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of religious belief,”?* argues that at its core the term “belongs to the cultural
category of ethics and morality, has a rational nature, and is an important
criterion for regulating family relations.”?* Seeking to distance Confucianism
from religion, Lit Hongméi—echoing Liang (2014)—argues that “the Con-
fucian rituals with filiality at their core, can replace religion.”?® Similarly, Ma
(2000: 129) argues that “it is not religious theology that dominates Chinese
culture, but rather the patriarchal concept of respect and kinship.”?

This study, however, seeks to move away from this secular rendering of
filiality and demonstrate that the concept is deeply tied to Chinese popular
religion. Although in the minority, elements of this can already be found in
scholarship.

5.2. Chinese Parents and Filiality

Chéng (2017: 14) notes that filiality is reflected in all aspects of family moral
education.”’ Similarly, Lidng and Zhou (2010: 81) define filiality as “the core
principle of family ethics.”?® Indeed, the very act of having children in the
first place is regarded as an inherently filial act. After acknowledging that
there are a plethora of blessings available in Chinese traditional culture, Ma
(2000: 129) points out that the highest possible blessing is the child blessing
which is innately tied to the concept of continuity. However, some scholars
highlight that it is still the case that boys are very much favoured as girls are
unable to conduct the necessary bai once her parents have died. Ma (ibid.:
131) thus describes how if a Chinese village hears that a certain family has
given birth to a boy, people will immediately flock in, congratulate the fam-
ily, and celebrate; if they give birth to a girl, people will be disappointed.

23 Xiao zai zhongguo jiating zhong bujin shi yi zhong xingwéi zhiinzé, hdi juyou
zéngjido xinydng di xingzhi. ZEAETE K EE AR —FAT RAUEN . & BA =BUFE W
PR o

24 Xiao benshen shiyu lunli daodé de wénhua fanchou, juyou lixing di xingzhi, shi
tidojié jidting guanxi de zhongydo zhiinzé. ZEA 5 J& T 0 G (1) S iams . B EEM
PP . 2 T SXRE SR 2R ) B R D o

25 Yi “xiao” wéi héxin de “zhou kongzhili” zhi [...] Néng daiti zongjiao LA A%
QR ALZALZ ] B R

26 Zai zhongguo wénhua zhong zhan tongzhi diwéi de bushi zongjiao shénxué, ér shi
ziin ziin, qin qin de zongfd guannian 1E ' E ST &5 GuiE WU A SR BORk 2% T2
B, RRNFEENE.

27 Xiaodao de jiaoyu yé zui néng tixian zai jiating daodé jiaoyu de fangfangmianmian
FIE ) H0E B b BE A BUAE S A A8 A 177 77 TH T

28 Jidting linli de héxin zhiinzé F% FEA BR[PIAZ o 1B U
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Therefore, “the relationship between father and son is the core”?’ (ibid.: 132)
of popular filial belief, whereas “the husband and wife are not equal”*® (ibid.).

Thus one finds a common assumption that Chinese parents are very much
the superior figures compared to their children. Gé (2015: 37) writes that in
Chinese family moral education “there is an obvious unequal relationship be-
tween the educators [namely the parents] and the object of education [namely
the children].”

Lit Jing (2016: 227) holds that “another meaning of filiality is obedi-
ence.”*! More pointedly, Qingling Yang (2015: 56) found that migrant Chi-
nese parents often believe that one of the best ways for their children to be
filial is to achieve academic success. Lieber, Nihira, and Mink (2004: 325)
have argued that, motivated to meet the challenges that come with migration,
Chinese parents in such a context demonstrate “persistence of filial piety as
a meaningful and important cultural value.”

5.3. The Decline of Filiality

One could argue that filiality has never been a static concept but is “con-
stantly evolving and as such it is difficult to define precisely and simply”
(Laidlaw et al. 2010: 283). Nevertheless, a common theme found in both
Western and Chinese scholarship is that the value of filiality is declining. One
commonly finds striking statements such as “[f]orget filial piety. Young Chi-
nese are fed up with the old” (Hunwick 2014).

Yang Zhénhua (2009) laments the decline of the culture of filiality in Chi-
nese education and urges schools to introduce activities that will restore the
original culture. Noting how the development of science and technology, the
cultural exchanges of various countries, and the wave of the times are im-
pacting the educational values of Chinese families, Huang (1996: 29) points
out that “at present, 70.6% of [Chinese] mothers and 69.4% of fathers con-
sider ‘obeying their parents’ as unimportant items.”*? Laidlaw et al. (2010:
284) similarly write that the process of modernisation, industrialisation, and
migration has damaged filiality, “eroding its dominance in the contemporary
life of Chinese societies.” They also point out that emigration from China has

29 Qizhong firzi yiti shi héxin HA X F— KR 0.

30 Fiiqt yiti bingféi shi pingdéng de FFE—RI A2 P25,

31 Xido de ling yT hanyi shi shincong. 5115 — & SURMTM .

32 Xianzai “tingcong fumii dehua” you 70.6% De miiqin ji 69.4 Xing de fiigin réenwéi
shi bir chdng ydo de xiangmir. AL Wt MAZEEIRIE” 4 70.6 % HIEEE K 69.4 TR AR
WHRAEZEMIT H .
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become a damaging strain on filiality, an argument echoed by Sung (2000).
Laidlaw et al. (2010: 284) argue that “Chinese emigrants face the challenge
of living in societies that may not understand or endorse traditional values
such as FP [filiality], and this may have an impact on the experience and
exchange of these values from one generation of emigrants to another.” Sim-
ilarly, Hwang (1999: 179) asserts “the prevalence of filial piety and its ac-
companying authoritarian moralism in Chinese societies has diminished as a
consequence of modernization and exposure to Western influences.” Wang
Bingyu (2019: 143—144) also notes that the common difference between the
generations’ recognition of local society and culture and the traditional power
structure of the Chinese family have also made intergenerational relations
increasingly tense. Wang Danyu (2004: 30) argues that although young and
old generations genuinely desire “to bridge the gap between filial practice
and filial expectation,” in reality the younger generation’s aspiration for in-
dependence has led to an inevitable decline. Yang Yang (2019: 68) cites ur-
banisation and modern ideas as the predominant challenges to filiality, and
notes that individual family units have become the Chinese norm. Finally,
Ikels (2004: 4-10), noting that “researchers, policymakers, and advocates for
the elderly generally assume that the practice of filial piety in East Asia is not
what it used to be,” offers five interconnected reasons for its decline:

1. The land of the elderly, the source of much of their influence over the
young, is no longer the only means of gaining a livelihood. Young
people may choose to migrate to work in factories in nearby towns
or cities and live economically independent lives.

2. As literacy becomes widespread with the development of compul-
sory education, knowledge is no longer the special property of age,
and the rural experience of the older generation becomes less relevant
for solving the problems of urban life.

3. Due to urbanisation, young people are exposed to a range of new
ideas; they no longer have to accept uncritically the ideas and values
of their parents, including those about the proper relationship be-
tween the old and the young.

4. The physical separation of the home community and the workplace
allows young people to escape the prying eyes of their neighbours
and to evade gossip and other community-level sanctions should their
behaviour be found wanting.

5. The nuclear family has come to prevail over the extended family as
young people become attached to the conjugal family of spouse and
children at the expense of their relationship to their (distant) natal
family of parents and siblings.
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Some studies have placed the weakening of filiality specifically within the
international migrant context. Ho and Chiang (2017: 302), for example, ex-
plain:

Although filial beliefs and practices remain salient for [our] sample of first
generation immigrants, they recognize the challenges of maintaining this core
Chinese cultural value in younger generations of Chinese families living in
Western countries [...]. Hence, some respondents feel that a weakening of
filial piety values in their children is perhaps inevitable.

Similarly, Liu (2005: 187) quotes the letter of a Chinese migrant: “It is
already the twentieth century. We don’t follow the old idea of filial piety.”
Lieber, Nihira, and Mink (2004: 342-343) argue that “traditional conceptu-
alizations of filial values have been challenged” by migration, and Newen-
dorp (2016: 187-188) argues that the social and cultural discourses around
the notion of filiality are reconfigured within the context of family migration:
“[M]any Chinese seniors today find that they can rely on neither state nor
family for support, thus rendering their future precarious.” She goes on to
argue that although the legacy of filiality continues to perpetuate the notion
that family elders hold the most power, in reality “younger adults [are] now
more in control than the senior generation” (ibid.: 193). Newendorp also
draws attention to conflict that can rise between parents and their adult chil-
dren over caregiving practices. She writes that “although most conflicts re-
ported to me by grandparents had their roots in generational differences
among Chinese seniors and their adult children, these conflicts were exacer-
bated by the immigrant context” (ibid.: 198). Finally, Rén (2014: 1-2) de-
scribes how conflicts between Chinese immigrant parents and their children
are common in Western contexts due to the parents’ firm belief in Chinese
culture, which clashes with their children who adopt Western culture. Even
mundane matters such as attending a sleepover can cause a conflict, with Chi-
nese parents being reluctant to allow their children to stay with a family they
do not know.

It is certainly worth noting that one can debatably find the narrative of
filiality in the new guise of Chinese Communist narrative. Song (2021: 210)
notes how Xi Jinping once said that the older generation of revolutionaries in
the past have long given us a model of cultivating a good family tradition,
and they are an example for us to learn from. More potently, Song also writes:
“General Secretary Xi Jinping respects his parents very much. This is known
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to everyone. On the bookshelves of his office there are always pictures of him
walking hand in hand with his mother.”*3

Although certainly distanced from any association with religion, one
could easily argue that this is filiality under a new guise. Similarly, Ikels
(2004: 14) notes that “although specific state policies democratizing the fam-
ily, reducing family size, and circumscribing death rituals have more or less
restricted the practice of filial piety to providing support to elderly parents,
other state policies, though not aimed directly at the family, have also had an
impact on the ability of family members to provide such support.”

As a final note, it should be acknowledged that some scholars take the
opposite stance. Whyte (2004: 122—-123) argues that “filial support obliga-
tions have survived quite well despite the hectic pace (and contrasting paths)
of social change.” Much of this scholarship can be found within Chinese ac-
ademia. For example, Gé (2015: 28) argues that filiality is very much alive
and constitutes the essence of traditional Chinese ethics; it is a “national vir-
tue” that has been passed down from generation to generation in families.*
Chéng (2017: 14) argues that “the most important thing in Chinese families
is their children’s filiality.”** Finally, Liang (1987: 307) makes the strong
statement by emphasising that “Chinese culture is a culture of filiality.”3°

Other scholars take more of a middle way, arguing that filiality has
changed in nature. Thus, Qingling Yang (2015: 78) found that migrant Chi-
nese parents “interpreted the ‘filial piety’ differently although they still em-
phasized those obligations to the family [...]. All the participants mentioned
that although their children’s accomplishments might bring honors and glo-
ries to the family, but their children themselves would benefit from their own
achievements, not the parents or their siblings.”

33 Xijinping zong shiiji shifen xiaojing fumu, zhé shi zhongrén suo zhi de, zai ta de
bangongshi shijia shang, yizhi bdi fangzhe ta qianzhe miiqin de shou yiqi sanbu de
zhaopian. TP B AE T ZFHAEE. KRNI, EME A= L.
—HIRMCE A BRI TR EUE

34 Xiaodao shi zhongguo chuantong lunli daodé de jinghua néihan, shi zhongguo
jiating dai dai chuanchéng de zhonghud minzii méidé. 238 /& B % G BRIE 18 1) 5 18
PR T SRR A ARG AR ) A R SR A

35 Zhonggué jiating zui gidngdido de jiushi zinii xingxiao. " 1E Z% KE fx SR I 1) 5 A&
TXAT#,

36 Zhonggué wénhua shi ‘xiao’ de wénhua. " IE LA AR 2 B AL
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6. Relationship with Family in China

A very common theme that emerges particularly out of Chinese scholarship
pertaining to the migration experience of Chinese parents is how they navi-
gate their relationship with the family they leave behind in China. This nar-
rative is often tied to the wider study of filiality in an international context.
Unlike most European countries that have developed social welfare infra-
structures to support senior citizens, China has generally depended signifi-
cantly more on family than on institutional support for their elderly (Newen-
dorp 2016: 187). Discussing how Chinese families living abroad take great
pains to maintain strong contact with their family back in China, Chén (2021:
58) describes this relationship with China as “distanced but not dispersed.”*’
Ho and Chiang (2017: 283) write that the traditional meanings and practices
of filial piety are changing:

Intergenerational co-residence is no longer the only way for adult children to
demonstrate filial piety. It can occur at a distance when children living away
from their parents retain regular contact with parents via telephone, mail and
visitation.

Studying Chinese immigrants in New Zealand, Wang Bingyu (2019: 143)
notes how it is common for Chinese migrants living apart from their parents
to feel as though they are not being sufficiently filial (due to the distance). In
similar fashion, Lin (2019: 147) notes that one of the most difficult aspects
of Chinese immigration is that of leaving family behind, and it is extremely
common for immigrants to send money back to their parents in China. Zhou
and Wang (2013: 72) discuss that problems arise no matter what decisions
are taken by families: it is obviously difficult to be filial from another country
and parents often do not wish to leave China; but when parents do decide to
join their children abroad, a plethora of new problems arise out of moving
into a new culture. Lin also raises the important issue of transnational support
manifesting as the children of international immigrants, who were born
abroad and acquired foreign nationality, being sent back to China for a certain
period of time to be raised and educated by other family members or relatives
staying in the country. Lin (2019: 149) writes how these children are often
sent to China shortly after birth, and usually spend approximately four to five
years before returning to their parents abroad. Zhang Jingjing (2017: 74)
highlights a generational conflict in the understanding of filiality between
Chinese migrants and their parents back in China: “[I]n the eyes of parents,

37 Li ér bt san. BT AL
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the basic prerequisite of ‘filiality’ is the children’s ‘presence’ [...] and in the
eyes of children, the basic premise of ‘filiality’ is to ensure the parents’ old-
age security.”® She concludes that “under the Western welfare system,
young and old immigrants have changed their understanding of intergenera-
tional and family relations™° (Zhang Jingjing 2017: 75).

7. Contrast between Chinese and Western Parenting

Another common theme to emerge in the relevant scholarship is the identified
difference in how Chinese parents and those in the West morally educate their
children. Lit Jing (2016: 227) argues that “the concept of family occupies an
important position in both Chinese and American cultures, but the attitudes
towards family and the relationship between family members are quite dif-
ferent.”*" For example, Gé (2015) writes that moral education in the USA is
based on religion (zongjiao), whereas in China it is built upon the non-reli-
gious “Confucian moral ethics.”*! Yéang Lan (2014: 38) problematically takes
this assumption even further, asserting that—unlike the irreligious Chinese
family households—the fact that parents in the West are dependent on reli-
gion for the teaching of moral values is evidenced by the fact that all family
homes in the West possess a Bible.

In a comparative study of family moral education in Germany and China,
Chéng (2017: 36) concludes that “Chinese families are linked by family her-
itage, [whereas] German families are nurtured by religious culture.”** Chéng
(ibid.: 34) argues that because of the infiltration of religious culture in Ger-
man popular culture, regardless of whether they claim to believe in religion
or not, Germans are subtly influenced by the moral content of Christianity,

38 Zai fimii yanzhong, “xido” de jibén gidnti shi zinii de “zdichdng xing”’[...] Er zdi
zinil yanzhong, “jin xido” de génbén shi québdio firmii de ydngldo bdozhang. TE X BEIR H |
“EWPER T LI EA I [..) 0T AR . R R A R RS B
FRE R

39 Zai xifang full tizhi xia, qingnian hé ldonian yiming duiyu dai ji guanxi hé jiating
guanxi de lijié dou fashéngle bianhua TEVE JiHRAARGI T HERMZBER R TR
R ARG LR R I EARH B T A2k

40 Er, butong de jiating guan jiating de guannian zai zhong méi lidng gué wénhua
zhong dou zhan ju zhuo zhongyao di diwei, danshi duidai jiating de taidu yiji jiating chéng-
yuan zhijian de guanxi qué da bu xiangtong. % JEBMLEAE H1 35 PR B ST AL AT i 4 A5 B
FIHAL . HR A S RE RS P DL R SR BE i 57 2 AV SR R B R AN AH AL

41 Rujia linli daodé. 1 FACTRIBEE

42 Zhonggud jiating yi jiazu chuanchéng wei nitidai, déguo jiating yi zongjiao wénhua

wéi xintdo. "1 [E ZBE UL AR AN AL« A E 5 RE AR BT Ny T
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subsequently internalising religious morality into personal morality.** Ironi-
cally, one could argue that this is an apt description of the subtle way in which
Chinese popular religion seeps into the everyday lives of Chinese people liv-
ing home and abroad. The irony lies in the fact that Chéng is adamant that
this subtle influence of religion contrasts with irreligious Chinese culture.
The same argument can be found in Gé’s (2015: 33) assertion that in contrast
to Chinese family culture, which is built upon the wider traditional non-reli-
gious culture, “religious doctrines are the source of the American society’s
moral and behavioral norms, which subtly guide citizens’ practical behav-
iors.”* This paper seeks to demonstrate that Chinese popular religion is cen-
tral to Chinese parents.

G¢é (2015: 35) also discusses the contrast of roles between Chinese fami-
lies and US families: contrary to the unequal Chinese family structure that
places the parents on top, parents and children are equal subjects in the Amer-
ican family and solutions to problems can be discussed together. Similarly,
Liu Jing (2016: 227) notes that Western parents emphasise the independent
development of the individual in the family, and they do not interfere too
much with their children. In contrast, Chinese family members are not equal,
with parents holding the higher authority.

Ng, Pomerantz, and Deng (2014: 358) argue that “Chinese parents exert
more control over children than do American parents in part because their
feelings of worth are based on children’s performance to a greater extent.”
Finally, comparing Chinese parenting to parenting in the USA, Lin and Fu
(1990: 30) identified four major conclusions about Chinese parenting:

1. Chinese parents tend to control their children more than American

parents.

2. Chinese parents tend to be less expressive of their affection than

American parents.
3. Chinese parents are less likely to encourage independence than
American parents.

4. Chinese parents emphasise the value of academic achievement more

than American parents.

43 Yinwei zongjiao wénhua de shentou, wulun zai déguo xinjiao yii fou, déguo rén dou
qianyimohua di shoudao zongjiao wénhua Ii guanyu daodé bufén de néirong de yingxidng,
man man bd zongjiao daodé néi hua wéi gérén daodé. [N RZZHSCAKNSE . TCILTE1E
EEHS T EE NSRBI R HOO BT TE ST (A B R
I R HCE A AN NTETE.

44 Zongjiao jiaoyi shi meiguo shehui daodé xingwéi guifan de yuanquan, qianyimohua
di yinddo gongmin de shijidn xingwéi. SR 2 E AL 2B AT N FVE IR . 7
R ERLHI B T A R SEEAT H .
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Some scholars point out how these contrasts can cause enormous problems
for Chinese immigrants. For example, Zhou and Wang (2019: 8) note that
“there is a violent conflict between mainstream culture and traditional Chi-
nese Confucian culture”® in the lives of Chinese immigrants.

8. Children are Shown Religion Rather than Taught about
It, and the Issue of Belief is Unimportant

Another common scholarly finding pertaining to the religious beliefs of Chi-
nese parents is that whereas it is important to them to teach their children how
to enact religion, the issue of belief is unimportant. Stafford (1995: 49) writes
that while parents never directly teach their children about religion, they cer-
tainly make their children participate, “sometimes literally put through the
motions of rituals.” Similarly, Johnson (1996: 136) noticed children being
“led through the proper gestures of ancestor worship by the guiding hands.”
Zhou (2009: 338) notes how the “notion of one’s membership in and obliga-
tions to the patriline was instilled in young children by, among other things,
having them participate in the numerous ancestral rites.” Johnson (1996: 129)
argues that “[p]opular religion is not based on the concept of belief or faith —
it emphasizes sets of practices that may not be deeply believed in but are
performed either because they are hoped to be efficacious in obtaining bene-
fits and warding off evil, or in order to fulfil ethical obligations, particularly
with respect to ancestors.” Finally, Peng (2020: xxiii) writes that “in order to
fulfill designated social roles, on various ritual occasions [ ... parents] instruct
little children to imitate them to bai ancestors and gods.”

This was a theme that I have explored before. In a previous study (Chad-
win 2020: 194-197), and after conducting ethnographic fieldwork in a rural
Chinese village, I found that this conclusion was somewhat accurate. Parents
did not formally or informally teach their children about belief; however, they
did go to great lengths to teach their children how to bai. Although I found
that, in many cases, belief was of great concern to children, my findings were
in line with the theory that adults do not find it important.

45 Zhuliv wénhua yi hudrén de rujia chuantong wénhua cunzaizhe julie de chongtu.

TR SN R F G SAAFFER B R
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9. Methodology

This paper constitutes an ethnographic study. I have opted for ethnography
because I believe that it is the best research tool that enables the researcher to
(as much as possible) get a sense of the religiosity (or lack thereof) of the
interviewee in the latter’s own language and terms. Indeed, by utilising eth-
nographic fieldwork, I believe that I have successfully taken Wang and
Chang’s (2010: 60) advice of looking “within the Chinese household instead
of arbitrarily employing cross-culture comparisons.”

My fieldwork took place over a period of six months, from December 1,
2020, to May 30, 2021. The data collection consisted of both semi-structured
interviews (carried out in Mandarin) and participant observation, with inter-
views typically lasting one or two hours. I utilised Harvey’s concept of
“guesthood” (Harvey 2005: 227-228; 2013: 94) wherein meetings with in-
terviewees are “less like formal interviews with one-way exchange of infor-
mation and more like mutually constituted relationships where knowledge is
exchanged and discussed” (Arthur 2019: 16).

When conducting a similar ethnographic investigation into Chinese par-
enting in the US, Qingling Yang (2015: 106) found that religion was an in-
credibly difficult subject to broach:

They tried to avoid talking about anything related to the western religions, and
spoke and acted very carefully in church from the researcher’s observation.
They were reluctant to engage into further discussion on religion because they
intended to protect themselves from any possible prosecution again them if
they are back to China.

Thus, due to the sensitive nature of religion among Chinese immigrants and
to best avoid causing any discomfort or inconvenience to my interviewees, I
have opted to anonymise my sample by giving them pseudonyms that reflect
their gender and ethnicity. Moreover, given that the interview subject was
often about their children, this also ensures that this project was “ethically
acceptable” and in line with BERA’s (BERA 2011: 5) guidelines to guarantee
the safety of children in research.

My sample itself consists of twenty ethnic Han households in Vienna,
with my overall sample size being twenty mothers and nineteen fathers.*®
Eleven parents are Zh¢jiangnese Han, the majority coming from the Qingtian
area. The remaining nine come from major Chinese cities: three from B¢ijing,

46 There is an imbalance due to the fact that one father wished to be excluded from
my study for undisclosed reasons.

Page 108 of 286



PARENTAL POPULAR RELIGION AND FILIALITY 89

four from Shanghai, one from Chéngda, and one from Guangzhdu. Four fam-
ilies were working class and two were particularly affluent (with the children
of both attending private schools). The majority (fourteen out of twenty) are
semi-affluent middle class with parents working in skilled professions. For
the most part, each family were relatively recent residents in Austria. The
average length of time spent in Vienna was five years with the most recent
family having migrated in 2018, while the family who have lived in Austria
the longest have lived here for nine years. The entire sample reported irrelig-
iosity.

10. Discussion of Fieldwork Findings

This paper will now turn its attention to discussing the fieldwork findings. It
is divided thematically based upon the aforementioned scholarly findings.

10.1. Chinese Parents and Popular Religion

As previously mentioned, every single parent self-identified as irreligious.
However, upon closer inspection it becomes quickly apparent that Chinese
popular religion plays an enormous role in the lives of each interviewed fam-
ily. In contrast to the prevalent view that Chinese parents are irreligious, I
would argue that the realm of popular religion has a clear important role.
Central to my observations was the immigrant context of the parents. As with
the university students,*’ I found that parents commonly utilised the practice
of popular religion to create something of a “diasporic cultural enclave” or,
as Chén (2021: 58) putsit, a “spiritual living space”*3: a private and safe space
in which their popular religious beliefs could be expressed. Mrs Hou, for ex-
ample, told me: “I miss China every day. When I used to live there, I would
only sometimes pray to Guanyin. However, now that I am living in Austria,
I pray to her every day. It makes me feel close to home.”*

47 See my other paper in this volume: “An Ethnographic Study of How Chinese Uni-
versity Students in Vienna Observed Spring Festival during Covid-19.”

48 Jingshén shénghuo kongjian. KA 1525 8]

49 W6 méitian dii hén xidng zhongguo. Zhu zai ndli de shihou, wo zhiyou shi bai
guanyin, ran'ér yinwei wo xianzai zhu zai aodili, wo méitian dii bai ta. Zhe rang wo gandao
li jia géng jin. BEERFARE P E . AEEM AR, BAARFERE . ARMEEK
BUAEARAE B . BRAEREIFM . XA 5T
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This is significant for two reasons. It firstly demonstrates an obvious
sense of religiosity: despite research claiming that most Chinese immigrants
are irreligious, this quote suggests quite the contrary. Indeed, it falls into Fo-
ley and Hoge’s (2007: 15) general statement about the process of immigration
being a “theologizing experience”: a statement that is contradicted by the case
of Chinese immigrants who appear as something of an anomaly. It is also
significant because it suggests that religion is playing a role in maintaining
and reinforcing group identity and culture (Ebaugh and Chafetz 2000). Mr
Hao similarly told me that: “Moving to Austria has actually strengthened my
bond with my ancestors. Being away from China made me think about how
important family is.”>° Moreover, I believe that it is certainly significant that
absolutely every parent was able to show me, often proudly, their home
shrine. Although these shrines varied in size and grandeur—some families
had an entire room, whereas others had only a small table—the importance
granted to these shrines was obvious.

I believe that Chinese popular religion was so prevalent among my sam-
ple that I would go as far as to argue that it was the most important factor of
Chinese parenting. Whereas aforementioned studies have utilised concepts
such as education, control, patriotism, or even secular cultural values, I wish
to make the case that these terms fall under the larger umbrella of Chinese
popular religion (I will return to this point during my discussion of filiality).
While discussing education, Mrs Héan told me that “[w]henever my daughter
does well at school, I can hear my parents and ancestors singing with joy!”!
I believe that this quote reveals intent. It is obvious that Mrs Han deeply re-
garded education as important. However, exclaiming that it is her parents and
ancestors who are “singing for joy” whenever her daughter achieves aca-
demic success implies that the reason why Mrs Han places so much worth in
the education of her daughter is because of the broader field of Chinese pop-
ular religious belief: she wants to please her parents and ancestors. Similarly,
Mr Jia told me: “Of course I want my son to work hard at school! But I do
not think that school is the most important thing in the world.”>> When I asked
what is the most important thing in the world, he instantly replied “family.”>?

50 Ban dao aodili rang wo hé ziixian de guanxi géngshen. Yudnli zhongguo rang wo
geng lijié jiating de zhongydo. TR F| BRHIFLEFAN MK R TR, @& ELERE
PR X BER) T2

51 Méi dang wo de nii'ér zai xuéxido zuo dé hdo de shihou, wo néng ting dao wo fiumii
hé ziixian gdoxing de changgé. TP M4 ) LIESFAMAF 1 e . FRAE T 2N FRAQBE
AIRHL S R X M A

52 Wo dangran xidng wo de érzi mili xuéxi! Danshi zhé bushi shijie shang zui
zhongydo de. IR BIMILTH5 705420V (R XA EiRFE K.

53 Jidting. KFE.
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Then, when I asked him what family means to him, he told me that it was his
wife, his parents, his son, his brother, and his ancestors. Once again, one finds
ancestors at the heart of Chinese parental values. Furthermore, herein one
finds an instance in which a father, despite his international setting, places
emphasis on his broader rather than his immediate family. More potently, it
places religiosity at the very centre of international Chinese family life. It also
demonstrates the strength of ethnography. This link of family to religion was
only revealed through open-ended questioning: it is highly unlikely that these
religious views would be registered on a questionnaire.

One of the most striking findings of my fieldwork was the number of
mundane instances of religious expression. The best example of this was dur-
ing an evening of participant observation when I heard Mrs Rén excitedly
exclaim to her daughter: “Your ancestors are blessing you!”>* Mrs Rén’s hus-
band went to find out what was happening, and we learned that Mrs Rén had
been attending a parents’ evening with her daughter. According to the daugh-
ter, during this meeting, Mrs Rén was very thankful to her daughter’s teacher
but made sure not to give her daughter any praise despite her teacher telling
her how well she was doing at school. When the teacher revealed that her
daughter got the highest possible mark in her math exam, the mother appar-
ently made a large show of expressing how this was entirely due to the
teacher’s excellent teaching. Mrs Rén, in a very good mood, told me that she
simply could not have praised her daughter in public because to do so would
have been bad “face” (mianzi).>* It was therefore only when Mrs Rén and her
daughter arrived home that Mrs Rén felt that she could praise her child. This
interaction is significant for two distinct reasons. Firstly, the fact that Mrs
Rén actively chose not to publicly praise her child gives a valuable insight
into the social nuances of the concept of “face” and how it is a prevalent
factor in the way Chinese immigrant parents conduct their everyday interac-
tions. It reveals how these parents wished to uphold this facet of Chinese
culture despite being in a non-Chinese setting. The second insight one can
draw from this example pertains to popular religion. Although it is highly
likely that public praise and “face” were the main issues for Mrs Rén rather
than belief in ancestors—indeed it was exactly this that was raised in her sub-
sequent explanation—I believe that one can also ascertain valuable insights
into the relationship between parents and the supernatural in Chinese popular

54 Ziixian zai baoyou nil ACEARMR !

55 The ability to “feel the hurt that comes from public humiliation, and the desire to
protect oneself [and by extension one’s family] from public humiliation” (Schoenhals
2015: 67).
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religion from this example. Herein, the first question that arises is one of re-
ligious sincerity. One must question the extent to which Mrs Rén actually
believed in what she was saying in the same manner that one would question
whether or not someone who exclaims “thank God” is actually thanking God.
This exclamation therefore becomes all the more significant due to the fact
that Mrs Rén had indeed been frequently asking the family ancestors to help
her daughter in school. A further interesting observation one can make is that
Mrs Rén was only able to praise her daughter privately and, in a sense, divert
the praise and success onto the ancestors instead of her daughter. Even be-
lieving that the ancestors were in any way efficacious in these circumstances
is proof of mundane religious expression in my view. A similar instance oc-
curred during a moment of parental discipline that I witnessed. Mrs Féng,
wanting to ensure that her young (five years old) son would not steal anything
from the kitchen (the son asked if he could go to his room and play while I
was interviewing his mother), sternly told him “[t]he ancestors are watching
you!”3¢ I believe that the importance of these mundane interactions cannot be
overstated. They demonstrate how Chinese popular religion seeps into the
everyday life of Chinese immigrant parents.

I believe that already one can find evidence for substantial religiosity as
opposed to cultural belief. Indeed, rather than finding evidence for the afore-
mentioned secular parenting beliefs of Chinese parents that prior research so
often points out, I think that herein one finds clear indications that Chinese
parents not only believe that their ancestors are a very real force in their lives
in Austria, but that they are of crucial importance. Mrs Kang, for example,
solemnly explained that: “It is my responsibility as a parent to teach my
daughter about Chinese culture. She therefore has to be with me every time |
commemorate our ancestors.” >’ Thus, during participant observation, I
watched as Mrs Kang went through the motions of ancestral bai with her
daughter, making sure that her daughter acted accordingly. Although Mrs
Kang, to my knowledge, has not discussed belief with her daughter, this me-
ticulous attention to detail matched with the fact that she regarded the teach-
ing of ancestral commemoration as a crucial part of her parental duty is
deeply significant. Moreover, this instance brings to light how important it is
for Chinese parents to engage in Chinese popular religion with their children.

56 Zixidn zai kanzhe ni! /G EBEHFH IR !

57 Jiao wo de nii'ér zhonggué wénhua shi wo de yiwi. Sudyi ta méi ci dou yinggdi hé
wo yigi bai zibxian. FIRN )L E ST IR LS5 o B DL AE IR N i2 A 3R — e 7
k.
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Mrs Liao told me: “It was my mother who taught me how to bai. It is im-
portant for me to also teach my daughter.”®

As a final point, I found it very striking that seven parents referred to the
same phrase when talking about their experience of living in Austria: “[L]ong
for one’s ancestors, miss one’s home.” In contrast, not one parent referred
to the importance of socialism. However, one could argue that scholarship
identifying Chinese socialism as the core of family life are more so studies of
what Chinese parents should believe rather than what they actually believe.

10.2. Religious Austria and Irreligious China

Although I have argued that each parent I interviewed adhered to Chinese
popular religion, it is nevertheless important to remember that none of them
regarded themselves as religious. They did, however, very much regard Aus-
tria as a religious culture. This, interestingly, greatly informed the parenting
practice and beliefs of many of the parents. As I found in my previous re-
search,®” many parents perceived Christianity as something of a tool. How-
ever, whereas in my previous work I found that children utilise Christianity
to essentially assimilate into Austrian culture, this was not the case for the
parents of this study. Eleven families made an active effort to make sure that
their children learned about Christianity, but none of the parents of these fam-
ilies made the effort to learn about it themselves. Mr Zhang explained:

We do not teach our children about Chinese culture. They live in Austria so it
is more important that they learn about Austrian culture. We still often give
offerings but it is more important for our children to go to church.®!

Herein, one finds a divergence of roles. Mr Zhang felt as though he and his
wife should still commemorate their ancestors but believed that it was more

58 W& mama jiao wo bai. Dui wé ldi shudjiao wo nii'ér bai yé hén zhongyao. UG
HIETF. HHRUHI L UTRBIREE,

59 Nian zii ai xiang. =HEZ % .

60 For more information, see ““Because I am Chinese, I do not believe in religion’: An
Ethnographic Study of the Lived Religious Experience of Chinese Immigrant Children in
Vienna” in this volume.

61 Women bu jiao women haizi zhongguo wénhua. Tamen zhu zai aodili, sucyi tamen
xueéxi aodili wénhua géng zhongyao. Women hai changchang bai, danshi rang haizi qu
Jjidohui géng zhongyao. FAIVABIMNIZ T E AL, AMAIELEBEMT] . Py DUdAT12
SIEMA S ERE, BANEFHHEFE, RS LR EEE,
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important for their son to focus on learning about Christianity. This has led
to difficulties for some parents. Mr Liu told me:

I feel as though being a Chinese parent in Austria is very difficult. I think it is
very important for our children to learn about Christianity. However, I also do
not want them to forget about their Chinese culture. I am worried that the
longer we live here the less important Chinese culture will be. For example, I
am worried that because filiality is not important to Austrians, our son will
one day feel the same.5?

Other parents were far less worried. Mrs W1 explained that:

Filial piety is very complicated. I have to do what is best for my son but I also
need to make my ancestors happy. Because we live in Austria, I think that it
is my son’s duty to learn about Austrian culture. This is his filial piety. I there-
fore want him to learn about Christianity. If he understands Christianity, then
he understands Austria. He now prays every day to God but he also still com-
memorates his ancestors when I tell him to. Our ancestors probably find this
very strange but they never lived in Austria [she thought that this was partic-
ularly funny]! I am sure they are happy.®?

It very much appears to be the case that Chinese immigrant parents in Vienna
regard Austria as a Christian culture that contrasts to their own secular Chi-

62 Wo juédé zai aodili dang fitmii hén nan. Wo juédé rang women de hdi zi xué jidijiao
hén zhongyao, danshi wo yé buxidang rang tamen wangle zhongguo wénhua. Wo danxin zai
zheli dai de shijian yue zhdng, zhongguo wénhua dui tamen yue bu chong yao. Wo danxin
xiao dui dodili rén bii chéng yao, wo de érzi yé hui zhéyang juédé. FICAZTE BRI 4L
BRRE. LMW EZ T AR TR EE . (R RE A ATE T E
o FRATOAER IR BN B . o [ SO B AT TR A FE 2 FRAE 020 B
ANAEZ, HEILTHBEXFER

63 Xiao heén fuza. Wo zhi xidng yao wo de érzi zui hdo, danshi wo yé yao rang wo de
ziixian gaoxing. Yinwei women zhu zai aodili, wo juédé wo érzi de zéren shi xuéxi aodili
wénhua. Zhé shi ta de xiao. Wo suoyi yao ta xuéxi jidijiao. Rugud ta mingbdi jidijiao, jin
ta mingbdi aodili. Ta xianzai méitian xiang shangdi ddogao, danshi wo yé ydao rang wo de
ziixian gaoxing. Wo méi ci dou gaosu ta, ta yé yao bai ziixian. Women de ziixian kénéng
juédé hén qiguai, yinwéi tamen méi zhui zai aodili! Wo juédé tamen yiding hén gaoxing. 2
RE . WABERWILFEAF. ERBMELRIMEIL S BARINEAER
A IR LTI TR 2 ST BRI oA . X R A FRFT DB A 5 Sk
B R AR AL A C R IR R e b A (H R e 2
IR & e . XA E Vb BB EFERE . ROV T AR A 1%
KIS AATIB AT AE B R ! FBE At AT — B AR %

~
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nese culture. This is in line with the previously discussed research that con-
trasts irreligious Chinese culture with religious Western culture. Mr Stin ex-
plained it thus:

Austrian culture is different to Chinese culture. Austrian culture is a culture
of Christianity. All Austrian children must learn their moral ethics from the
church. Chinese children learn moral ethics from their family.*

Thus, I think that one encounters an interesting issue here. The international
context and the parental desire for their children to assimilate into it has
brought about an observable change in classic Chinese popular religion.
Whereas belief is not important in the Chinese context,% evidence here sug-
gests that belief is very important. Parents would discuss the issue of Chris-
tian belief with their children and with their spouse. They would worry about
this Christian belief eroding their children’s Chinese values. Although they
saw Christianity as a means to help their children assimilate, the international
context of migration has brought about religion at the family level discus-
sions—something that would not occur in China. Indeed, in contrast to seek-
ing Chinese values in churches to protect their children from Western influ-
ence, parents wanted their children to adapt to Austrian culture, perceived
Christianity as a means of doing so, and sometimes worried about the conse-
quences.

Finally, although for the most part, parents were perfectly happy talking
to me about Christianity (especially the parents who push their children to
learn about it), I did notice that five parents were visibly uncomfortable dis-
cussing this topic. Moreover, I suspect that the father who withdrew from the
study did so upon learning that I wanted to discuss religion. Qingling Yang
(2015: 106) had this problem as well and hypothesised that “they were reluc-
tant to engage into further discussion on religion because they intended to
protect themselves from any possible prosecution again[st] them if they are
back to China.” This certainly could have been the case with my sample.
Several families did express desire to return to China. However, I think a
more interesting comparison can be found when one reflects on Qingling
Yang’s (ibid.: 99) subsequent conclusion:

64 Aodili wénhua hé zhonggué wénhua bi yiving. Aodili wénhua shi jidijido de
wénhua. Suoyou de aodili hdi zi gén jiaohui xuéxi linli daodé. Zhongguo hdi zi gén tamen
de jiating xuéxi linli daodé. BRI STALFI A E AL —FE . BRI SCAL R 38 B H)
A . P I B R £ ER e SR B A . b [ A T ER AT IR R R 2 ST A B

T,

65 In Chadwin 2020 I conclude that belief was indeed something of a non-issue for the
parents.
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This uncertainty for their future influenced their parenting practices in U.S.
[O]bviously these four parents in the research still relied on traditional Chi-
nese methods of socialization to achieve their goals. They still placed empha-
sis on traditional parenting styles, and they didn’t consider themselves as part
of American culture. They parented their children, therefore, mainly in the
traditional Chinese way.

Unlike Qingling Yang, I found that although the parents did not regard them-
selves as belonging to Austrian culture, nor made any obvious efforts to as-
similate, many had a spoken desire for their children to be a part of it.

10.3. Filiality

It became almost instantly apparent that filiality was of crucial importance to
every parent I interviewed. What also became very quickly evident was that
the parents’ practice and conception of filiality had been deeply informed by
their international status. By far, filiality was the most commonly cited centre
of parental morality. In my experience, parents would often place it above all
other values. Although, as previously mentioned, parents deeply valued the
academic achievements of their children, they often cited filiality as the rea-
son for this. Mr Déng, somewhat echoing Liang (1987: 307), told me:

You should know that Chinese culture is a culture of filiality. To say that ed-
ucation is more important that filiality is very strange because getting a good
education is filiality. It is because of this culture of filiality that Chinese peo-
ple work so hard.

Similarly, Mrs Jidng explained that “[m]y son’s filiality is to succeed in
school. It is my duty to make sure that he works hard every day.”®” Although
these quotes certainly echo scholarship claiming that education is the most
important value for Chinese parents, I think that herein one finds that educa-
tion comes second to filiality. More specifically, I reckon that my fieldwork

66 Ni yinggai zhidao zhongguo wénhua shi ‘xiao’ de wénhua. Jiaoyu bi xiao geng
zhongyao zhége shuofd hén qiguai. Yin wéi dédao yigé hdo de jiaoyu jinshi xiao. Yinweéi
zhége xiao de wénhua zhonggué rén dou niili gongzuo. YRILZFIE W E SCAL A= 2 113
. HELFFEREIANVERGR. BOARRH—MIRNBEEREE. BARAE
)3 A A #5573 TAE

67 Erzi de xiao shi zai xuéxiao zuo dé hdo! Wo de yiwu shi rang ta hdo hao xuéxi,
tiantian xiangshang! LT RIZERALFRMAFIF | B CF MBI IFET . RR M
sy
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findings lead one to believe that filiality is the foundational belief and prac-
tice from which the desire to academically succeed arises. Mrs Lii, in a very
honest interview, told me: “My parents are always asking me about how [my
son] is doing in school. I actually think I want him to do well at school so that
I can make my parents happy.”*®

When discussing the concept of filiality in relation to their children, par-
ents would most commonly tie it to education: it was their filial duty to ensure
their children’s success, and they saw it as their children’s filial duty to strive
for such success. Moreover, like Qingling Yang, I also found that gudn was
an extremely commonly used term. However, I believe that this concept ex-
isted under the umbrella of filiality rather than the other way around.

Likely the most significant finding was that filiality apparently exists
within the realm of Chinese popular religion. Although no parent cited it as a
religious concept, in practice, when I delved into their actual beliefs about
filiality, I found that it was very much a religious rather than a secular con-
cept. The most revealing moment that I think best encapsulates this finding
was when Mr Chén explained:

My son needs to be filial to me. I need to be filial to my parents. My parents
need to be filial to our ancestors. Our ancestors probably need to be filial to
the Yellow Emperor! We live in a world of filiality!®

This quote perfectly frames filiality within the broader realm of Chinese pop-
ular religion. It demonstrates how parents believe filiality constitutes a man-
ifestation of their obligations in a spiritually hierarchical universe. Indeed, it
constitutes the aforementioned impersonal form of transcendence by which
the parental action of utilising ancestors and deities is, in essence, their means
of adhering to and playing their role in a universe governed by reciprocity. I
believe it is deeply significant that, when pushed, Chinese parents would re-
late filiality to their ancestors. Although many found my questions to be
strange—indeed, in line with the theory that belief is unimportant in Chinese
popular religion, many regarded this as simple fact that one need not dis-
cuss—by drawing a direct relationship between filiality and their ancestors,

68 Wo de fumii zong shi wén wo [my son] xuéxiao zénme yang? Weile rang fumii
gdoxing, wo xiwang ta zai xuéxiao zuo dé bucuo. T BEEFE HFK [my son] =K EA
BE? T ARSCRER M, A B A S RAIAT A

69 Wo érzi xityao dui wo xiao. Wo xiiyao dui wo fiimii xido. Wo fumii xiiyao dui women
de ziixian xiao. Women de ziixian hén kénéng dui huangdi xiao! Women zhu zai xido de
shijie! BILTHEME . WTFER R, LT EXRATMEALE . FA
PR IR FTREXT B 22 L AR5 !
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they were demonstrating religious beliefs that comfortably fall within
Pokorny’s (2018: 9) and Yang’s (2018: 1) previously discussed definitions.

Contrary to being in decline, I witnessed parents holding filiality in ex-
tremely high regard. However, I did note that the international context of fil-
ial practice in Vienna did bring about changes and, in some cases, problems.
The biggest noticeable change could be found in family roles. Six of the
twenty families stated that the father was the head. The remaining fourteen
families had a more equal parent relationship. Boys were not found to be
generally favoured and parents placed the same filial expectations on both
genders. Furthermore, many families readily admitted that were they still liv-
ing in China, they would allow their children less freedom. The majority
wanted the best of both worlds—the Austrian and the Chinese cultures—for
their children. Indeed, many parents would willingly admit that while they
have yet to assimilate to Austrian culture, their children had. Given that these
families live in Vienna, this obviously gives the children power over their
parents that they would not otherwise have. I saw this shift in power dynam-
ics play out in an exchange between Mrs Cul and her teenage daughter. Mrs
Cui was, rather heatedly, explaining how it was inappropriate for her daugh-
ter to have a boyfriend when she should instead be primarily focused on stud-
ying. Her daughter replied that she was focused on studying and that going
to a café with a boy did not mean that they were a couple. When her daughter
explained that this was simply the way things work in Austria, Mrs Cut re-
lented. When I asked her about this, she cited an idiom: “Wherever you are,
follow local customs.””® When I asked if she herself follows these customs,
she laughed and told me that she was Chinese through-and-through but she
was perfectly happy for her daughter to follow local customs as long as she
also strove to “bring honour to her ancestors.””! Herein, one finds a reflection
of Orellana et al. (2001: 588) who noted that immigrant parents sometimes
grant “more power to children than they had vis-a-vis adults in their home
countries.” One also gets a sense of how immigrant parents often “try to re-
vise traditional approaches or develop new ones that better respond to con-
temporary circumstances” (Lieber, Nihira, and Mink 2004: 325).

Although I certainly found evidence for the changing nature of filial rela-
tions between parents and their children, I did not find evidence for the con-
cept’s decline. In some ways, I believe that the immigration context even
strengthened filiality. Orellana et al. (2001: 588) argue that children in immi-
grant families can play “an important role in keeping parents connected to

70 Sui xiang ri sui. i 2 N
71 Guangzong yaozii. Yo HEMH
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their homelands.” This was indeed the case with many families. The vast ma-
jority told me at length how important it was for them to have their children
well versed in Chinese filial culture and would take great pains to ensure that
Chinese popular religion was a very present force in the household.

The only strain that was apparent in the parents’ practice of filiality was
the international migration context of living in Vienna that brought about split
families. Eighteen of the twenty parents spoke about facing difficulties per-
taining to having family living in China. For example, Mrs Hou put this very
simply: “The hardest part about living in Austria is that we are so far from
my parents.”’”> Mr Fan stated: “I send money to my parents in China every
week, but I am worried that I am a bad son. It is my duty to take care of them
and I am worried that sending money is not enough.””

Similarly, Mrs Rén asked me:

Why would I worry about my children being filial? My children live with me.
I can therefore teach them. Filiality, Chinese culture, good morals, etc., they
will certainly learn. It is my own parents that I am worried about. They still
live in China so I am worried that I cannot be a good daughter to them.”

Thus, many parents worried that being so distant from their own parents made
it difficult for them to sufficiently be filial children despite reportedly sending
money and visiting as frequently as possible. In fact, this international context
even caused generational conflicts in several cases. Responding to my ques-
tion about navigating the international context of parenting, Mrs Shi told me:

That is a very difficult problem. I really want my child to be happy in Austria
and succeed in school. As a parent, I simply want what is best for my child.
However, my parents who still live in China are not happy with my decisions.
They think that I should do more to teach my child about Chinese culture.

72 Zhix zai dodili zui ndn de shi shi Ii fimii tai yucnle. {76 B IR FefE () H R B AR
BERIZ T .

73 Wo méi ge xingqi géi fumii hui qian, dan wo hai danxin wo bushi yige hdo er zi.
Zhaogii tamen shi wo de zérén zhi hui gian shi bugou de. T EIAG LB HIK
TARLIRAE —A LT BB AT I STE LR A 1.

74 Wo wéishéme danxin wo de haizi xiao buxiao? Wo de hdi zi gén wo zhi, suéyi wo
keyi jiao tamen. Xiao, zhongguo wénhua, hdo daodé, déng déng, tamen dangran yao xuéxi.
W6 danxin wo de fumii. Tamen hai zhu zai zhongguo, suoyi wo danxin wo shi yige bu hdo
de nil'ér. A A OENBTHEAZ? ROBZTIREMA. PrelIm Dbl 2.
HE AL AP, 5. AR E RS RIBOIRM R EE. AT ELE D E
PrUARAH OB — DA LFRI Lo
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They think it is my duty to teach my child how to bai. Filiality is hugely im-
portant, but I do not know how to best enact it.”>

The case of Mrs Shi was particularly interesting because her parents believed
that ancestral bai could only be performed in China. Mrs Shi, who dutifully
conducts ancestral bai very frequently in her Vienna family home, disagrees
but nevertheless is upset that such a clash of interest is occurring. She thinks
that staying in Austria is the best for her son, but also feels a deep filial obli-
gation to her parents. Although not necessarily unique to the international
migration context—this conflict is certainly possible in China when children
move away from their hometown—it is certainly exacerbated by it. Filiality
lies at the heart of the problem. Mrs Shi is torn between her filial obligation
to her son and her filial obligation to her parents. Not only can one quite
plainly see the importance of filiality being played out, one can also see how
migration can be regarded as simultaneously filial (Western education is cer-
tainly perceived to be a good thing) and unfilial. Debatably the most extreme
example found in my fieldwork was the case of Mr Méng. He was part of the
only family in my sample who had a child but not in Vienna:

Sending our son back to China was the hardest thing we have ever done as
parents. He now lives with my parents in my hometown. We actually did not
want to send him to live in China but my parents told me that he needs to learn
about Chinese culture. I want what is best for my child, but I also want to be
a good son. In the end, I decided the best decision was for him to live with my
parents for a few years.”®

75 Zhishi hén nan de wénti. Wo hén xidng wo de hdizi zai aodili gdoxing, zai xuéxiao
xué dé hdo. Zuowéi yige fimu wo zhi xidng yao wo de haizi zui hdo. Danshi wo de fumii
hai zhu zai zhongguo, tamen dui zheége juéding bu mdnyi. Tamen xiang rang jiao wo hai zi
geng dud zhongguo wénhua. Tamen xidng rang jiao wo haizi bai. Xidotai zhongyado danshi
w0 bi zhidao zénme zuo. RIERMERI AR . FARAR IR % T BLHL R % . TR0
o AFN A RERABERNZ TR HLROXEEEE D E ., A5
RARENFE . AT B Z T EL P EC . AT BEREZ T . K
HEHRIRAFEE A

76 Zuowéi fumii ba haizi song hui zhongguo shi zui nan de shi. Ta xianzai gén wo de
Sfumii zhu zai jiaxiang. Women shiji shang buxidng bd ta song hui zhongguo qu, danshi wo
de fumii gaosu wo ta xiiyao xuéxi zhongguo wénhua. Wo xiwang wo de hdaizi shi zui hdo
de, yeéshi yige hdo er zi. Zuthou, wo juédé rang ta gén wo de fumii zhu ji nian shi yige hdo
de juéding. AF RS EHEZF R R E R A . MIERBMLEHMEER S . K
M8 br EAVESE AR b E 2 (HRRACBE S R T E R E . A
BERMBZF RGN R —NMFILF. wia. WEMILMRE M BE LA
—MMFRITGE .

Page 120 of 286



PARENTAL POPULAR RELIGION AND FILIALITY 101

This was an example of a family who took their filial duty so seriously that
they adhered to parental wishes that cause the couple noticeable emotional
pain—a clear example from my fieldwork about how seriously parents take
filiality.

Finally, I also found no evidence that Chinese families are becoming in-
creasingly nuclear and individualistic. Granted, given the Austrian context of
my fieldwork, the majority of families I interviewed lived as a nuclear unit,
but they were acutely involved and aware of their larger family. Mr Lii even
worked this sentiment into his definition of filiality: “Filiality means that
when you cry, the whole family cries, and when you laugh, the whole family
laughs. I want my son to work hard so that the whole family will prosper!””’
Herein one also finds a counter-narrative to the popular notion that it is the
children of Chinese migrants who benefit from their own achievements rather
than the entire family (Qingling Yang 2015: 78).

11. Conclusion

A modern sentiment among scholars is that parenting styles and practices
should be interpreted within a certain cultural context (Qingling Yang 2015:
111). In their study of attitudes towards ageing and filiality across British and
Chinese cultures, Laidlaw et al. (2010: 286) compiled a questionnaire in
which participants responded on a five-point Likert scale. Often, question-
naires enable a far greater sample size than the one offered in this paper.
However, Zhang and Lu (2018: 153) rightly point out that questionnaires not
only play into the problematic World Religions narrative, but they also fail
to capture the intricate and unique way in which Chinese popular religion
functions. Thus, our primary statistics on Chinese parent religiosity in an in-
ternational setting (Pew Research Center 2012) are fundamentally flawed.
This paper has attempted to offer a potential solution to the “difficult prob-
lem”’® (Zhang and Lu 2018: 153) of measuring Chinese popular religion. By
conducting in-depth ethnographic fieldwork that examines Chinese parent re-
ligiosity within their own cultural context and in their own terms, this paper
has demonstrated the central role of religion in the lives of Chinese parents
living in Vienna. Although the sample size was small, it has hopefully

77 Xiao de yisi shi dang ni kii de shihou quanjia rén dou ki, dang ni xiao de shihou,
quanjia rén dou xido. Wéile jiazii de xingwang, wo xiwang wo de ér zi chénggong. Z-WI7
R RO IR A KR . RFEIIIN A%« R ANHK . AT FIER D,
T EIRI LT HI)

78 Nanti. X
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demonstrated the importance of providing as full a picture as possible: ac-
knowledging both Western and Chinese scholarship and enabling interview-
ees to elucidate in their own terms as opposed to complying to imposed (out-
sider) ones.

At the beginning of this paper I laid out two definitions of religion.
Pokorny’s (2018: 9) definition comfortably applies to the data presented here.
The beliefs and related actions of the parents very much connected “the lived
worldliness with the transcendental.” Each parent readily made contact with
the transcendental, which took on the form of ancestors and various deities.
Furthermore, by my observation, filiality connects to an impersonal form of
transcendence; it is an important means to ensure harmony, that is, the fullest
articulation of this transcendent governing principle. Filiality was the most
obvious manifestation of a universal law of reciprocity that applies to all be-
ings (both mundane and transcendental) in Chinese popular religious belief.
When Mr Chén spoke of the chain of filiality extending from humans to an-
cestors to gods, he effortlessly encapsulated how the law of filiality neces-
sarily applies to all. By simultaneously teaching their children filiality and
demonstrating filiality towards their own parents, the parents of this sample
were essentially perpetuating the wider, all-pervading causal law of reciproc-
ity—with their ancestors and deities essentially being manifestations of it.
The notion of not respecting the law of filiality was unthinkable to the extent
that the parents regarded it as simply common necessity to teach and uphold
it. Moreover, the “tension” described by Pokorny was readily seen in the in-
ternational context of the parents: outside of the geographical context of
China, the parents steadfastly clung to their Chinese popular religious beliefs
and practices as a means of providing meaning. Indeed, Chinese popular re-
ligion provided these parents with a foundation of comforting certainty. Even
in an international and foreign context, they still perceived themselves as ex-
isting in the same moral cosmos governed by reciprocity they had experi-
enced when they resided in China. Religion clearly granted meaning to each
parent interviewed. Filiality and their place within the wider universe inhab-
ited by ancestors and gods granted them clear moral purpose and direction.

Similarly, I reckon that the data presented in this study is comfortably in
line with each of Yang’s (2018: 1) criteria:

1. A beliefin the supernatural. Every single parent in this study demon-
strated a deep belief in the supernatural. Their ancestors were per-
ceived as a very real presence in their lives and the vast majority also
spoke of various gods.

2. Aset of beliefs regarding life and the world. Tied to the first criterion,
each parent perceived themselves as belonging to a hierarchal uni-
verse populated by both natural and supernatural beings. They had
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very strong beliefs pertaining to their place within this world, holding
that, for example, they had a filial obligation to their parents and an-
cestors.

3. A set of ritual practices. Every single household I visited had some
form of an ancestral shrine. Although the parents differed in ritual
frequency, absolutely everyone very much had a set of rituals tied to,
among others, ancestor commemoration.

4. A distinct social organisation or moral community. In Chinese pop-
ular religion, the moral community constitutes those who hold popu-
lar religion, with the family making up the very core of this broader
community. Each parent demonstrated a moral obligation to their
parents and ancestors, making decisions based on this moral obliga-
tion. Furthermore, many parents build their decisions upon the
wishes of their own parents, or at the very least, deeply respected
their words and advice.

Therefore, I assert that the parenting practices of these migrant parents were
seeped in religious belief and practice. Unlike prior research that has placed
secular concepts, such as education and authoritarianism, at the core of Chi-
nese parental belief, I have argued that these beliefs are in fact secondary to
the broader belief in Chinese popular religion. Granted, it is important to
acknowledge that the parents themselves did not regard these beliefs and
practices as religious. However, given that this paper is written in English,
and I have demonstrated how the beliefs and practices of these parents com-
fortably conform to Pokorny’s (2018: 9) and Yang’s (2018: 1) definitions of
religion, I would argue that religion is the term that is best used to describing
these beliefs and practices. Herein, an understanding of the differences be-
tween the Western and the Chinese cultural contexts is crucial. The term re-
ligion can be misleading in the Western context because of the prevalent use
of the World Religions narrative. Examining Chinese popular religion
through a Christian lens is simply problematic. Once one is able to remove
the term from this narrative and allow for a wider use of the term, religion
becomes a far more useful category. It can be misleading in the Chinese con-
text due to the Western connotations that come with the word: indeed, one
should remember that the term zongjiao (religion) is a somewhat modern Chi-
nese term. It is for this reason that one finds terms such as cultural practice
far more common when referring to Chinese popular religious practice in
Mandarin.

Another major conclusion is that the concept of filiality, so often regarded
as secular, was found to be deeply tied in with religiosity. Chinese popular
religion was at the very core of parenting belief and practice. Filiality was a
crucial part of this religiosity.
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The final major conclusion is that the international context was a crucial
influence on the religiosity of Chinese migrant parents. It led them to utilise
popular religion to create a private “spiritual living space” (Chén 2021: 58)
in their home; compelled them to push their children into learning about
Christianity as a means of assimilating into Austrian society; caused worry
and tension over how best to navigate filiality when one’s parents are half
way across the world; allowed for a reconfiguration of family roles in which
children are granted a certain degree of more freedom; and created situations
in which the very notion of belief was discussed.

The scholarly field of Chinese parent religiosity in an international con-
text is still very much in its infancy. [ hope that this paper will generate further
dialogue into a topic that is incredibly worthy of additional scholarly atten-
tion.
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bai

bao

féi shén lun de zongjiao xing
gudn

gul

han

jia wénhua

ldo

mianzi

sanjiao

tianshén

xiao

Xiaojing

Xi Jinping

xingwéi guifan

zi

zhongguo de ia wénhua
zongjidao

zuxian

zuxian chongbai
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Contemporary Filiality and Popular Religion: An Ethnographic Study of Filiality Among

Chinese University Students and their Parents

Whether one opts to refer to it as filial piety, filial obedience, or filiality, the concept of xiao
2 has been widely studied throughout history. However, to this day, the religious dimension
of xiao is far too often ignored. This paper intends to demonstrate that beyond merely having
a religious dimension to it, the very concept of xiao cannot be removed from the realm of
Chinese popular religion. More specifically, this paper constitutes an ethnographic examination
of the beliefs and practices pertaining to xiao of undergraduate university students in Beijing.
This beliefs and practices will be compared and contrasted with how xiao is regarded by the
parents of these students. I will ultimately conclude that in contrast to the popular view that
China is a deeply irreligious country, | will assert that xiao is a religious belief that has deep
meaning and importance to all the interviewees. | will also assert that there is a notable
generational difference in how xiao is conceived.

1. Introduction

There is no shortage of studies pertaining to filiality. Indeed, between 2020 and 2022 upwards
of 2,300 articles (both scholarly and journalistic) were uploaded to CNKI* (zhonggué zhi wing
[ %1% China National Knowledge Infrastructure). One of the largest and most significant
studies pertaining to filiality took place in 2018 when the Research Center for Filial Piety
Culture of Hubei Institute of Technology undertook a major study on the topic of
“Contemporary Filial Piety in the Heart of the Elderly.”? A total of more than 3,300 elderly
people were interviewed and 3,149 valid questionnaires were returned. The results found that
filiality still has a deeply strong influence in China. It also found that “respecting one’s
parents™ through material support and physical presence is how the concept was typically
defined. However, Du has rightly pointed out that “while generating valuable scholarly
dialogues, studies of parent—child relations in the context of the sentimental family have not
adequately studied either the state, with its coercive legal machinery, or non-elites, who
constituted the greatest portion of society.”* More specifically, Gans, Silverstein, and
Lowenstein rightly point out that “religiosity has been largely overlooked by many studies on

intergenerational support despite growing evidence to its significant role in shaping parent-

1 CNKI, https://www.cnki.net/index/

2 Wang, “Zhonggu6 xiaodao de “bian” yli “bu bian.”” Note that all translations in this paper are my own.
3 Ibid.

4 Du, State and Family in China: Filial Piety and its Modern Reform, 4.
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child relationship”® and despite the abundance of scholarship, the contemporary religious
dimension of filiality remains a severely understudied field, with scholars often holding that
the concept is a secular one: Mengwei and Nehring, for example, in their study of filiality and
the “moral grammar™® of Chinese families, completely avoid the subject of religion. I have
previously argued that filiality constitutes something of a form of impersonal transcendence:
“an essential articulation of the law of reciprocity that governs the universe in Chinese popular
religious belief.”” This paper intends to build upon this study and demonstrate that the concept
of filiality is, on the family level, an inherently religious concept that is deeply tied to Chinese
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popular religion. More specifically, this paper intends to accomplish three interconnected goals.

Firstly, by comparing the popular religious beliefs and practices of Chinese students in Beijing
with those of their parents, | intend to demonstrate that despite reporting irreligiosity, the
interviewees of this study possess deep religious views. Secondly, by contrasting the lived
religious views of students with their parents, this paper will argue that there is a noticeable
generational difference in how the concept of filiality is conceived. This study therefore
proposes an alternative to the view that filiality is conceived in the same way across
generations.® Finally, | will argue that despite the difference in perception, both students and
their parents believe (albeit not overtly) that filiality is a deeply religious concept that cannot
be removed from the realm of popular religion. | have opted to compare and contrast university
students (specifically undergraduates) and their parents because undergraduate students are
situated in a unique position: they are (in the majority of cases) living away from home for the
first time. Indeed, none of the parents of this study lived in Beijing. Moreover, the
undergraduate period of one’s life has been referred to as “a critical time when students search
for meaning in life and examine their spiritual/religious beliefs and values.”® The parents of
undergraduates, on the other hand, are usually well established in their religious beliefs. |
therefore believe that comparing filiality as conceived by undergraduates in comparison to their

parents gives an excellent sense of filiality (the similarities and differences) across generations.

The paper itself will be divided into two parts. I will begin by examining the concept of filiality

as it has been previously studied. This first section will therefore serve as something of an

5 Gans, Silverstein, and Lowenstein, “Do Religious Children Care More and Provide More Care for Older
Parents?”, 187.

& Mengwei and Nehring, “The moral grammar of Chinese transnational one-child families.”

" Chadwin, “Parental Popular Religion and Filiality”, 71.

8 See, for example, Ho and Chiang, “Long-distance Filial Piety”, 304.

® Bryant, Choi, and Yasuno, “Understanding the Religious and Spiritual Dimensions of Students’ Lives in the
First Year of College”, 726.
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overview of the main themes and concepts pertaining to the field of filiality as well as popular
religion. The second part of this paper will turn to the Chinese students in Beijing and their

parents.

2. Filiality

Filiality is an incredibly broad concept that has a long and complicated history. Although
deeply tied to Confucianism, it was already a formal concept during the early Eastern Zhou
Dynasty.? In written Mandarin it is denoted by xiao #, a character that is made up of two
components: ldo % (old; aged; parents) and zi ¥ (a child). The original meaning of the
character was someone who serves their parents, and the “officially preferred”! modern
reading is the old are supported by the young (hence why the character is composed of /do
sitting atop zi). However, some scholars such as Hashimoto argue that filiality is oppressive by
nature and this is reflected in the very character of xiao in which the child is being physically
burdened by the weight of the old person they are carrying: thus the concept “effectively
regulates the interests of the younger generation by assigning obligations and debt to them.”*2
Ikels, noting that Chinese was originally written from top to bottom, also notes that the
character could alternatively be taken to mean “the continuation of the family line, that is, the

father produces the son.”

This paper employs the term “filiality” as opposed to the somewhat more common “filial piety.”
As | have previously argued,’* the term “piety” has unavoidably Christian connotations.
Moreover, the term “filial obedience” that is employed by, for example, Stafford,’ is also, in
my opinion, problematic as | hold (as this paper intends to demonstrate) that filiality is more

than obedience.

The importance of filiality was already abundantly clear in the teachings of Kongzi who

famously wrote “Filial piety and fraternal submission! - are they not the root of all benevolent

10 Chén, “Xia0” dui zhdngguo chuantdng fuzi guanxi de yingxiing ji bianhua.”
1 Tkels, “Introduction”, 3.

12 Hashimoto, “Culture, Power, and the Discourse of Filial Piety in Japan”, 193.
13 Ikels, “Introduction”, 3.

14 Chadwin, “Parental Popular Religion and Filiality”, 71.

15 Stafford, The Roads of Chinese Childhood.



actions?”® Similarly, in the Xiao Jing one finds that “filial piety is the root of (all) virtue, and

(the stem) out of which grows (all moral) teaching.”*’

Bedford and Yeh, noting that filiality has “provided the moral underpinning for Chinese
patterns of parent—child relations and socialization for millennia”® argue that the concept not
only dictates family norms but also provides the social and ethical foundations for maintaining

social order.

Lin and Fu assert that filiality has a crucial influence on how Chinese parents control and
discipline their children, equating the concept with the Confucian dictum that “parents are

always right.”*°

This section shall briefly explore this concept. It should be acknowledged from the outset that
this paper does not intend to offer a full picture of scholarship pertaining to filiality. There are
countless studies that examine the concept and even a full-length monograph would be too
limited in scope to enumerate them all. What this paper does intend to do, however, is elucidate

the key themes found in the study of filiality.

2.1 Defining Filiality

A common definition of filiality is the moral behaviour of children towards their parents. Liang
and Zhou situate filiality as the very core of family ethics and write that the concept refers to
roles —specifically mutual obligations and responsibilities— that govern the family: the father,
for example, is responsible, among other things, for raising his son, ensuring safety, education
and socialisation.?® These filial obligations traditionally extend beyond the grave, “with careful
tending to the needs of deceased parents and earlier kin through ancestor worship seen as

essential to the fates of surviving family members.”?! Chén therefore states that the core

16 Lunyi.

17 Xiao Jing.

18 Bedford and Yeh, “The History and the Future of the Psychology of Filial Piety”, 1.

% Lin and Fu, “A Comparison of Child-Rearing Practices among Chinese, Immigrant Chinese, and Caucasian-
American Parents”, 430.

2 Liang and Zhou, “Zhonggué chuantdng fuzi guanxi zhong de “xido” ji qi hanyi bianhua”, 81.

2L Whyte, “Filial Obligations in Chinese Families”, 106.
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meaning of filiality is to respect one’s ancestors, respect one’s parents, and pass on the

lineage.?

Family is central to the concept of filiality. Zhao, Kong, and Yang, for example, assert that
filiality is essentially to maintain “the harmony, unity and happiness of the family.”?* However,
the concept can also be broadened to encapsulate society as a whole: children must be filial
towards their parents, parents to grandparents, and grandparents to ancestors. Liang and Zhou
write that the implementation of filial piety begins with serving one’s parents, and ultimately
lies in realizing the grand ambition of self-cultivation.?* They argue that filiality, when
practiced properly, is far more than merely loving and obeying one’s parents, but instead
constitutes achieving success in one’s career, cultivating a good reputation, and frequently
giving honor to one’s parents and ancestors.? Thus, one can liken the concept of filiality to the

layers of an onion or the ripple effect of a stone being thrown into water:

“Our [Chinese] pattern [of filial culture] is not a bundle of neatly tied matches, but
rather like a ripple caused by throwing a stone on the water. Everyone is part of the

circle and pushed out by his social influence: connected by the ripples of the circle.”?®

At its most simple level, filiality can be taken to mean obedience, particularly obedience

towards one’s parents.?’ Kéngzi fL-F (Confucius) reportedly stated:

“Meng Yi asked what filial piety was. The Master said, ‘It is not being disobedient.’...
"That parents, when alive, be served according to propriety; that, when dead, they
should be buried according to propriety; and that they should be sacrificed to according

to propriety.”?

Similarly, in the Xiao Jing (The Classic of Filial Piety) one finds:

22 Chén, “Xiao” dui zhonggud chuantdng fuzi guanxi de yingxiing ji bianhua.”

23 Zhao, Kong, and Yang, “Study on the Relationship Between Confucian Filial Piety Culture and Chinese
Youth's Entrepreneurial Intention”, 2.

24 Liang and Zhou, “Zhonggué chuantdng fiizi guanxi zhong de “xiao” ji qi hanyi bianhua”, 82.

2 |bid.

%6 Fei, Xiangtii zhonggud shéngyi zhidi, 26.

27 Indeed, this is probably the most common definition of the term in scholarship. See, for example, Li{, “Kua

.....

28 1bid.
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“The Master said, ‘The service which a filial son does to his parents is as follows: In
his general conduct to them, he manifests the utmost reverence. In his nourishing of
them, his endeavor is to give them the utmost pleasure. When they are ill, he feels the
greatest anxiety. In mourning for them (dead), he exhibits every demonstration of grief.
In sacrificing to them, he displays the utmost solemnity. When a son is complete in

these five things, (he may be pronounced) able to serve his parents.”’?

The Research Center for Filial Piety Culture of Hubei Institute of Technology’s 2018 study of
filiality concluded that the concept has three crucial components®:

1. Rén{= (typically translated as “benevolence”)
Rén is the root of the body, filiality is the root of rén: benevolence and filial piety are one.
Therefore, to self-cultivate is to cultivate filiality.

2. Having children so that the family line can be passed down.
Chinese people have a strong sense of the root of life, which is prominently manifested in the
pursuit of filiality.

3. Inheriting the will of the father

Children should shoulder the historical mission of making the family business prosper.

Laidlaw et al. write that although filiality is “often simplified as obedience to older generations
and care for one’s parents, it is, however, a multidimensional concept among Chinese
people.”®! Similarly, Lieber and Mink write that the concept is “frequently oversimplified in

terms of obedience, respect, and care for one's parents.”>?

Yeh believes that the aspects of filiality are integrated into a dual framework: reciprocal filiality

and authoritarian filiality. He describes:

2 Xiao Jing.

30 Wang, ““Zhonggud xidodao de “bian” yii “bu bian.””

31 Laidlaw et al., “Attitudes to ageing and expectations for filial piety across Chinese and British cultures”, 283.
32 Lieber and Mink, Filial Piety, Modernization, and the Challenges of Raising Children for Chinese
Immigrants”, 325.
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“The former is the more traditional manifestation and involves repaying one’s parents out of
love for them. The latter is built upon obedience and is seen as a form of control. One needs to

acknowledge this dual nature.”

Li and Wu also ascribe a duel framework to filiality. They hold that two components are
required in filiality: “the material support and the spiritual respect.”** Therefore, although the
meaning of filiality and related policies pertaining to it have historically undergone multiple

changes, the core of the concept lies in material support and spiritual respect.

He, on the other hand, defines filiality by comparing it to the rule of law in China. He argues
that in the ethical sense, filiality and rule of law share the same goal: namely hoping that people
live a universal just life. The difference herein is that the rule of law equates to codified ethical
principles whereas filiality is the manifestation of conscience: “they belong to ethical issues

and moral issues respectively.”®

2.2 Changing Face of Filiality

Many scholars have examined how filiality has evolved over time. Liu et al., for example write
that “the strict gender roles that characterized traditional Chinese society have given way to
more gender-neutral prescriptions for relationships between parents and children.”*® Similarly,
Yang believes that the development of the market economy and social changes have effected
the transformation of many traditional values, including filiality. Yang crucially asserts that
this change not only occurs in young people, but also in the elderly who “lower their
requirements and expectations of filial piety from their children, and reach a consensus with

them.”%’

Ho and Chiang highlight the changing face of filiality by arguing that “intergenerational co-
residence is no longer the only way for adult children to demonstrate filial piety...[and] it can

occur at a distance when children living away from their parents retain regular contact with

33 Yeh, “The beneficial and harmful effects of filial piety”, 67.

34 Li and Wu, “Implications of China’s filial piety culture for contemporary Elderly Care”, 82.

% He, “Filial piety, rule of law and edification”, 17.

% Liu et al., “Filial Piety, Acculturation, and Intergenerational Communication Among New Zealand Chinese”,
213.

37 Yang, “The Change of City Elderly Filial Piety Expectations”, 140.
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parents via telephone, mail and visitation.”* Herein, one can find something of a generational
divide. Zhang, for example, writes that “in the eyes of parents, the basic prerequisite of “filiality’
is the children’s ‘presence’ [...] and in the eyes of children, the basic premise of ‘filiality’ is to
ensure the parents’ old-age security.”®® Similarly, the Research Center for Filial Piety Culture
of Hubei Institute of Technology’s 2018 study 78.9% of interviewees responded that serving
parents in a physical sense (i.e. frequently visiting) defined filiality, whereas “love from one’s
children” accounted for 31.9%, and material support a mere 8.6%.%° The study, along the same
lines, found that 77.6% of parents believed that paying for the elderly to live in a nursing home

to be deeply unfilial.*

Liang and Zhou take a somewhat modest approach to contemporary expressions of filiality,
arguing that children (particularly sons and fathers) have a much more harmonious relationship
built upon democratic foundations but the father still, nevertheless, predominantly has control
over his son’s decisions and life in general.*? Chén also follows this line, arguing that due to
the influence of Western values, children's personal wishes are more respected today and they
enjoy greater autonomy. More specifically, this relationship is today built on “equality and

mutual respect, and uses democracy, consultation, and dialogue.”43

Wang, after conducting a fieldwork study pertaining to filiality, identified a generational gap:
on the one hand, the parents in Wang’s study shared a common practical concern over being
supported by their children, hoping that their children would provide them with food, clothing,
household necessities, and, more generally, hoped that their children would visit often and not
make them unhappy by doing what they disapproved of or treating them in an unfilial manner.
Moreover, the parents “were seriously concerned about their children’s lack of submission and
obedience to parental authority.”** On the other hand, Wang found that the younger generation
aspired predominantly for independence, thus rendering parental domination and authority in
deciding household matters that filiality used to dictate “a nostalgic recollection.”*® Zhdu and

Wang, noting common phrases such as “filiality should be repaid as soon as possible” and “the

3% Ho and Chiang, “Long-distance Filial Piety”, 283.

39 Zhang, “Xifang fli zhidu xia xinxilan hudrén xin yimin jiating de dai ji qidai yii lunli wénhua chongt”, 74.
40 Wang, “Zhdngguo xiaodao de “bian” yii “bu bian.””

4 1bid.

42 Liang and Zhou, “Zhonggué chuantdng fizi guanxi zhong de “xiao” ji qi hanyi bianhua”, 83.

43 Chén, “Xiao” dui zhongguo chuantdng fizi guanxi de yingxiing ji bianhua.”

# Wang, Ritualistic Coresidence and the Weakening of Filial Practice in Rural China”, 26.

% Ibid., 27.



elderly cannot wait*® also draw attention to how generational difficulties pertaining to filiality

can arise

2.3 Decline of Filiality

Many scholars argue that filiality is, and has for a long time been, in decline. Liu brings

attention to a letter from the early Twentieth Century that states:

“But, mother, why do you want my brother to marry now? It is already the twentieth

century. We don’t follow the old idea of filial piety.”*’

Li situates this decline within the broader decline of Confucian ethics as a whole, arguing that
the changes brought about by China becoming increasingly modern has led to the diminishing
value of Confucianism that has ceased to be the dominant force in society.*® Newendorp also
writes that as “the social and cultural discourses around longstanding Confucian ideals of filial
duty and family reciprocity in contemporary China are reconfigured, many Chinese seniors
today find that they can rely on neither state nor family for support.”*® Ho and Chiang in their
study of contemporary attitudes towards filiality found that “some respondents feel that a
weakening of filial piety values in their children is perhaps inevitable.”*® Similarly, Huang’s
investigation into the educational values of parents and children in China found that 70.6% of

mothers and 69.4% of fathers considered obeying one’s parents as unimportant.>!

Some scholars such as Laidlaw et al. % and Sung®® cite the process of modernization,
industrialisation, and migration as reasons for the continued fall of filiality. Liang and Zhou,
on the other hand, argue that individualistic values are the single greatest threat to filiality today
and the main reason why the concept has diminishing value.>* They also emphasise the family

tension that can come about due to filiality: “since filiality emphasises the son’s absolute

46 Zhou and Wang, “Duishéngzi nii “wai yi” hou jiating yinglio wenti fenxi”, 72.

47 Liu, The Transnational History of A Chinese Family, 187.

48 Li, Liviyuan zixudn ji, 219.

49 Newendorp, “Negotiating Family “Value”, 187-188.

%0 Ho and Chiang, “Long-distance Filial Piety”, 302.

1 Huéng, “You'ér jiazhing de jidoyu jiazhiguan tido chd”, 29.

52 aidlaw et al., “Attitudes to ageing and expectations for filial piety across Chinese and British cultures”, 284.
%3 Sung, “Respect for Elders”, 197.

% Liang and Zhou, “Zhonggué chuantdng fuzi guanxi zhong de “xido” ji qi hanyi bianhua”, 84.
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obedience to his father, it will inevitably lead to conflict and estrangement.”® Wang et al.,
offers a similar conclusion: after analysing questionnaire data pertaining to contemporary
college students’ inheritance of morality and filial piety culture from the aspects of society,

school and family, they conclude that university students place low importance on filiality.>®

Tied to modernization, the process of moving to another city or province has been regarded as
an assault on the value of filiality. Li and Wu argue that with modern economic development
and social mobility, it is no longer sustainable for children to perpetually stay with their parents.
Therefore, although children might continue to support their parents in a material sense, they
“cannot fulfil the respect component of filial piety by remaining companions for their parents
and caring for them...[which therefore] highlights a lack of support and respect in the

traditional filial piety culture.”’

Western influence is a commonly given reason for the supposed decline of filiality. Hwang, for
example, writes that the “prevalence of filial piety and its accompanying authoritarian
moralism in Chinese societies has diminished as a consequence of modernization and exposure

to Western influences.””*®

Wang offers a wholly different perspective, arguing that filiality is not, contrary to popular
belief, under direct attack in (post)socialist reforms or ideological discourse. Instead, the state
“has reinforced, through official media, the renewed individual civil (and family) obligation to
take care of elderly parents, and promoted the “socialist family virtues” of respecting,
supporting, and caring for the elderly.”®® Du also seeks to argue against the notion that filiality
is declining, claiming that the proportion of the older people who perceive their children to be
filial increased between 2000-2010.%° Finally, Hé argues that it is specifically the political

function of filiality that has declined and the concept is still a crucial moral value.

Finally, several Chinese scholars have recently responded to the common identification that

filiality is declining in importance by calling for an increase in filiality education. Lin, for

%5 Ibid., 82.

% Wang et al., “Research on College Students’ Inheritance and Development of Morality and Filial Piety
Culture in the New Era”, 79.

57 Li and Wu, “Implications of China’s filial piety culture for contemporary Elderly Care”, 80.

%8 Hwang, “Filial piety and loyalty”, 179.

% Wang, “Ritualistic Coresidence and the Weakening of Filial Practice in Rural China”, 24.

80 Dy, “Filial Piety of Children as Perceived by Aging Parents in China”, 30.
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example, believes that filiality needs to be utilised as a society as a means of dealing with the
modern problems of society: “it should start from the individual, go beyond the scope of the
traditional family, and enter the field of social responsibility, manifested as a full sense of social
trust.”®® Li, on the other hand, has a far less grand vision for filiality, arguing that contemporary
filiality should simply focus on being kind to one’s parents.®? Lei and Zhang take the case of

Xinliangdi village to propose how other localities can implement filiality initiatives:

“The village creates an atmosphere of filial piety by taking the following measures.
Establish a filial piety fund. Transform mutual assistance happy homes for the elderly.

Create the filial piety banquet and regularly implement voluntary services.”®?

3. Chinese Irreligiosity

China is often identified as being the world’s most irreligious population, with many recent
surveys placing the religious population of the country between 10 and 15%.%* Indeed, one
finds this rhetoric at the heart of Chinese education. Hansen found that “due to their Chinese
school education, which emphasized how religion and superstition obstruct modernization,
students felt that it was very important to disassociate themselves from religious practices.”®®
Hansen’s ethnographic survey reported that students were “very embarrassed”®® about any

beliefs or practices that seemed in any way superstitious.

Gui argues that aside from traditional family ethics and social norms such as filiality, the
significance of popular religion in China has diminished drastically to the point that the
supernatural no longer has any significance in family homes.®” Gui instead utilises the term

“godless religion” (FEFHE 1) 5 20ME)® to describe Chinese family ethics.

61 Lin, “Zuowéi rénléi wénming xin xingtai de xiao dé wénhua”, 30.

62 Li, “The Three Dimensions of the Transformation of Filial Piety in the New Era”, 17.

8 Lei and Zhang, “Analysis on the Practical Path of Rural Filial Piety and Beneficence in the New Era”, 127.
64 See, for example, Yang and Huang, “Religious Beliefs and Environmental Behaviors in China”, 2: a study in
which 14% of the overall population are said to be religious.

8 Hansen, Lessons in being Chinese, 153.

8 Ibid., 137.

87 Gui, “Sheng fan yiti: Li yu shéngming jiazhi”, 195.

88 Ibid., 1.
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This irreligious assumption also applies to the concept of filiality. There are a plethora®® of
studies that refer to filiality in a secular light: an irreligious principle of obeying one’s parents
that is tied to broader principles such as respect for elders and an emphasis on the family.
Indeed, one could argue that some of this can be related to the changing face of filiality. To
this end, one could assert that filiality in modern day China has relinquished its religious
character but nevertheless remains a crucial part of popular culture and family life. Song,
analysing speeches of Xi Jinping is quick to note how everyone in China knows how much Xi
respects his parents: “there are always pictures of him walking with his mother’s hand.”"®
Indeed, Song argues that the entirety of Xi’s childhood narrative is steeped in respect and
obedience towards his parents. Similarly, Wang actively argues that filiality “can promote
social harmony and stability, and is an important way for people to practice the socialist core
values.”’* Arthur also notes how ancestral temples “continue to support lineage-focused ritual
activities in their local ancestral hall — due to the importance of filial piety — even if they think
other religious practices are merely superstitious.”’2 This paper, however, intends to offer an
alternative to this discourse, asserting that filiality cannot be removed from the realm of
Chinese popular religion.

4. Chinese Popular Religion

This paper will now briefly turn to discussing the category of popular religion in China. Poon
writes that popular religion was “coined by scholars in recent decades to categorize diverse
religious cultures with no systematized beliefs and no sense of a religious entity, or any agreed
upon collective name among practitioners and believers.”’® Goossaert writes that it is “best
analyzed as a pluralistic religious system, characterized by many ritual and theological
continuities as well as many distinctions, and sometimes tensions, between groups and
practices based on locality, social class, economic status, ethnicity, or other particularistic

identities.””* The concept is informed by but simultaneously distinct from the Three Teachings

8 Kriger and Kroes, “Child-Rearing Attitudes of Chinese, Jewish, and Protestant Mothers”; Chao, “Beyond
Parental Control and Authoritarian Parenting Style”; Chiu, “Child-Rearing Attitudes of Chinese, Chinese-
American, and Anglo-American Mothers” are to name but a few.

"I Wang, “Zhdnghua chuantdng xido wénhua de lishi yinjin ji dangdai jiazhi”, 137.

2 Arthur, Contemporary Religions in China, 241.

3 Poon, Negotiating Religion in Modern China, 5.

% Goossaert, “The Beginning of the End for Chinese Religion?”, 310.
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(sanjiao =#%): namely, Buddhism, Confucianism, and Daoism. Goossaert and Palmer have

subsequently defined popular religion as “a coherent system (but a system with several
hierarchies) [...] [in which] all communities and religious specialists... share common

cosmological notions, even though these notions are interpreted in many different ways.””

Chau is debatably the most well-known and prolific scholar of Chinese popular religion. He
argues that the concept is defined by “magical efficacy [...] [which is] conceived of as a
particular deity’s miraculous response [...] to the worshiper’s request for divine assistance.”"®
He also holds that popular religion is “socially constructed: it is people and their actions that
enable the establishment of human-deity relations and interactions.”’’ People subsequently
enact popular religion in a plethora of ways from giving offerings to planting trees. Chau also,
albeit more recently, has argued that guanxi > £ 8 is central to popular religion. Herein,
guanxi relations are enacted “not just between people in socio-political life [...] but also

between people and spirits, between people and sites of worship and spiritual empowerment,

among religious co-practitioners [...] [and] between deities.””

Due to the nature of popular religion, some scholars draw attention to how difficult it is to
study. Hu argues that although Chinese popular religion (ancestor worship in particular)
penetrates “almost every aspect of an individual’s daily life”®? it is infamously difficult to study
due to the fact that “as a type of diffused religion, [it] is embedded in secular institutions, so it

is difficult to separate ancestor worship from Chinese cultural habitus.”8!

In my previous work, 82 | have broadly categorised Chinese popular religion into three
interconnected categories:

1. Gods (tianshén KA#), Ancestors (ziixian f15t), and Ghosts (gui %2). The former two
are beings subject to commemoration. There are innumerable gods that range from
deities known nationwide to those known only to a specific locality. When one dies and
is succeeded by a child (particularly a son) who can take care of them in death, they

5 Goossaert/Palmer, The Religious Question in Modern China, 20.

76 Chau, Miraculous Response, 2.

7 Ibid.

8 A term with large semantic variety. It is usually taken to mean connections; relations; relationships.
7 Chau, Religion in China, 4.

8 Huy, “Ancestor Worship in Contemporary China”, 170.

8 Ibid., 172.

82 See, for example, Chadwin, “Speaking to My Ancestors”, 179-180.
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become an ancestor. These beings can, in return for continued care, bestow boons upon
the living. M4 aptly writes that “a person’s existence is due to his ancestors, and in turn,
the ancestor’s existence is also due to his descendants.” 8 Thus, ancestor
commemoration usually plays a decisive role in cultivating family values. Finally,
ghosts are beings that can cause problems for the living. One can become a ghost for
numerous reasons but the most well-known is dying with offspring.

2. Bai 7 and I 1. Both terms have a large semantic variety. The former can mean “to

9 ¢

pray,” “to pay respect,

29 6 2 ¢C

to worship,” “to visit,” and “to salute.” The latter can mean

99 C6y

“inner essence,” “intrinsic order,

29 ¢

reason,” “logic,” “truth,” “to pay attention to,” and
“put in order.” Within the specific context of popular religion, bai and /i denote the
essential embodiment of religious belief through a bodily action: “doing religion that
might be filtered out by etic concepts and categories.” 8 The most obvious
manifestation of this are offerings to gods and ancestors.

3. Bao ¥ and ying . As with the former terms, these two terms POSSESS A large degree

2 ¢e

of semantic variety. Bao can mean: “to report,” “to announce,” “to inform,” “to

29 ¢

respond,” “to repay,” “to retaliate,” and “to retribute.” Ying can mean “to answer,” “to
respond,” “to comply with,” and “to deal or cope with.” Within the realm of popular
religion, these terms denote the concept of reciprocity, or rather more specifically, the
necessary reciprocal obligations that exist within a universe that is inherently
hierarchical. It is herein that one finds the concept of filiality. Indeed, | have previously

argued that filiality is the most obvious example of bao and ying.®

5. Defining “Religion”

As this paper intends to demonstrate that filiality is a religious concept that is intricately a part
of Chinese popular religion, a working definition of religion is required. Given his knowledge
of the contemporary religious landscape of China, | have opted to employ Yang’s
categorisation. He argues that religion necessarily includes four elements:

1) A belief in the supernatural.

2) A set of beliefs regarding life and the world.

23]

8 M4, ““Ji¢ nilishéng zi” tidny¢ zh&ji”, 129.
8 peng, Religion and Religious Practices in Rural China, xxii.
8 Chadwin, “Speaking to My Ancestors™, 180.



3) A set of ritual practices.

4) A distinct social organisation or moral community.2®

It should be acknowledged that this is, by no means, a comprehensive definition of religion.
This is a system of categorisation that is being utilised given the ethnographic nature of this
paper. This definition does not, for example, include esoteric practices that one could very

much argue can be regarded as religious.

6. Methodology

This paper constitutes an ethnographic study of university students in Beijing and their parents.
In line with Wang and Chang, | believe that ethnography enables one to look “within the
Chinese household instead of arbitrarily employing cross-culture comparisons.”®’ The data
collection took place between December 2022 and April 2023. The sample size consisted of
30 university students, 29 mothers, and 29 fathers. One mother and one father (isolated
instances: to my knowledge they did not know one another) decided to opt out of the study: the
former for unspecified reasons and the later due to feeling “uncomfortable” about the subject
of religion. Given that 9 of the parents voiced concerns over the subject of religiosity, | have
opted to anonymise the data. | will therefore not disclose real names,® the addresses of the
students or the parents, nor refer to the university that the students attend by name. It is
interesting to note that it was only parents who voiced concern over the subject matter of this

study. All 30 students were happy to talk openly about religion and their own beliefs.
All of the interviewees were ethnic Han 78 and all were residents of the PRC.
The interviews were semi-structured and lasted, on average, between 2 and 3 hours. | conducted

one on one interviews with each parent and also held 24 interviews with both parents present.

As with my previous work, I utilised Harvey’s concept of “guesthood”®® wherein meetings

% Yang, Atlas of Religion in China, p. 1.

87 Wang and Chang, Parenting and Child Socialization in Contemporary China, 60.

8 pseudonyms are given and | provide the gender that the participant identifies with and, in the case of the
students, note which year of study they are in.

8 China’s majority ethnic group.

% See, for example, Harvey, Food Sex and Strangers, 94.
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with interviewees are “less like formal interviews with one-way exchange of information and

more like mutually constituted relationships where knowledge is exchanged and discussed.”®*

7. Discussion of Fieldwork

This paper will now turn to discussing the fieldwork findings. The data is divided into two

parts: the first section concerns the parents and the second concerns the students.

7.1 Parents and Filiality

It should be acknowledged that absolutely all (58 out of 58) of the parents self-identified as
irreligious. Moreover, all 58 believed filiality to be an irreligious concept. Mr Fang, for

example told me:

“Filiality has nothing to do with religion. It is about family, respect, and there is nothing

superstitious about it.”

Mrs Li similarly explained:

“Filiality and religion are not the same. Filiality makes me think of children respecting
their parents while religion makes me think of gods and superstition. They are totally
different.”

Although I intend to explain how filiality as conceived by these parents is very much tied to
religion, the very fact that they themselves regard the concept as irreligious cannot be
understated. | do not seek to claim that their view is wrong as their very conception of religion
was different to my own. Mrs Na. For example, when | asked her what religion is, began listing
various organised religions such as Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam. I, nevertheless, would
argue that all 58 parents fully adhered to popular religion. Each home had some form of a shrine
(that ranged from a table in the dining room in the smallest case to an entire room in the largest

case) and all 58 parents spoke of the importance of these shrines. Crucially, it was herein that

% Arthur, Contemporary Religions in China, 16.
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| observed not only religious practice, but filiality operating at the very heart of the practice.
When I asked Mr Féng why he offers an apple to his late parents every Monday before work,

he told me:

“It is my duty. I have to be a filial son.”

It was at this point that his wife gleefully interjected and told me that a few years ago, Mr Féng
had asked her to do this for him:

“I told him he was being foolish! I told him that this was bad filiality! But he would not
listen to me. So | was a good filial wife [she playfully hit him at this point] and | offered
the apple for you. I did this for around two months and the whole time, this stupid old
fool could not stop sneezing! It took him ages to realise that it was his own parents

")

punishing him for not being filial

Mr Féng was noticeably embarrassed by this story but nevertheless told me:

“An apple a day keeps the doctor away [he said this part in English]. I did not know

that my parents knew this phrase!”

Herein, one finds a blatant example of not only belief in ancestors, but also ancestors having
very real power. Moreover, Mr Féng’s duty of offering an apple as well as the subsequent
punishment that came from his delegation of this duty to his wife, were matters with filiality at

their heart.

A somewhat similar instance was observed in the case of Mr Zhang who told me that he had
inherited the family business from his father who, in turn, had inherited it from his father. Mr
Zhang explained that Covid-19 had damaged the family business and in 2022, he was worried
that he might lose it. During the Qingming (/&) Festival,®? he decided to skip visiting his
grandfather’s tomb in favour of working. This was against the advice of his own father. He

described his problem thus:

92 Commonly known as “Tomb Sweeping Festival” in English. It takes place on the first day of the fifth solar
term (15 days after Spring Equinox). During this festival, families traditionally visit the tombs of their ancestors
in order to clean and give offerings.



“This was a very hard time for me. | know that my father was unhappy with my decision
so | suppose you could say that I was not being filial. My argument was that | was

worried that | would lose the business and then this would make me unfilial.”

He then explained that after the festival, things very suddenly went from bad to worse with the

business:

“I did not know what to do. When I spoke to my father about it, he gave me absolutely

no work advice but simply told me that [ need to go and apologise to my grandfather.”

Mr Zhang explained that he took his father’s advice and presented an offering at his

grandfather’s grave:

“I even asked grandfather for help with saving the business.”

Afterwards, Mr Zhang’s family business reportedly recovered. Mr Zhang told me his own

explanation:

“I suppose I was being foolish. Grandfather was the one who founded the business so |
should have just asked him for help in the first place. When | think about it now, missing

the Qingming Festival was very careless of me.”

When I asked him to relate this story to filiality, Mr Zhang explained:
“Filiality is the most important thing. This whole problem started because I failed to be
a good filial son. It was my carelessness that led to the business failing and it was my
stupidity that led to grandfather punishing me.”

Thus one finds another example, with filiality at the centre, of belief in ancestors.

The role of filiality in popular religion could also be observed in the relationship the parents

had with their own children. Unsurprisingly, the vast majority of parents used terms such as

obedience and respect when referring to filiality and their children. What was interesting was
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that, when pressed, the parents would eventually relate the practice of filiality to the family

ancestors. Mrs Ren explained:

“Filiality is what connects us all. Our son is filial to us, and we are filial to our ancestors.”

When asked for examples how they thought their children should be filial, many answers,
unsurprisingly, related to education and career success, but the most common related to
presence. Once again, when pressed, this could eventually be traced to ancestral belief. Mr Méo
related to me how it was his son who was the one who usually printed off money to offer to
ancestors during Spring Festival ® but Covid-19 had meant that during his first year of

university, he was unable to return home:

“I found this even more difficult than I thought I would. Of course I didn’t mind making
the money myself but it made me realise how important it is for everyone to be together

on these special occasions.”

When asked to elaborate about “everyone”, he explained:

“These occasions are special because we know that everyone can be together. Sons,

daughters, fathers, mothers, brothers sisters, grandparents, ancestors, everyone.”

Once again, one finds a casual instance of the normalisation of the presence of ancestors.

Finally, it is worth noting that an obvious way that filiality has changed is in the way that
daughters are perceived by parents. | was very surprised to find that aside from 7 fathers and 6
mothers who believed that it was their daughter’s filial duty to marry into another family, the
remaining 8 fathers and 9 mothers with daughters expected their daughters to tend to them in
death. Indeed, in contrast to Johnson who argues that sons as opposed to daughters are more
likely to participate (and be encouraged to participate) in rites pertaining to the commemoration

of ancestors above the level of the household (for example the Qingming Festival),®* I found

% A common practice whereby money is printed and then burned as an offering to ancestors.
% Johnson, “Child and Family in Chinese Popular Religion.” 134.
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that the majority of parents in this study held a very different view. Mrs Hu, for example, told

me:

“Things have definitely changed from when I was a child. I was expected to carry out
my filial duty by leaving my old family and marrying into a new one. Who knows?
Maybe it is because of the One Child Policy. Maybe it is just modern. It doesn’t matter.
I don’t think that people really think that sons are preferable. The way I see it and the
way that we have taught our daughter is that she can do everything that a boy can. Jobs,

education, and filiality. Therefore, when I die, I expect my daughter to take care of me.”

Mr Liéng, on the other hand, came to the same conclusion but only did so because of influence

from his daughter:

“To be honest, while she was little, I always just assumed that she would one day get
married and leave the family. | was very surprised when she one day told me that she

wanted to look after me and her mum in old age and eventually death. I was very happy!”

Regardless of whether the change came from the younger or older generation, the results are
still clear: many parents believed that their daughters could fulfil filial duties that would have,

in the past, fallen to only sons.

7.2 Students and Filiality

As with their parents, all 30 students reported irreligiosity and regarded filiality as a secular
concept. However, unlike their parents, there was a noticeable sense of nuance in my of the
student’s responses. Li Na (female, second year undergraduate), for example, demonstrated a

surprising degree of political reflection, told me:

“If filiality had anything to do with religion, do you really think the government would

encourage us to be good filial children?”

When asked what filiality is, they also, for the most part, like their parents, utilised terms such

as “respect.” However, many (24) took fault with the term “obedience. Chén Xiao told me:



“If filiality means obeying the will of your parents then | don’t think that it is important

or even feasible. If filiality means respect then I think this is very very important.”

Although I eventually found that all 30 students regarded filiality as crucially important in their
lives, this was not necessarily apparent at the beginning of the conversations. Similarly, on the
surface level, it seemed as though the majority of the students placed less importance on the
religious component (i.e pertaining to ancestor commemoration) of filiality. One could argue
that the student’s position in the filial line was crucial to how they perceived their ancestors.

Ren Xiao (female second year undergraduate) somewhat bluntly told me:

“Why would I care about what my ancestors want when I know that my parents are
looking after them? I know it’s important to be there to sweep the tombs but I also think
it’s not really my duty. All my life my parents have told me that I need to do well at
school and would say things like ‘this will make grandpa and grandma really happy’

whenever 1 did well.”

Similarly, Kang W¢i (male first year undergraduate) told me:

“I know that because I am always reluctant to join in with ancestor commemoration,
my parents are worried that I won’t look after them when they die. Of course | am going
to look after them. I just don’t understand why they think I also need to be there when
they commemorate my great grandparents when they are already doing it themselves. |

don’t have anything to contribute so I don’t see the point.”

Similarly, Yu Yan (male second year undergraduate) made light of the matter:

“I certainly don’t care [about ancestor commemoration] now but I wouldn’t be
surprised if you met me in 20 years and I told you ‘My children are so unfilial! Why

don’t they show more respect to our ancestors?’”

Herein, one finds a generational difference. Although all 30 of the students accepted that
commemorating ancestors was important, only 11 believed that it was something that directly

concerned them in the here and now. Moreover, whereas all parents found it easy to relate
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filiality to ancestor commemoration, this was less so the case for the students. Indeed, although
all 30 accepted that ancestor commemoration was important, 24 also claimed that this was not
a subject that they thought about often. | would therefore argue that, contrary to the popular
notion that younger generations increasingly demonstrate “a lack of support and respect in the
traditional filial piety culture”,% the students of this study very much do place enormous
importance on filiality but believe that they have their own specific role to play. Ina particularly
revealing interview, Ou Tingting (female second year student) told me about how she had been
struggling with moving away from home and beginning university life in her first year as an
undergraduate. She told me that she had confided in her mother who told her in response that
she would give an offering so that the ancestors would watch over her and give her the help

that she needed. Ou Tingting stated:

“I immediately felt better. It was so comforting knowing that I was being protected.”

What was particularly interesting about this case was Ou Tingting’s response to my question

of why she had not asked her ancestors herself:

“I didn’t even think of that. I wouldn’t even know how to do it in the right way. That’s
the kind of thing that mum is in charge of. | guess this will change if | ever have children

or when my parents can’t do it anymore.”

The belief in ancestors was clear and there was a distinct presence of defined family roles.

The parents of this study were quick to assign importance to locality: it was vital to visit one’s
hometown to commemorate because the physical location of, for example, a family tomb, was
crucial. In contrast, not only did many of the students (22 out of 30) believe that it was not
necessary for them to physically be present to be filial, a surprising number (16 out of 30)
thought that location was not important in general. Zhéng Li (female third year student) firmly

told me:

“When it comes to this matter I don’t really care what my parents have to say. When

they die, of course | will do everything | need to. | will make a shrine and give them

% Li and Wu, “Implications of China’s filial piety culture for contemporary Elderly Care”, 80.
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food. But this shrine will be where | want it to be. If | want to live in Shanghai then this
is where | will commemorate. If | want to live in the US then this is where | will
commemorate. My shrine will come with me and if my parents want to be
commemorated then they will come too. | am not going to go back to our village every

single year. What’s the point?”

This has apparently been a major point of contention between Zhéng Li and her parents. Her
mother, Mrs Li, although noticeably upset that her daughter did not want to conform to filiality

in the “right” way, was nonetheless convinced that:

“She will eventually understand. She is still young and has not yet felt the true weight
of filiality.”

Song Yu (female third year undergraduate) also disagreed with the importance of location

albeit for a slightly different reason:

“My parents keep telling me that I need to come home more often. They even keep
using my grandpa as an excuse. He died three years ago and obviously we still visit his
grave all the time. But I’ve skipped the last few times because I know grandpa. I know
that he doesn’t mind whether or not I am there at his grave. He only cares that I do well

at university. He also probably cares that | eventually have children.”

In the most extreme cases, this generational difference noticeably led to family conflict. A very
heated Mao Honghan (male third year student) explained:

“Throughout my entire childhood, my patents did nothing but talk about filiality, telling
me that | need to do well at school. Well | did do well at school and now | am at
university. But suddenly now I’m a bad son because I don’t visit enough and I missed
Spring Festival. My parents kept asking me ‘who will make the money for our ancestors
if you don’t come?’ Well I didn’t come and I guess the ancestors must have been happy

enough with dad printing the money. So why is this still a problem?”

Similarly (albeit less angry), Gé Shii (male second year student) gave me a wry look when he

asked me:
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“Do you really think that my great grandfather cares whether or not I actually visit his

grave or give him some incense?”

However, what is interesting is that despite what initially seemed to me to be religious
scepticism was in fact just a new perspective. Gé Shi still very much believed that his great

grandfather was a real presence that could impact his life:

“My great grandfather was a head master. I therefore offered incense to him all the time

while I was studying for the Gaoko.%”

Another generational difference could be found in life priorities. Whereas 51 parents explicitly
told me that they wanted their daughter or son to eventually take over the family business and/
or family home, only 6 of the students shared this view. WU W¢i (male second year student)

told me:

“I know my parents think that it is my filial duty to take over the family business when
I graduate but I simply don’t want to. [ have found my own path in life and I think [ am

still able to be a good son even if I don’t do exactly what they want me to.”

This was likewise the case with the matter of children: whereas 55 parents expressed the wish
for their daughter or son to continue the family line by having children, only 3 students held

this view.

Therefore, although one very much finds a generational difference between how parents and
their children perceive filiality and their filial duties, the belief itself is constant. The students,
like their parents, believed that filiality was important and that the filial duty of ancestor

commemoration was important. The difference lies in the how and the priorities.

8. Conclusion

92 the national university entrance examinations.
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The term for religion in Mandarin is zongjido 5<#{. The character 5% depicts a building (mién
~7) and an ancestral table (shi 7) that is used for commemorating the dead. The original
meaning of the character was therefore a generic term for ancestral shrines and temples. The
character #{ is comprised of xiao Z and pii &. However, the xiao component is modern and
the radical component used to be - (zi: a child) paired with % (yao: two fives): namely a child
being instructed in numbers. The pa radical is a form component: it is a hand holding an
implement to hit someone with. The significance of % #{ is twofold. On the surface level, it is
significant that the very character for religion contains the character for filiality (3%). This
immediately suggests that filiality is a religious concept. However, even with the deeper
reading of acknowledging the original composition of the character that did not include #%, the
presence of filiality can still be seen within the term: ancestor commemoration and teaching

are both crucial components of filiality. | therefore attest that the concept of filiality is written

into the very term religion.

The data sample of this paper was extremely small. This is especially the case when compared
to the Research Center for Filial Piety Culture of Hubei Institute of Technology 2018 study.
However, what | hope that this paper has accomplished is shedding light on a component of
filiality that is all too often ignored: when asked to fully explain their reasoning, all the
respondents of this study eventually related the concept of filiality to belief in ancestors and
various commemoration rites. This paper has therefore demonstrated that filiality cannot be
removed from the realm of popular religion. | have previously argued that “filiality connects
to an impersonal form of transcendence; it is an important means to ensure harmony, that is,
the fullest articulation of this transcendent governing principle.”% In short, | asserted that
filiality was the strongest manifestation of reciprocity in popular religion. However, in this
study, | have gone a step further. | believe that this study has demonstrated how filiality is
something of a unifying principle in popular religion. Indeed to apply filiality itself to Yang’s
religious elements®®:

1) A belief in the supernatural: filiality necessitates belief in ancestors. These are

supernatural beings that the interviewees believed held genuine power and presence.

97 Chadwin, “Parental Popular Religion and Filiality”, 102.
% Yang, Atlas of Religion in China, p. 1.
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2) A set of beliefs regarding life and the world: filiality is situated within the broader
popular religious concepts of bao and ying. It is a belief that humans have various
obligations to fulfil in a hierarchical universe.

3) A et of ritual practices: filiality necessitates ancestor commemoration. These practices
took various forms depending on the interviewee but all were means of contacting one’s
ancestor(s).

4) A distinct social organisation or moral community: filiality is built upon the community
of the family. Herein the family is itself the moral community. It is a hierarchical one
with ancestors presiding on top, but it is a moral community nevertheless in which each

member has their own obligations.

In my previous study, | would have argued that filiality applies only to the second element.

This study, however, demonstrates that filiality is present in all four.

This paper has also demonstrated that even though the parents and students of this study place
believe filiality to be extremely important, the generational divide was noticeable. The concept
of filiality has since its inception been in a state of flux. It has remained an important concept
in China but it has changed drastically. | therefore hope that this paper generates further
discussion: filiality will continue to evolve as a concept and | hope that, especially in the field

of religious studies, it will receive further attention.
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Abstract

The Chinese, both in China and in an international migration setting, are commonly
regarded as the world’s most secular population. However, the relationship between
Chinese people and Chinese Popular Religion is nuanced and survey data, more often
than not, do not account for the plethora of religious activities Chinese people engage
in despite simultaneously self-identifying as secular. This paper examines the sup-
posed secularity of Chinese immigrant families living in Edinburgh. It asserts that
although self-identifying as secular, these families engage in undeniable religious
activity and possess religious beliefs. Crucially, there is a marked difference between
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being adamant in their secularity and the latter being more willing to acknowledge the
complicated relationship between religion and the secular.

Keywords

secular — Chinese religion — Chinese Popular Religion — childhood religion — family
religion — migration

Published with license by Brill Schéningh | D0I:10.30965/23642807-BJA10071
© JOSEPH CHADWIN, 2023 | ISSN: 2365-3140 (print) 2364-2807 (online)
This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the cc By 4.0 license.


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Page 168 of 286

CHINESE FAMILIES AND THEIR ENCOUNTER WITH THE SECULAR 187
1 Introduction

Despite reportedly studying “the moral grammar™ of Chinese immigrant fami-
lies, Mengwei and Nehring somewhat ironically neglect to address religion.
Indeed, in general one finds that the study of Chinese immigrant religiosity
is a severely understudied field, with the majority of the existing scholarship
focussing on Christianity.? It is highly probable that the reason for the com-
plete lack of discussion about religion in Mengwei and Nehring’s paper is due
to the existing prevalent assumption that the Chinese, both home and abroad,
are extremely secular. MacInnis, for example, has identified that “total secular-
ization of [Chinese] society and culture”® has taken place. However, Laliberté
rightfully notes that China “is not a secular state in the sense that most people
who write about the contemporary secular state understand that concept.”
This paper intends to explore the concept of secularity within the context of
Chinese families living in Edinburgh: home to approximately 8,000 Chinese
people and accounting for 1.7% of the total population of the city.> More spe-
cifically, this paper intends to identify whether Chinese parents and their chil-
dren self-identify as secular, whether or not they engage in popular religious
belief and practice, and whether or not there is a generational difference. By
delving into the realm of popular religion, this paper also seeks to explore how
Chinese families who engage in popular religious beliefs and practices recon-
cile this with their self-identified secular identities.

By examining secularity within the context of Chinese immigrant families,
I seek to shed a modicum of insight into the ongoing question “How can dif-
ferences with regard to the form of secularity be understood and explained
in relation to historical, socio-economic, political and cultural conditions?”¢ I
also seek to add a new perspective to the ever growing corpus of scholarship on
the nature of Chinese secularism: this paper seeks to compliment these studies
(that will be discussed in the following section) with ethnographic data on the
family level.

Scotland is commonly identified as becoming increasingly secular.”
Scotland’s 2011 Census found that 36.7 percent of the population claimed to

Mengwei/Nehring, The Moral Grammar of Chinese Transnational One-child Families.
Pan, Actors, Spaces, and Norms in Chinese Transnational Religious Networks, p. 210.
MaclInnis, The Secular Vision of a New Humanity in People’s China.

Laliberté, China in a Secular Age, p. 2.
Edinburgh Population 2022, World Population Review.
Kleine/Wohlrab-Sahr, Preliminary Findings of the cAsHsS “Multiple Secularities”, p.13.

N OOt bW

See, for example, BBC, Most people in Scotland ‘not religious.’
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have no religion, an increase from the 27.5 percent in 2001.8 The most promi-
nent religion is the Church of Scotland with adherents making up 32.4 per-
cent of the population in 2011 (a decrease from 42.4 percent in 2001).% It is
worth noting that analysis of the 2001 Scottish Census data reportedly reveals
that “Chinese people are the most likely to report no current religion: 63%
responded that they had no current religion.”°

2 The Secular

In order to fully explore how Chinese families in Edinburgh encounter the
secular, this paper shall initially begin by briefly exploring the concept of the
secular. There have been a plethora of scholarly works pertaining to the secu-
lar, secularity, secularism, and secularisation that have, in various ways, added
to the popularised secularisation thesis. Dobbelaere has proposed multiple
dimensions of secularisation, — macro-secularisation (society), meso-secu-
larisation (organisational level), and micro-secularisation (private)!! — some
scholars have argued for the “deprivatization”? of religion as part of the secu-
larisation debate, and others have focussed more on how religion is becom-
ing increasingly “deinstitutionalized™? as a result of, for example, modernity.
Recently, Casanova has aimed in a series of talks entitled “Global Religious
and Secular Dynamics” to encapsulate the field by drawing attention to two
historically competing theories: “the secularization thesis, dominant for much
of the past half-century, which views the rise of European-style secularism as
an inevitable byproduct of modernization; and on the other hand, contem-
porary theories which instead view modernization as a pluralizing force and
which treat European secularism as an exception to a general trend of religious
differentiation.”#

This paper will draw upon the findings of the Leipzig project. Coining the
term “multiple secularities” Wohlrab-Sahr and Burchardt distinguish between
four forms of secularities:

1)  Secularity for the sake of individual rights and liberties
2)  Secularity for the sake of balancing/pacifying religious diversity

Scotland’s Census, Religion.
Scotland’s Census, Religion.
10  Office of the Chief Statistician, Analysis of Religion in the 2001 Census, p. 15.
11 Dobbelaere, Secularization.
12 See, for example, Casanova, Public Religions in the Modern World, p. 5.
13 See, for example, Luckmann, The Invisible Religion.
14  Berkley Forum, World-renowned José Casanova Offers “Last Word” on Secularization.
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3)  Secularity for the sake of societal or national integration and development
4)  Secularity for the sake of the independent development of functional
domains of society'®

More recently, CASHSS’ ongoing project “Multiple Secularities” has developed
the original theory of multiple secularities. Herein one finds the purposeful
use of the term “secularity” as an analytical concept that avoids the “ideo-
logical connotations” of the term “secularism” and is ultimately “conceived
as an ideal-type [that] describes how conceptual distinctions and institu-
tional differentiations are made between religious and non-religious spheres
and practices.”6

However, despite recent studies such as casHss’ “multiple secularities”,
it is often the case that studies, as with the classical secularisation thesis
that is based primarily on European Christianity, are intrinsically tied to the
(Christian) West. To this end, Ji notes how previous theories often “remain

)y«

essentially concerned with Western models of religious change”” and calls
for the notion of secularisation to be “dissociated from a particular set of
assumptions and expectations grounded in specific Western religious and
social structures ... [and to instead] work with a definition of religion that is
implicitly based on the features of Christianity and its social integration.”’8
Thus one finds that the nature of the term secular within the Chinese context
has received comparatively, given the extensive body of secularisation scholar-
ship, little attention. Part of the reason for this is that the term does not have a
perfect translation into Mandarin. Shisi fH{2# is the most common translation
of the term, but this paper intends to demonstrate that the meaning, within a
Chinese context, does not mean the same as the English term “secular.” Wang
writes that “the secular departed from a religious norm, whereas in China,
what was worldly was the norm ... Religious affairs were never so influential
in China that an indigenous concept was needed to determine how to deny or
minimize the power of religion.”?

The seminal meta-study on the subject of the secular in China can be found
in Goossaert and Palmer’s The Religious Question in Modern China. Herein,
they assert that today, the majority of the Chinese population simultaneously
engage in multiple religious beliefs and rituals while also keeping in line with
modern secularity. This volume traces the history of religion and secularity

15  Wohlrab-Sahr/Burchardt, Multiple Secularities, p. 889.

16  Kleine/Wohlrab-Sahr, Preliminary Findings of the casHss “Multiple Secularities”, p. 3.
17 Ji, Secularization as Religious Restructuring, p. 234.

18  Ji, Secularization as Religious Restructuring, p. 235.

19  Wang, Secular China, p. 126.
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demonstrating that the Republican period witnessed the “adoption of the
Christian-secular normative model”?° that found its roots in the importation
of the categories of “religion” and “superstition” from the West; a continuation
of this trend during the early Mao era; a halt of religious activity during the
Cultural Revolution; and the recent adoption of a more managerial role of the
government as the state relaxed its measures against religion. Chinese reli-
gious institutions that were “decimated” during the Cultural Revolution, must
adhere to the state’s secular ideology which thus leads to the proliferation of
popular religion “not only beyond the regulatory reach of the state, but beyond
the normative reach of official religious institutions.”! In light of their asser-
tion that “[a]s China becomes a full player in an increasingly integrated global
society, and even begins to have an influence on the global religious arena, its
religious question will remain an open one”,22 this paper seeks to examine this
religious question within the specific context of immigration.

One could argue that the concept of secularisation is tightly woven into the
history of China. Roetz, as part of the CASHSS project, for example, argues that
“elements of a secular civilization were a reality in China long before latter-day
Western philosophers strove for it.”?3 Much of the scholarship pertaining to
secularisation in China, both historically and presently, pertain to three core
themes: blurring of the religious-secular divide, paradox, and the noted dif-
ference between the Chinese and Western context. The former is essentially
the assertion that the Chinese historically and presently engage in secular reli-
giosity. The interconnectivity of the religious and the mundane is often por-
trayed as a pragmatic fine line: Li, highlighting the sectarian and utilitarian
nature of the Chinese, argues that “under the guidance of the secular spirit,
Chinese people will unconsciously transform the gods and make supernatural
powers blend with human beings under the influence of human affection and
human nature, so that the boundaries between the sacred and the secular are
blurred.”?* Li concludes that “Chinese people are accustomed to using secu-
lar logic to treat gods, they treat supernatural gods the same way they treat
mundane things.”?® One thus finds something of an interconnectivity between
religion and the secular. Indeed, Van der Veer coins the concept of “religion-
magic-secularity-spirituality” to demonstrate this intricate interconnectivity

20  Goossaert/Palmer, The Religious Question in Modern China, p. 89.

21 Goossaert/Palmer, The Religious Question in Modern China, p. 400.

22 Goossaert/Palmer, The Religious Question in Modern China, p. 13.

23 Roetz, The Influence of Foreign Knowledge on Eighteenth Century European Secularism,
p- 29.

24 LI, Béishisu lixing liyong de shénlingmen, p. 255.

25 Li, Béi shisu lixing liyong de shénlingmen, p. 255.
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of the four concepts within the Chinese context: the terms thus “emerge his-
torically together, imply one another, and function as nodes within a shifting
field of power."26

The second core theme, paradox, pertains to the assertion that the very con-
cept of secularity within the Chinese context is inherently paradoxical. One of
the most prominent examples of this can be found in the work of Ji who seeks
to draw attention to the paradox of modern Chinese secularisation: namely
“that secularization in China, understood as a state policy to restrain religion,
may also produce what is, in essence, contrary to its aim: that is to say, some
constructive consequences for religion.”2” Similarly, Palmer and Winiger iden-
tify a paradox in that “despite the surprising persistence, indeed increase, of
religious activity throughout its process of modernization, China in many ways
remains one of the most thoroughly secularized societies on Earth.”2® They
assert that the intricate Chinese configurations of the sacred, the profane, the
enchanted, and the secular “defy the simple binary distinctions used in the
secularization debate.”?9

The final core theme, the noted difference between the Chinese and Western
context, focusses on how the very study and concept of secularisation in the
context of China differs from the Western context. When one employs the
term “secular” within the Western context, one could argue that the implied
or assumed opposite of this term is “religion.” However, Laliberté writes that
attempting to find the opposite of the various terms for the secular in Mandarin

does not necessarily call for a concept of religion as a distinct social
sphere [...] even if Chinese have developed elaborate rituals, read scrip-
tures, believe in life after death, propitiate gods, ghosts, and ancestors for
favors, fear the consequences of immoral behavior or lack of filial piety to
one’s parents, and go to place of worships.3°

Indeed, within the context of China, some have noted secularity and simulta-
neous belief in what would in a Western context be deemed religion: Chéng,
simultaneously claiming that the Chinese are deeply secular while also believ-
ing in a plethora of gods, Buddhas, and ancestor spirits, argues that “as for the

26  Van der Veer, The Modern Spirit of Asia, p. 9.

27 Ji, Secularization as Religious Restructuring, p. 233.

28 Palmer/Winiger, Secularization, Sacralization, and Subject Formation in Modern China,
p- 100 et seq.

29 Palmer/Winiger, Secularization, Sacralization, and Subject Formation in Modern China,
p. 101

30 Laliberté, China in a Secular Age, p. 14.
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attitude towards gods, the attitude of the Chinese secular people is first of all the
indifference of ‘respecting them at a distance’”3! Some have even argued that
the very debate pertaining to secularity in China is at its very core a response
to Western influence: Szonyi, for one, perceives the history of Chinese religion
within the context of secularisation as neither “a unique phenomenon nor as a
case study of the universal processes of modernity, but rather as one example
of how states and religions around the world have responded to the imposition
of the hegemonic master narrative of western modernity.”32

This paper intends to add an intimate ethnographic lens to these aforemen-
tioned studies. Instead of broadly examining Chinese secularity, this paper will
examine the concept from the level of the Chinese immigrant household.

3 Chinese Irreligiosity

As this paper is a study of Chinese secularity within the context of immi-
gration, it is necessary to acknowledge former studies pertaining to Chinese
irreligiosity. The Chinese population both in China and within the context of
immigrants to Europe and the United States are often predominantly regarded
as irreligious. This is to the extent that Palmer and Winiger write that “the clas-
sical secularization theory [is] often assumed by Chinese scholars.”33 There are
a plethora of studies that claim to confirm this irreligiosity: four surveys con-
ducted respectively in 2006, 2008, 2010, and 2011 as part of the Chinese General
Social Survey found that, an average of 87 percent of Chinese mainland adults
considered themselves to be irreligious.3* The Washington Post writes that
“China tops the list of the world’s least religious nations by far [... as] decades
of Communist rule have installed a widespread atheistic materialism.”35
Regarding the international context specifically, the Pew Research Center
found that China is “the primary country of origin for migrants who are reli-
giously unaffiliated.”36

Some scholars have tried to explain this identified irreligiosity. Much of
this scholarship directly contrasts China to a perceived Western world. Lit, for

31 Chéng, Shi bijiao jidijiao de dii yi shén chongbai hé zhonggud shisi minzhong de duo shén
chéngbai, p. 12.

32 Szonyi, Secularization Theories and the Study of Chinese Religions, p. 323.

33 Palmer/Winiger, Secularization, Sacralization, and Subject Formation in Modern China,
p- 84.

34  Luo/Chen, The Salience of Religion Under an Atheist State, p. 856.

35  Noack, These are the world's least religious countries.

36 Pew Research Center, Faith on the Move.
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example, argues that in marked contrast to moral construction in the West, “in

the thousands of years of Chinese society, moral construction and governance

did not rely on religion, but had a very reasonable secular moral system, such

as filial piety with family as the core.”3” Similarly, Liang simply states that today

“China has replaced religion with morality”3® Gui makes the case that aside

from traditional family ethics and social norms, the significance of religion in

China has been severely weakened and belief in the supernatural has all but

disappeared.3?

Finally, Yang argues that Chinese (particularly those from an educated back-

ground) actively deny the existence of Chinese religion for three reasons:

1) A history of Western missionary contempt for Chinese superstition and
idol worship

2)  Asense of superiority of science and modern rationality

3)  Social evolutionist doctrines that place Western secular civilisation as the
teleological end point.#0

This paper intends to move against this body of scholarship, following instead

in line with the studies discussed in the following section that hold that the

religious context of China is more nuanced than sweeping studies that claim

irreligiosity might lead one to believe.

4 Chinese Popular Religion

Yang has rightly noted that many Chinese people adhere to an assortment of
personalised eclectic practices without identifying themselves with any par-
ticular religion.#! These practices can collectively be referred to as “Chinese
Popular Religion,”*? a classification that is simultaneously separate from

while also intricately echoing the Three Teachings (sanjico =%): namely,
Buddhism, Confucianism, and Daoism. One could argue that the nature of

37  Lit, Zhonggud xuyao de shi shisii daodé, bushi zongjiao, p. 391.

38  Lidng, Zhonggud wénhua yaoyi, p. 112.

39  Gui, Shéng fan yiti: Li'yii shengming jiazhi, p. 195.

40 Yang, Introduction, p- 2.

41 Yang, Religious Diversity among the Chinese in America, p. 71.

42 A term that is inherently nuanced. Poon notes that it is “coined by scholars in recent
decades to categorize diverse religious cultures with no systematized beliefs and no sense
of a religious entity, or any agreed upon collective name among practitioners and believ-
ers.” Moreover, Goossaert writes that it is “best analyzed as a pluralistic religious system,
characterized by many ritual and theological continuities as well as many distinctions,
and sometimes tensions, between groups and practices based on locality, social class, eco-
nomic status, ethnicity, or other particularistic identities.”
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Chinese Popular Religion has led to a number of scholarly misunderstandings.
Woo, for example, criticising the 2001 Statistics Canada census that found that
the Chinese population was predominantly irreligious, rightly notes that the
inaccuracy of the data “comes from an understanding and definition of reli-
gion that begins with and rests on western notions of doctrinal primacy and
communal and institutional affiliations [...] [and] much of Chinese religios-
ity is non-textual, individual, familial, communal, broadly non-institutional,
synthetic and syncretic.”*3 This section will briefly elucidate some of the main
scholarly themes pertaining to Chinese Popular Religion in order to better
analyse the religious beliefs and practices (or lack thereof) of Chinese fami-
lies within the context of immigration. It should be acknowledged from the
outset, however, that although Chinese Popular Religion is rarely addressed
within the context of immigration, Yang has argued that Chinese immigrant
children often “find it hard to maintain the unstructured beliefs and practices
of their parents.”#4

One of the most prolific scholars on Chinese Popular Religion is Chau. He
has argued that at the heart of popular belief in China is “magical efficacy [...]
[which is] conceived of as a particular deity’s miraculous response |[...] to the
worshiper’s request for divine assistance.”*®> He crucially asserts that these
miraculous responses “are socially constructed: it is people and their actions
that enable the establishment of human-deity relations and interactions.”#6
Within this socially constructed framework, humans “do” popular religion in a
plethora of ways from conventional praying and giving offerings to, for example,
planting trees and watching local operas. Chau has more recently argued that
Chinese Popular Religion is one of the most crucial arenas in which guanxi#” is
played out “not just between people in socio-political life [...] but also between
people and spirits, between people and sites of worship and spiritual empow-
erment, among religious co-practitioners [...] [and] between deities.”*® This
noticeably broad thematic flexibility is central to scholarly discourse per-
taining to Chinese Popular Religion. Goossaert and Palmer regard “religious
practices, networks, and institutions as part of a broader, open “social ecol-
ogy” in which [...] religious elements are in perpetual relation with other ele-
ments, and in which the components and boundaries of the religious field are

43  Woo, Chinese Popular Religion in Diaspora, p. 152.

44  Yang, Religious Diversity Among the Chinese in America, p. 80.

45 Chau, Miraculous Response, p. 2.

46 Chau, Miraculous Response, p. 2.

47  This term has a somewhat large semantic variety but is usually taken to mean connec-
tions; relations; relationships.

48 Chau, Religion in China, p. 4.
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constantly contested.”*® They define Chinese Popular Religion as “a coherent

system (but a system with several hierarchies) [...] [in which] all communities

and religious specialists ... share common cosmological notions, even though
these notions are interpreted in many different ways.”>°

It is also worth noting that much of the scholarship pertaining to Chinese
Popular Religion relates to the relationship between the government and
religion. Wang, for example, draws attention to how popular religion is often
overtly distinguished from institutionalised religion, writing that the govern-
ment “insists on the difference between ‘religion’ and ‘folk belief’ and has not
removed the discourse of ‘superstition’ from official proclamations, indicating
the lingering influence of twentieth-century secular nationalism.”>! Similarly,
Nedostup, focussing particularly on the Nanjing Decade (1927-37), examines
“the modern recategorization of religious practices and people according
to the assumptions of secular nationalism.”>2 Seeking to offer an alternative to
the narrative of “antisuperstition repression and resistance”>3 herein the asser-
tion, as with Wang, is that despite the secularising initiative of the government,
the masses were able to essentially rally under community religious practice
which remained embedded in daily life. Laliberté also follows this narrative,
noting how although state religion fell apart in the Republican period, “the
imagery, the concepts, and many of the beliefs inherent in the ancient forms
of religiosity remain a central feature of popular and communal religions
to this day.”>*

In light of prior scholarship as well as my own ethnographic findings, I
believe that Chinese Popular Religion can be broadly defined by three inter-
connected categories:

1)  Gods (tianshén KiH!), Ancestors (ziixian tH5%), and Ghosts (gui 52).
Gods and ancestors are subject of commemoration. There are a plethora
of gods, some widely known while others known only in specific loca-
tions. Ancestors, although not themselves deities, are equally worthy of
religious obligation. When a person dies, they require a surviving relative
(especially a son) to take care from them in death. In return, they can
bestow various boons to the living. One can become a ghost in death for

49 Goossaert/Palmer, The Religious Question in Modern China, p. 13.
50 Goossaert/Palmer, The Religious Question in Modern China, p. 20.
51 Wang, “Folk Belief”, p. 164.

52 Nedostup, Superstitious Regimes, p. 3.

53  Nedostup, Superstitious Regimes, p. 111.

54  Laliberté, China in a Secular Age, p. 4.
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many reasons such as dying without offspring. Ghosts have the power to
cause varying problems for the living.
2)  Bai #F and Li #. Both terms have a large semantic variety. Bai can mean

” o« ” « ” o«

to visit,” and “to salute.” LI can

reason,” “logic,”
“truth,” “to pay attention to,” and “put in order.” In the context of Chinese
Popular Religion, both terms constitute the essential embodiment of reli-
gious belief through a bodily action, or, in Peng’s words, “doing religion
that might be filtered out by etic concepts and categories.”> In a practical
sense, it can constitute giving various forms of offerings, ritual cleaning,
evocation, and showing reverence.>¢

3)  Bao ¥#f and ying Jiii. These terms also have a large degree of semantic vari-
ety. Bao can mean: “to report,” “ to inform,” “to respond,’

" “to retaliate,” and “to retribute.” Ying can mean “to answer,” “to

to comply with,” and “to deal or cope with.” Within the context

“to pray,” “to pay respect,” “to worship,

” us

mean, among others, “inner essence,” “intrinsic order,

” o«

” « ” «

to announce,
“to repay,
respond,”
of Chinese Popular religion, the terms encapsulate the concept of reci-
procity, or, more specifically, the necessary reciprocal obligation within
this universe. One can find a clear example of this in the concept of filial-
ity (xiao Z): “children are expected to repay their eternal debt to their
parents by caring for them in old age and then later, via bai, in death.”>”

This study is therefore grounded in the aforementioned studies pertaining to

popular religion. It also utilises the working definition of religion as coined by

Yang. I have opted to use this definition on the simple grounds that from an

ethnographic standpoint that accounts for both Chinese religion in the PrRc

as well as Chinese immigrant religiosity, Yang continues to shape the field. He

argues that religion includes four elements:>8

1)  Abelief in the supernatural.

) Aset of beliefs regarding life and the world.

) Asetofritual practices.

) Adistinct social organisation or moral community.>°

N

AW

55  Peng, Religion and Religious Practices in Rural China, p. xxii.

56  Chadwin, Speaking to My Ancestors, p. 180.

57 Chadwin, “Because I am Chinese, I do not believe in religion’, p. 4.

58 It should be acknowledged that this is not a comprehensive definition of religion but is
instead a multidimensional categorisation that suits the context of this paper (namely an
ethnographic study of Chinese Popular Religion).

59  Yang, Atlas of Religion in China, p. 1.
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5 Methodology

This study utilises ethnography in order to best look “within the Chinese
household instead of arbitrarily employing cross-culture comparisons.”®® The
fieldwork itself took place over a period of two months: from May o3, 2022
to June 30, 2022. The data collection consisted of both semi-structured inter-
views (which were carried out in the interviewees’ language of choice: usually
Mandarin in the case of the parents and English in the case of the children)
and participant observation carried out in the family homes. Interviews typi-
cally lasted between one and two hours. Herein, I utilised Harvey’s concept of
“cuesthood”®! wherein meetings with interviewees are “less like formal inter-
views with one-way exchange of information and more like mutually consti-
tuted relationships where knowledge is exchanged and discussed.”¢?

Unlike, Qingling Yang who found that religion was a difficult topic to discuss
with Chinese immigrants — “They were reluctant to engage into further discus-
sion on religion because they intended to protect themselves from any pos-
sible prosecution”®® — I did not find this to be the case at all: every interviewee
was more than happy to discuss religion and their own beliefs.

The sample itself consisted of twenty ethnic Han yX%* households in
Edinburgh. By “Chinese’, this study specifically refers to those from the prc.

The overall sample constituted 20 mothers, 19 fathers, and 22 children.55
Utilising the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, I deter-
mine “children” to mean individuals under the age of eighteen.6¢ All of the
children interviewed were over the age of 10, with the youngest being 11 and
the oldest being 17. Each family were first generation migrants with the most

60  Wang/Chang, Parenting and Child Socialization in Contemporary China, p. 60.

61 See, for example, Harvey, Food Sex and Strangers, p. 94.

62  Arthur, Contemporary Religions in China, p. 16.

63  Qingling Yang, Parenting Between Cultures, p. 106.

64  China’s majority ethnic group.

65  Given that many of my interviewees were children I adopted BERA’s guidelines to
ensure that my project and subsequent data were ‘ethically acceptable.’ In my capacity
as researcher, I did all in my power to ensure that the participants I interviewed were
protected from any manner of harm at every stage of planning and execution of the
project. I therefore thoroughly briefed each participant (including the guardians) about
my project, provided an ongoing option to opt out at any moment, and ensured that I
acquired informed consent. Names of all participants (including the parents) are ano-
nymised and no residential addresses are disclosed. I have assigned pseudonyms that
reflect both gender and ethnic background to each participant. I do reveal the age of each
child participant.

66  U.N. General Assembly, Convention on the Rights of the Child.
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established family having migrated 15 years ago and the most recent migrants
having migrated 6 years ago. Eight families came from rural areas (one from
Sichuan, Hénan, Guangdong, and two from Hébéi, Shandong, and Zhejiang
respectively) while the remaining twelve all came from large urban cities: two
from Béijing, four from Shanghai, one from Guangzhou, one from Shénzhen,
two from Chéngd, one from Harbin (Ha¥rbin), and one from Hangzhou.

6 Discussion of Fieldwork Findings

This paper will now turn to discussing the fieldwork findings. I have opted to
divide these findings between the parents and the children.

6.1 Parents

Absolutely every parent self-identified as irreligious. Indeed, in line with prior
research, many even lauded the irreligiosity of the Chinese people. Mrs Héu,
for example, told me “No Chinese people believe in religion anymore. We no
longer need it"67 Unsurprisingly, this self-identification of irreligiosity was
reflected in the parents’ attitudes towards the term “secular” Although only
two parents used the term without my being the one to bring it up, when asked
directly, absolutely every parent regarded their own beliefs and practices as
wholly secular. Mr Héo stated:

The entire nation of China is secular. Everything myself and my family
believe in is secular.68

All but four parents made an active distinction between their own secular
beliefs and what they perceived as the predominantly religious Scottish popu-
lation. Mrs Han encapsulated this sentiment thus:

We always knew it would be difficult for our family moving from China
to Scotland because while everyone in Scotland is religious, nobody in
China believes in religion. I was worried that my children would not fit in
at school because they do not know anything about Christianity.

Similarly, Mr Kang simply stated that “China is secular, Scotland is religious.”6?

67 FTAPEAEAHEERRE - FERATFEA -
68  EANPERBEEIERY - BAFRE AFHEAVEE G -
69  EIEMAAHY > TR RS -
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However, although this fits neatly within the scholarship that claims that the
Chinese are predominantly irreligious, the topic of Chinese Popular Religion
complicated matters. Despite every single parent reporting irreligiosity, it was
clear that every single parent was engaged in the practice of Chinese Popular
Religion. Each household had some form of a shrine, ranging from small tables
in the corner of a room, to entire rooms. Moreover, each parent openly spoke
to me about their various beliefs and practices. Although none would refer to
these beliefs and practices as religion, the dedication was pronounced. Every
parent engaged in ancestor commemoration and all reported (to varying
degrees of frequency) praying to a wide variety of gods. Moreover, this reli-
gious belief punctuated the daily lives of each parent to an exceptionally high
degree. An illustrative example of this was when Mr Zhang was complaining
to Mrs Zhang about his bad back. He claimed that he did not know why it was
hurting him so much. Later on, Mrs Zhang called Mr Zhang into their ancestor
room and told Mr Zhang that his back was hurting because the last offering
he had given to his late grandparents was chocolate. Mrs Zhang acted as if the
reason was blatantly obvious:

Of course you have a bad back, you stupid old fool! Your Grandfather
hated chocolate!”®

She then explained to me that Mr Zhang’s grandfather had given Mr Zhang a
bad back as an expression of dissatisfaction with the offering. Mr Zhang did
not question this reason for a second and instead acted as if he had simply
made a foolish mistake. That night, he gave a new offering of tea. However,
when I asked whether the belief in ancestors was religious or secular, they
thought my question to be extremely odd. Mrs Zhang replied:

Secular, of course! We have a duty to our ancestors but that has nothing
to do with religion. We are not Christians!”

Thus, one finds a paradox that reflects the findings of Palmer and Winiger.”2
Despite adamantly reporting secularity, the lives of the parents were very much
governed by their popular religious beliefs. It is therefore tempting to claim

70 REVE HANG  IRXERE | RS2 N R 67 |
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O

72 Palmer/Winiger, Secularization, Sacralization, and Subject Formation in Modern China,
p. 100.
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that the reason for this apparent contradiction is simply one of semantics: that
the terms “religion” or “secular” simply have different meanings in Chinese.
The term religion (zongjico 5<#%) is a somewhat recent term in Mandarin and
is only really used within the context of specific religious traditions (buting
Jjiaotido N[E)#Z%). Therefore, as long as a Chinese person does not adhere
to one specific religious tradition, it makes sense that they would not iden-
tify as religious. To illustrate this, Mrs W1 after having made an offering to
Guanyin,” explained:

My sister is a Buddhist but I am not. I do not believe in religion at all.”

Even though Mrs Wi genuinely believed that Guanyin is a physically present
god that one can pray to, this belief was not in any way regarded as religious.

One could therefore argue that this semantic difference between English
and Chinese is the reason for this apparent contradiction. The self-proclaimed
secular identity of all parents also extended to fully rejecting any sense of “spir-
ituality” (jingshén }51H#) and “superstition” (mixin 2£{Z): all parents adamantly
claimed that on top of being irreligious, they also were in no way spiritual
or superstitious.

However, one could also argue that the full picture is more nuanced. Not
only did some parents genuinely believe that their beliefs and practices were
secular, they also believed that it was their logical attitude towards their beliefs,
in contrast to Christians, that made them secular. In a very revealing interview,
Mr Héu explained:

If you do not understand Chinese culture, then commemorating ances-
tors or praying to Confucius must look like religion. But if you knew
Chinese culture then you would be able to see that this is not religion at
all. When Chinese people pray, they do it with both their mind and their
heart. For example, my cousin really really wanted a son. He tried praying
and offering to our local village god but his wife just never got pregnant.
He therefore saw that his prayers were not working. So instead, he started
praying and offering to Guanyin. Suddenly his wife became pregnant and
they soon had a son. This is the difference between Chinese people and
British people. Scottish people only pray with their heart. It is so obvious
to us that the Christian God does not answer most prayers. A Chinese

73 The bodhisattva of compassion in the Buddhist tradition.
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person would be able to see that praying is not working and would try
another god.

When asked to elaborate on what religion actually is, Mr Hou told me:

Religion is when you only pray with your heart. No matter how many
times your prayers fail, you keep praying with your heart because you
have faith.”

His wife, Mrs Héu interjected here:

That’s right. Religion is when you believe something is right without
question. The secular beliefs of the Chinese mean that we only believe
what we know is a fact.”6

This would suggest that reducing this subject to semantics is not giving the
subject enough credit. Herein, one finds evidence that within the Chinese con-
text, religion is based on unwavering faith, whereas Chinese Popular Religion,
due to its utilitarian nature, is regarded as secular. A similar case was found
with the Féng family. Mrs Féng, whose daughter was currently studying for
GCSE exams, told me:

I have prayed to Caishén” for what feels like my whole life. My family
has had good luck and I know that I can thank Caishén for this. But last
year, my daughter started to study for her GCsE’s.  know that she is smart
but I was shocked when I saw what her predicted grades were. They were
terrible! I therefore stopped praying to Caishén and started praying to
Confucius. Now her target grades are much better!

When asked to elaborate on her reason for turning to Confucius, she said:

It just makes sense. Cdishén is very good at bringing luck and wealth,
but what does he know about studying? I had never before prayed to

75 FREVLSENTHE > XELETRE - REMRIESRINT 203 RIZRAREY
OESERNIREE D
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77  J1H: a god of wealth who is often depicted atop a black tiger and holding a golden staff.
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Confucius but I knew that praying to him just made more sense. Just look
at the results!

Thus, one finds that the parents did not perceive a contradiction. Mr Liao
explained the relationship between his beliefs and religion thus:

Commemorating my ancestors is not religion. I could even go to the
church down theroad, pray, and it would still not be religion. The Christian
God is probably very powerful. He must be when you look at how many
people pray to him. But he is ultimately just one god. My beliefs are secu-
lar because I use reason and then choose if and who to pray to.

When asked to explain why commemorating his ancestors was not religion, he
responded:

My ancestors are not all-powerful beings that I put my faith in. I mean, I
remember my Grandfather and he was anything but a god. He was drunk
half the time and very forgetful! A very careless man! But it is my duty to
commemorate him and everyone must always perform their duties!!

Similarly, Mr Ren also added something of a worldly dimension to the debate:

Of course commemorating my ancestors is not religious. This is my
Grandmother and Grandfather we are talking about, not some god with
a white beard in the sky.”®

A semantic problem would imply that there is something of a misunderstand-
ing at play. Although it is certainly the case that religion and secular do not
adequately translate into the Chinese context, I would argue that the data
presented here suggests that Chinese parents are actually more reflective of
the relationship between their own beliefs about religion and secularity than
those who misunderstand terms would suggest.

In summary, these parents all possessed strong Chinese Popular Religious
beliefs but perceived themselves to be secular families living in a predomi-
nantly religious culture (namely Scotland).

78 UINHHHA RSN - TR RFFHY  FREER EKEQHTHIH -
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6.2 Children

The children of this study painted a somewhat different picture to that of
their parents. 14 reported irreligiosity whereas 8 were unsure, responding with
phrases such as “I don’t know” to the question of whether or not they are reli-
gious. Unlike their parents, the children expressed a far greater sense of doubt
pertaining to whether or not they are religious. Hin Béyan (male; 15) looked
confused when I inquired about his religious identity:

I don't think that I believe in religion but I'm not very sure.
When I asked him to elaborate, he told me:

I know that I am not a Christian or anything like that. But we learn about
religion in school and I think it’s all a bit confusing. Mum makes me offer
to our ancestors and I think that that is a little bit like religion. To be hon-
est, I don’t really think about it.

Similarly, Héu Yachun (female; 17) demonstrated an impressive degree of
reflection of her own identity:

No I am not religious but I think you would probably tell me that me and
my family are religious. We pray just like religious people do and I have
a friend who pointed at our family shrine and said ‘is that like a religious
thing, or something?’ So no, I don’t think that me and my family are reli-
gious but I can see why you might think that we are.

When I asked her why she self-identified as irreligious as opposed to religious,
she told me:

I don't think that I am religious because I don't believe in one religion. I
have a friend in class who is a Christian and she can really easily tell me ‘I
am a Christian and I believe in Christianity’ What should I say? I am reli-
gious and I pray to these people — that's right, people — that nobody else
in the world prays to? My family has all these beliefs and practices that
look religious but I wouldn't call it religious because there isn't a specific
religion that these things belong to.

Thus, I found that all 22 of the children very much adhered to Chinese Popular
Religion but only the minority (7 out of 22) shared the certainty of their
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parents in that they firmly regarded their beliefs and practices as irreligious
and saw no uncertainty in the matter. Indeed, the majority (15 of 22) saw a
difference between their own beliefs and that of their parents. Hé Zhihua
(female; 14) explained:

Mum and Dad would totally tell you that we don’t believe in religion. They
would probably tell you that no one in China believes in religion. Sure, I
also would say that I am not religious, but I don’t think it’s as simple as my
parents think it is, you know? I'm like the only person in my whole class
who prays to anything. It’s not like I'm praying to Jesus but I know how
strange it sounds being like ‘I pray but I'm not religious.

This acceptance of nuance unique to the children also extended to discussions
of the secular.” Jia Manyin (male; 15), for example, told me:

Yes we are secular because we don't believe in any religion. But I think I
am less secular than my classmates at school. They don't pray to anyone
and me and my family sometimes pray to our ancestors. I think that prob-
ably makes us a little bit less secular.

Rén Jiming (male; 14) also told me:

We are probably somewhere in the middle. It’s not like you can learn
about our religion in RE. We don't exactly have a religion. But I'm not
stupid. I know what it looks like when me and my parents give offerings.
So we're not religious but were also not not religious, if that makes sense.
[He paused at this point before adding] This really doesn’t make sense
but it’s how we are.

These children also rejected the notion that they believed in folk religion. Bai
Manyin (female; 16) told me:

I know we commemorate our ancestors and all that, but it’s not folk reli-
gion. That makes it sound like we are people from the country who need

to pray to gods to make it rain. We only commemorate our ancestors
because it is something that we have to do.

79  Itshould be noted that I had to define the term secular to all but four of the children.
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Similarly, although none of the 22 children regarded themselves as spiritual, a
surprising 16 of the 22 regarded their own beliefs as well as those of their par-
ents as superstitious. St Yachtn (female; 16) revealed:

My parents don't really understand irony. They think that all of the peo-
ple in my class are superstitious because they have religious education in
school. When I try to tell them that nobody here cares about religion they
won't hear it. Then mum will turn around and give an offering to Guanyin
so that I will do well at school. But that’s not superstitious. That’s appar-
ently just smart.

Péng Yachun (female; 15) echoed this sentiment:

Oh my god, my family is totally superstitious but mum and dad would
get super angry if they heard me say it! Like, a few weeks ago there was a
parents evening at school and mum was super worried about my grades.
She prayed and prayed to like six different gods and then thanked them
instead of me when my teachers told her that I was doing really well! That
is totally superstitious!

It is clear that the migration context is key to the difference between the chil-
dren and their parents. Whereas the parents of this study have maintained a
Chinese perception of religion and the secular, their children had adopted a
more international outlook: although the children very much retained a strong
sense of Chinese Popular Religious identity, the process of acclimatising to
Edinburgh society had given them more of a reflective outlook on their own
religious identity. Kang Yachtin (male; 17) stated:

When me and my parents first moved here, they kept telling me that I
would need to be careful because we are moving to a Christian country.
They would tell me that because we are Chinese, we haven't believed in
religion for centuries so I will need to be respectful of all of my Christian
classmates. But now that I am here, I can see that it was all bullshit.
Hardly anyone here is a Christian and we are the ones who look religious
to everyone else. I know that there are cultural differences and all that,
but my parents were just wrong about this one. What'’s crazy is that they
still both think that everyone here, unlike us, is religious.

Similarly, Céng Honghan (male; 16) told me:
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My parents still think that we came from this totally secular society
and that religion is like totally dead in China. It’s not like I want to tell
you that I am religious or anything, but I can totally see that Scotland is
way more secular than China. I mean, I am pretty sure that my family
prayed more this week than most of my classmates’ families prayed in
their lives.

Thus, one finds that the children in this study, like their parents, very much
adhered to Chinese Popular Religion but, unlike their parents, saw their own
religious identity with uncertainty.

7 Conclusion

Although the sample size was small, this study has demonstrated the com-
plicated relationship between religion and secularity within an international
Chinese context.

The most obvious conclusion of this paper is that in stark contrast to the
predominant view that the Chinese are irreligious, the families in this study
demonstrated deep religious convictions albeit in a Chinese manner: they
themselves genuinely regarded themselves to be irreligious despite very much
adhering to what those in a Western context would regard as religious. I believe
that there is a strong case to be made for each of Yang’s aforementioned crite-
ria being met:

1)  Abelief in the supernatural: each parent and child readily reported mak-
ing contact in various ways with gods and ancestors.

2) A set of beliefs regarding life and the world: each parent and child
believed that they lived in a hierarchal universe in which they themselves
had various obligations to fulfil.

3) A set of ritual practices: although the form and frequency varied, ritual
observation was readily observable in every household in this study.

4) A distinct social organisation or moral community: this was observed
in the family units. Each parent believed they had a moral obligation to
their child/ children and likewise the children were aware of their moral
obligations to their parents.

I thus found that even in an international context, the families still perceived

themselves to exist in the same moral cosmos populated with gods and ances-

tors and governed by reciprocity. Indeed, Yachun (female; 16) encapsulated
this definition:
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Everything about what we believe and do is superstitious! We pray
to ancestors, we pray to gods, we give offerings when stupid hot water
doesn’t work on a sore throat! It annoys me that my parents can't see
the superstition but it’s not like I don’t believe in all of this as well. If
I'm being really honest with you, yes I believe that I can communicate
with my ancestors and yes I believe that when something is bothering
me, they can usually help.

Li is right in highlighting the secular logic Chinese people apply to daily reli-
gious belief and practice insofar as they themselves very much regard these
beliefs and practices as secular. However, to claim that “they treat supernatural
gods the same way they treat mundane things"80 is, I believe, an injustice to
the level of importance these Chinese families placed on their beliefs. I there-
fore also take fault with Wang claiming that religious affairs “were never so
influential”® to the Chinese. Religious affairs (albeit popular religious affairs)
were of enormous importance to the parents and children in this study even
though they would not regard their beliefs and practices as religion. However,
although this conclusion has worth insofar as it has stemmed from a rare
insight into Chinese immigrant family life, it will come as little surprise to
those well versed in the intricate nature of Chinese Popular Religion. The
key contribution of this paper lies instead in the identification of a marked
generational difference between the parents and the children of this study.
Whereas the parents fully perceived themselves to be irreligious and secular,
their children, for the most part, were less certain, readily acknowledging the
complicated relationship between religion and the secular. Indeed, many of
the responses from the parents echoed Yang’s description of being questioned
by an academic from the PRC as to why she was studying religion in China
when “it has never been very important in China and the Chinese people have
always been pragmatic and secular.”82 Moreover, whereas the children were
somewhat reluctant to provide concrete answers pertaining to definitions of
the secular, their parents comfortably fell into Wohlrab-Sahr and Burchardt’s
third and fourth multiple secularities categories. Indeed, I believe that it is sig-
nificant that although Goossaert and Palmer’s “religious question”®3 is still very
much alive, the fact that the children were willing to directly engage with this
question in a manner that has been heavily informed by their immigration

80  Li, Béishisu lixing liyong de shénlingmen, p. 255.

81 Wang, Secular China, p. 126.

82 Yang, Chinese Religiosities, p. 1.

83 Goossaert/Palmer, The Religious Question in Modern China.
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context, adds an interesting new dimension to the issue. The reason for the
generational difference was due to the level of migration assimilation. While
the parents still held a Chinese view of religion and secularity, their children
were in-between this Chinese worldview and that of their new Edinburgh
home. Thus, the majority of children, after comparing themselves to their
Scottish peers, were able to see how their own beliefs and practices could be
regarded as religious despite themselves not seeing it as such. Herein, one
finds something of an echo of Appadurai’s “globally variable synaesthesia,”8*
a phrase which Appadurai employs to encapsulate “the finer pragmatic details
of the difficulties of crosscultural global communication.”8> Identifying the cre-
ation of “ever new terminological kaleidoscopes,”86 Appadurai goes as far as to
claim that “the very relationship of reading to hearing and seeing may vary in
important ways that determine the morphology of these different ideoscapes
as they shape themselves in different national and transnational contexts.”8”
The children of this study were noticeably involved in the creation of their
own terminological kaleidoscopes pertaining to their developing understand-
ings of religion and the secular- understandings that were informed by both
the Chinese and Scottish ideoscapes. Whereas the parents espoused typical
Chinese secular rhetoric founded in rationality, the children (due to their
developing religious ideoscapes) not only did not share the unshifting convic-
tion of their parents and instead took a more nuanced approach to religion
and the secular, but were (in the case of more than half) willing to regarded
their own beliefs as well as those of their parents as superstitious.

The lived religious landscape of Chinese immigrants remains an understud-
ied field and studies that account for Chinese childhood religion are especially
rare. Although further research is certainly warranted (especially given the
limited sample size of this study), the findings of this paper will hopefully gen-
erate further dialogue.

Bio
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84  Appadurai, Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy, p. 10.
85  Threadgold, Lawyers Reading Law/ Lore as Popular Culture, p. 31.

86  Appadurai, Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy, p. 10.
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An Ethnographic Study of How Chinese
University Students in Vienna Observed
Spring Festival during Covid-19

Joseph Chadwin

1. Introduction

Spring Festival (Chinjié) is by far “the most important annual festival for
Chinese people” (Wang and Xuan 2013: 160).! Li is therefore extremely apt
in writing that “the shadow of the Spring Festival follows international [Chi-
nese] students all over the world” (Li 2019: 2).2 However, given the apparent
importance of Spring Festival and the ever increasing scholarship pertaining
to student religiosity, it is somewhat surprising to find that there are little to
no dedicated studies of how Chinese international students celebrate (or
choose not to celebrate) the festival. Indeed, given that, in their study of re-
ligiosity among university students, Filsinger, Faulkner, and Warland argued
in 1979 that “there now exists an extensive literature reporting both theoreti-
cal and empirical results of efforts to understand the complex nature of relig-
iosity” (Filsinger, Faulkner, and Warland 1979: 136), it is surprising to find
that in 2021 very little effort has been made to understand the religious expe-
rience of Chinese students. Although it should certainly be acknowledged
that there exist several studies—often relating to the wider academic exami-
nation of Chinese immigrants converting to Christianity upon migration®—
regarding Chinese international students converting to Christianity upon en-
rolling in Western universities (Chen 2008; Hall 2006; Wang and Yang 2006;
Yang 1999), two problems are apparent: Chinese students in the West who
convert to Christianity represent a minority within the overall population of
Chinese international students, and this discussion often takes place within

1 Chiinjié shi zhonggué rén yi nidn zhong zui zhongydo de jiéri. 717 H [E N —4
R E N H

2 Chiinjié de ying zi génzhe livixuéshéng zou dao shijié gedi. 715 FIRE B 224
FEFH F 4, This and each subsequent translation are my own.

3 Fenggang Yang, for example, has long been a pioneer in this field (see Yang and
Tamney 2006).

Page 195 of 286



34 JOSEPH CHADWIN

an evangelising narrative.* This article intends to provide much needed data
pertaining to the religiosity of Chinese students. More specifically, it intends
to examine how Chinese students in Vienna observed Spring Festival in 2021.
Writing of the difficulties international students are often faced with, Lin
(2012: 336) argues that “international students’ awareness of the local culture
and societal norms endlessly interact with their old frames of reference.”
Spring Festival arguably constitutes the strongest “reference” point for Chi-
nese students studying abroad. An in-depth examination of how a small sam-
ple of Chinese students in Vienna utilise (or indeed choose not to utilise) this
reference point will bring us a step closer to understanding the Chinese reli-
gious experience in an international context. It should be acknowledged from
the outset that the case study presented does not constitute a normal Spring
Festival: compared to past years, the restrictions brought about by Covid-19
meant that the 2021 Spring Festival in Vienna was quite the anomaly. Thus,
this article demonstrates how Chinese international students in Vienna re-
sponded to the unusual circumstances. I will argue that this response had two
different forms. The first manifestation is that the religious beliefs of students
were unaltered but they made the active decision to be inactive during the
festival. I refer to these students as “passive observers.” The second response
students had was to be proactive in instigating their own private expressions
of religiosity. I refer to these students as “active observers.”

2. Student Religiosity

The period of late adolescence and young adulthood that encapsulates the
university years is often characterised as a time of movement towards greater
independence and a more clearly articulated personal philosophy (Pargament
et al. 1984: 266). Bryant, Choi, and Yasuno (2003: 726) were right in stating
that the university period is “a critical time when students search for meaning
in life and examine their spiritual/religious beliefs and values.” Although
scholars often disagree as to whether the university experience increases or
decreases religiosity, it is clear that they agree that attending university has a
large effect on the religious beliefs of students. This section shall briefly out-
line some of the main themes of scholarship pertaining to student religiosity.

4 For example, in her study of Chinese students’ attraction to Christianity, Elisabeth
den Boer readily admits that her role as a researcher sometimes led her to adopt the role of
a “spiritual leader” (den Boer 2007: 27).
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2.1. The University Experience Decreases Student Religiosity

Although recently it is often regarded as something of a dated argument,
much of the respective scholarship asserts that the university experience de-
creases religiosity among students. For example, Bryant, Choi, and Yasuno
(2003: 724) note that “most of the available evidence points to religious de-
cline and enhanced secularization among students during college.” They
elaborate that “most of the literature to date suggests that college attendance
does tend to weaken students’ religious attitudes and behaviours as a result
of distance from family members, certain institutional environments, and in-
teractions with nonreligious peers and faculty” (ibid.: 726). Feldman (1970:
123) notes how a large number of studies argue that university students
“come to attach less importance to religious values, become more sceptical
about God, the church, and religious activities, and become less religiously
orthodox and fundamentalistic.” Caplovitz and Sherrow (1977: 109) fa-
mously wrote that university life is “a breeding ground for apostasy.” In his
study of 311 freshmen and 146 seniors (students in their third or fourth year),
Hunsberger (1978: 160) found that the university experience had a liberalis-
ing effect upon students that made them attend church less frequently: seniors
reported attending church less frequently and having a less orthodox belief in
the Bible. Moreover, he claimed that students were increasingly experiencing
greater doubt concerning the religious beliefs taught to them (ibid.: 161).
Katz (1967: 153) found a “sharp decrease in conventional religious attitudes
of university students.” Brinkerhoff (1993: 235) writes that religious disaffil-
iation is particularly common among young adults. A more recent study can
be found in Smith (2001: 96) who writes that “I have never encountered stu-
dents who did not think that they had a spiritual side to their nature, but or-
ganized, institutionalized spirituality (which is what religion comes down to)
is not well regarded on campus.” Hunter (1983: 132) even goes as far as mak-
ing the sweeping statement that it is “a well-established fact that education,
even Christian education, secularizes.”

Roozen (1980: 443) identifies a mass religious “dropout rate” among uni-
versity students “due primarily to the lessening of parental influence charac-
teristic of this stage in the life cycle and a generalized feeling that the church
has little of interest or relevance to offer.” Although not arguing that univer-
sity necessarily decreases student religiosity, Mayrl and Oeur (2009: 270—
271) note the disruptive effect of university: “[T]he transplanting of students
from their teenage congregation to the college setting likely will have disrup-
tive and transformative effects upon the role models available to students, the
type of social capital generated, and the extent to which network closure is
relevant.”
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Uecker, Regnerus, and Vaaler (2007: 1686) note a potential danger to a
student’s religiosity upon matriculation: that of weak religious socialisation.
They assert that if parents do not “actively affirm and transmit the oral and
written traditions of a religion, their failure to ‘teach the language’ results in
young adults who cannot ‘speak the language’ and who are at elevated risk
of shedding their religious value system altogether.” They therefore reckon
that “once adolescents leave the structures (i.e., families) that have patterned
their religious lives, religiosity may simply be left behind as well” (ibid.).
Welch and Barrish (1982: 365) also argue that since few of the students in-
cluded in their sample were married or had children, they were not motivated
to “participate in the life of a congregation to obtain guidance in family in-
teractions.”

2.2. The University Experience Increases Student Religiosity

Many modern studies of student religiosity have argued that university tends
to cause students to become more religious. This assertion even extends be-
yond that of academia: the New York Times reported in 2007 that “there is
probably more active religious life [on campus] now than there has been in
100 years” (Finder 2007). Possibly the most famous study to date is that car-
ried out by the Higher Education Research Institute (HERI). Based on survey
data obtained from 112,232 students attending a national sample of 236 col-
leges and universities, their 2004 study of the spiritual life of university stu-
dents revealed that:

Today’s college students have very high levels of spiritual interest and in-
volvement [...]. They espouse many spiritual and religious values and virtues
[...]. Four in five indicate “having an interest in spirituality” and “believing
in the sacredness of life,” and nearly two-thirds say that “my spirituality is a
source of joy” [...]. About four in five report that they attended religious ser-
vices in the past year and that they discussed religion/spirituality with friends
and family. More than three-fourths believe in God, and more than two in
three say that their religious/spiritual beliefs “provide me with strength, sup-
port, and guidance” (HERI 2004: 3—4).

Some studies opt to examine student “spirituality” instead of (or along-
side) religiosity. For example, in their study of the “spiritual life” of univer-
sity students, Astin and Astin (2010: 3) found that “many students are [...]
actively engaged in a spiritual quest [... and] four in five students tell us that
they ‘have an interest in spirituality’.” Similarly, Cherry, DeBerg, and Por-
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terfield (2001: 276) argue that undergraduates can often be classified as “spir-
itual seekers rather than religious dwellers” who construct “their spirituality
without much regard to the boundaries dividing religious denominations, tra-
ditions, or organizations.” Bryant, Choi, and Yasuno (2003: 736) make an
active distinction between religiosity and spirituality among students, arguing
that whereas the former tends to decline following matriculation, “they be-
came more committed to integrating spirituality into their lives.”

2.3. The University Experience Has No Effect on Student Re-
ligiosity

Some scholars argue that the religiosity of students does not change during
the course of university. For example, Mayrl and Oeur (2009: 263) maintain
that arguments suggesting that student religiosity increases or decreases dur-
ing university should be disregarded, as the representation of “a lot” or “a
little” religion among university students “largely depends on the frame of
reference.” They instead argue that

[i]n many respects, interest in religion and spirituality among college students
appears broad, but not necessarily deep. The more time and investment reli-
gion requires of them, the less likely students are to engage; hence, students
are more likely to believe in God and to pray occasionally than they are to
attend services or participate in campus religious organizations (ibid.).

They thus conclude that, although students have extensive religious and spir-
itual commitments, for many of them these commitments are not a priority
during university: religious practice declines during university, while reli-
gious beliefs are maintained (ibid.: 272).

Hurtado et al. (2007: 25) found that the areas in which the majority of
students noted “no change” included their “religious beliefs and convictions™:
fifty-six per cent of final year students in their study reported “no change” in
their religious beliefs and convictions since the beginning of university. They
note that a more recent line of inquiry is whether the religious commitments
are ignored or reconstituted during the college years (ibid.: 265). Similarly,
Uecker, Regnerus, and Vaaler (2007: 1683) write that, although student life
at university is marked by a clear decline in outward religious expression and
dropping out of organised religion altogether,® the overwhelming majority

5 A phenomenon that they claim “no religious group is immune to” (Uecker, Regnerus,
and Vaaler 2007: 1667).
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maintain at least a “static level” of personal religiosity at university: “for
most, it seems religious belief systems go largely untouched for the duration
of their education.”

Clydesdale (2007: 50) argues that university students simply do not tend
to concern themselves with matters of religion and spirituality. He holds that
“religious and spiritual identities are peripheral to [their] quest and stowed in
an identity lockbox for a later point in the life cycle.”

2.4. The Effect of Religion on Student Mental Health

One of the more recent common lines of inquiry into student religiosity per-
tains to the effect of religion on the mental health of students. To this end,
Pargament et al. (1984: 266) argue that religion serves a variety of functions
for university students, each one of great benefit to mental health: “[I]t pro-
vides personal support, social support, social gain, and/or satisfies a sense of
obligation.” Phillips and Henderson (2006: 166) argue that evidence suggests
that religious people have lower rates of depression than non-religious peo-
ple. While readily acknowledging that the relationship between religiosity
and mental health is difficult to measure and interpret, they assert that “there
is a clear link between self-reported religiousness and symptoms of depres-
sion, with those students who profess some level of religiousness having
fewer symptoms than those who claim none” (ibid.: 169). They identify three
components that define the relationship between religion and mental health:

1. Religious participation offers people opportunities for regular social
interaction with others who share their beliefs and values. These so-
cial networks supply companionship and comfort during stressful
times.

2. Religion helps people make sense of undesirable life events and con-
ditions, and helps them cope with personal setbacks such as grief and
health problems.

3. Religion promotes healthy lifestyles. Studies show that religious par-
ticipation decreases the likelihood that one will abuse alcohol or
drugs, two key factors associated with mental health problems (ibid.:
166).

Much of this scholarship surrounding religiosity and student mental
health focuses on the social aspect of university religious life. For example,
in their survey of 2,000 students, Pargament et al. (1984: 278) found that
students most frequently cited the importance of being part of a community
of believers and of responding to people in physical or emotional need: they
“feel a need to be part of a group or community.” Bryant (2007: 3) writes that

Page 200 of 286



AN ETHNOGRAPHIC STUDY OF CHINESE UNIVERSITY STUDENTS 39

religious participation on campus is itself a form of social integration:
“[F]aith communities are instrumental in the formation of friendships and in-
timacy with other people, and these supportive networks, in turn, provide a
wide range of psychological and spiritual benefits.” Mayrl and Oeur (2009:
267) note that Bryant’s hypothesis is supported by qualitative studies “which
have shown that participation in religious communities provides an important
source of support during times of stress and distress.” In her survey of 3,680
students across fifty four-year colleges and universities in the US, Bryant
found that the first year of university saw a ten percentage-point increase in
frequent depression among both religious group participants and non-partic-
ipants. She concluded that “the only reason participating in religious groups
does not boast a stronger negative correlation with emotional well-being is
because these students tend to develop friendship networks that are ultimately
beneficial for them” (Bryant 2007: 12).

2.5. The Limitations of Investigations into Student Religiosity

Despite the growth in studies pertaining to student religiosity, it is clear that
the field is somewhat rife with problems. Some scholars have thus noted the
limitations and problems of measuring student religiosity. For example,
Mayrl and Oeur (2009: 260) argue that “most of the voluminous literature on
religion and higher education has been normative or theoretical in character,
filled with grand claims noticeably lacking in empirical justification.” This
study certainly makes no such “grand claims.” Given the small scale of my
sample size, this study does not claim to offer anything sweeping but instead
gives an in-depth look into Chinese student religiosity in Vienna.

Much of the scholarship surrounding student religiosity relies upon sur-
vey data. Some scholars have rightly noted the problems that come with this
methodology. For instance, Clydesdale (2007: 49) writes that “analysis of a
static questionnaire gives little basis to conclude, as HERI does,” that stu-
dents are actively engaged in a spiritual quest. Bender (2007: 2) wrote that
studies (particularly those that utilise survey analyses) pertaining to student
religiosity “at best capture only a narrow range of students’ religious and
spiritual practices, narratives, identities, and meaningful affiliations.” He
later rightly noted that “most survey analyses focus on the most general and
indistinct religious and spiritual questions rather than asking about specific
rituals or practices, or using language that might be more specific rather than
universal” (ibid.: 8). Despite its undeniably impressive scope, the HERI’s
measurement of student religiosity comes from a questionnaire in which stu-
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dents have a list of twenty-one options to the prompt “current religious pref-
erence” (Stolzenberg et al. 2019: 158).% A short glance at this list of options
reveals a very Western view of religion, one in which a Chinese student is
likely to choose the option “Atheist” despite readily engaging in religious
practice that does not neatly fall within the “World Religions” discourse
(namely Chinese Popular Religion). Thus, despite their acknowledgement
that “students coming to campuses today are a diverse group ethnically, so-
cio-economically, religiously, and politically” (HERI 2004: 22), it is some-
what easy to claim that HERI fails to account for religious practices that fall
outside of the narrow and dated vision of the World Religions discourse. This
problem can be found in many studies that utilise questionnaires to measure
student religiosity. Hollinger and Smith, for example, although developing a
scale that allows for a number of Chinese religious practices—which they
refer to as “Asian techniques (Yoga, Tai Chi, etc.), meditation” (Hollinger
and Smith 2002: 234)—regard the practices as “New Age.” Furthermore,
Mayrl and Oeur (2009: 264) note that research has not provided a compelling
answer to the question of how the college experience “affects the content of
religious beliefs”—a problem that is very difficult to address with question-
naires. They go on to suggest that it is wholly possible that qualitative studies
that have found an increase in student religiosity have focused inordinately
on those predisposed to transformation, whereas large-scale surveys fail to
notice subtle differences in belief over time. Their proposed solution is to call
for detailed, multimethod approaches that explore, among other things, the
content of student beliefs: “[GJood interview-based studies will be essential
to determine which specific questions to ask of students [...] the payoff in
attending to such nuanced measures would undoubtedly be the identification
of'a more complex and interesting pattern of beliefs and practices among col-
lege students” (ibid.: 269). It is for this reason that I have opted to utilise in-
depth interviews. I believe that survey studies are at best sweeping and at
worst highly problematic as they fail to account for beliefs (lived Chinese
popular religion) that do not neatly fall within generic “Western” categorisa-
tions of religions.

Another common problem with student religiosity surveys is the quality
of data they produce. Discussing the limitations of her study into the effects
of involvement in campus religious communities on student adjustment and

6 Agnostic, Atheist, Baptist, Buddhist, Church of Christ, Eastern Orthodox, Episcopa-
lian, Hindu, Jewish, LDS (Mormon), Lutheran, Methodist, Muslim, Presbyterian, Quaker,
Roman Catholic, Seventh-day Adventist, United Church of Christ/Congregational, Other
Christian, Other religion(s)/belief(s), None.
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development, Bryant (2007: 15) noted that student responses to her question-
naire “gave no indication of the quality of their [religious] experience or the
religious tradition central to that experience.” Alongside Choi and Yasuno,
she also warned that surveys designed to measure religious and spiritual con-
structs should consider how respondents interpret these ideas: “[Clare should
be taken to design items that translate the terms into meaningful ideas” (Bry-
ant, Choi, and Yasuno 2003: 740). They concluded that “greater clarity in
survey questions would enable participants to evaluate themselves with more
accuracy and lead to less overlap between religiousness and spiritual self-
identification” (ibid.). Unfortunately, very few studies dealing with Chinese
student religiosity have had this degree of reflection. Indeed, those who in-
clude Chinese students in their sample often fail to realise the implication of
the term “religion” in a Chinese context (a problem that I shall address in this
article). Mayrl and Oeur (2009) noted that no research to date has convinc-
ingly demonstrated that students have greater emotional well-being because
they have failed to show that it was religiosity causing those positive out-
comes. It is for this reason that I opt for interviews. It is often necessary to
have one’s interviewee elaborate to either clarify a point or to develop a new
interesting idea.

Some scholars note problems with the wording of questions. Bluntly but
rightly, Clydesdale argues that:

Asking incoming American college freshmen whether they “have an interest
in spirituality” is like asking a soldier in a trench whether he has an interest in
world peace or an arguing spouse whether she has an interest in honest and
loving communication. To learn that most would agree should not surprise us
in the slightest (Clydesdale 2007: 49).

Another problem that has been identified is one of scope. Feldman (1969:
56) has argued that universities and the students within are too diverse to
make claims about the effect the university has on the religiosity of students:
“[NTJo generalizations could be expected to apply equally to all colleges, nor,
a fortiori, to all individual students.” I have attempted to navigate this prob-
lem by removing myself from a position of assumptions. Scholars are too
often quick to assume that Chinese students are irreligious (indeed surveys
often reveal this to be the case) but I find it important to remove myself from
this assumption and place the entire knowledge in the hands of my interview-
ees: I do not seek to tell them whether or not they practice religion; I simply
seek to hear exactly how they observe Spring Festival and from there draw
conclusions.

It is also often the case that international students are misrepresented in
studies of student religiosity. Lee, Matzkin, and Arthur (2004), who utilised
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a survey sample of 988 out of 2,000 randomly selected students, acknowl-
edged that a major problem of their study could be found in the underrepre-
sentation of Eastern religions: Buddhist, Hindu, Jain, Sikh, and Muslim stu-
dents were problematically aggregated into one group called “Eastern Reli-
gion.”” It is for this reason that I believe that more studies like the one pre-
sented in this article are necessary: dedicated studies that examine specific
segments of the student population are the only means of safely ensuring data
of good quality.

3. Spring Festival

The importance of Spring Festival to Chinese students (and to the Chinese
population as a whole) cannot be underestimated. Today it stands as the most
common ritual occasion in which Chinese people participate (Feuchtwang
2001: 27). This section will briefly outline what this festival constitutes, the
scholarship outlining its importance, and scholarly observations of the festi-
val in an international context.

3.1. What is the Spring Festival?

Spring Festival (also referred to as “Chinese New Year” or “Lunar New
Year”) is an annual celebration to mark the beginning of a new year in the
Chinese lunisolar calendar. As the timing is determined by the lunar calendar,
the precise dates of the festival vary: it occurs during late January to early
February, beginning with the eve of the lunar new year and then lasting fif-
teen days. Although there are many different ways of observing the festival—
to name only the two most obvious, regional and ethnic variations—there are
anumber of frequent means of observation. Debatably the most obvious man-
ifestation of Spring Festival can be found in the coming together of families.
Traditionally, one is expected to return to their hometown and celebrate the
festival with their relatives: the occasion is primarily a social one. It is also
common to clean one’s residence, purchase new clothes, cut one’s hair, and
decorate one’s residence with, to name but one example among many, the
character fi1 (a character which is believed to bring about good fortune if dis-
played during the Spring Festival). Crucially, the Spring Festival is the most
obviously outward expression of Chinese popular religion. As elaborated in

7 There was no mention of Chinese popular religion.
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my “Because I am Chinese, I do not believe in religion”: An Ethnographic
Study of the Lived Religious Experience of Chinese Immigrant Children in
Vienna in this volume, I use Chinese Popular Religion to denote the Chinese
religious dimension of family life: rituals conducted at, for example, festivals,
weddings, or funerals that grant meaning to family members and their ances-
tors. Thus, an extremely common observation of Spring Festival is ancestor
commemoration. Many people also engage in various practices pertaining to
various gods during the festival. An obvious example of this can be seen in
the belief held by many that one’s home should be cleaned in order to appease
Zao Jun (a domestic god who protects the house and family). Although one
could readily argue that Spring Festival is a secular holiday, this article in-
tends to demonstrate that the occasion is a deeply religious one.

3.2. The Importance of Spring Festival

Goossaert, Kiely, and Lagerwey (2015: 24) note that the core notion govern-
ing family life in China is the moral debt of children—above all sons—to
parents: this debt is particularly visible during Spring Festival. The majority
of Chinese scholarship pertaining to student observation of Spring Festival
argue that university students are increasingly apathetic towards Spring Fes-
tival. Cdo and Zhang (2010: 178) lament that Chinese university students are
more interested in Christmas than Spring Festival: “Spring Festival is an an-
cient festival in our country, and it is also the most important festival of the
year, but the response is not very strong among contemporary university stu-
dents.”® They list four reasons for this:
1. The diversification of culture.’
2. The development of the market economy and the spread of the inter-
net.!?
3. The cultural heritage of university students is no longer perceived to
be “enough.”!!
4. Lack of education.'?

8 Chiinjié shi woguo yige giildo de jiéri, yéshi quan nian zui zhongyao de yigé jiéri, ké
zai dangdai daxuéshéng zhong finxidng bing bil z€ me gianglie. F T RHRE — M E M
WH. WREEFREEEN A, TESAREE PRI E AR,

9 Weénhua de fi zhdn dudyudn hua. LAWK &£ 64,

10 Chdng jingji de fii zhin hé wanglud de piji. 3525 i A R 48 1) B o

11 Daxuéshéng zishén de wénhua divin bugou. K2 H 5 I CREAE .

12 Xuéxiao jiaoyt de quéshi. FRHE WIHK
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Péng, Chén, and Guo’s (2016: 171) Spring Festival Survey of first-year
students at the Beijing Youth Politics College concluded that most college
students regarded Spring Festival as less important since starting university.
It should be noted that the scholarly emphasis herein is on the secular obser-
vation of Spring Festival. Indeed, the scholarly assumption largely remains
that representations of “being religious” are more likely to be associated with
non-Han ethnic minority groups and foreign nations (Zhao 2017: 640). To
this end, Wang and Xuan (2013: 159) have noted the commonly identified
distinction between the Chinese observation of Spring Festival and the West-
ern observation of Christmas: “Chinese traditional festival culture empha-
sizes patriarchal ethics and advocates the establishment of interpersonal rela-
tionship structure [... the Western context emphasises] the characteristics of
French festival culture and religion.”!?

Some Chinese scholarship argues that although students acknowledge the
importance of Spring Festival, they have limited understanding of the festival
itself. Ou Xi#ojing, for example, surveying 533 students across five univer-
sities in Anhui province, concluded that Chinese university students “have a
strong perceptual understanding of the Spring Festival culture and a weak
rational understanding; [ ... they] are in a state of knowing what is happening
but not knowing why” (Ou 2017: 55).14

Another popular theme among Chinese scholars is that Spring Festival is
(or at least should be) a vehicle for the socialist values of the People’s Re-
public of China (PRC). For example, Ou (2017: 55) writes that “the Spring
Festival culture is an effective carrier for practicing and inheriting core val-
ues.”!> More recently, Ou alongside Sii have argued that Spring Festival
should enhance the national identity of college students (S@i and Ou 2018:
100).18 Li (2012: 14) similarly argues that Spring Festival should be used as
a means of teaching university students ideological and political education.

13 Zhongguo chuantong de jiéri wénhua zhong zongfa lunli, chongshang rénji guanxi
Jjiégou jiashe [...] Wénhua yii zongjiao xixixiangguan de tédian. "1 EE R H XL E
SRIRMEHE ZRMANPRIR RESMIZRYL [..] SUI S SR U ISR

14 Tongguo wenjuan diaocha jiéguo faxian, daxuéshéng dui chinjié wénhua cunzai
ganxing rénshi jiao qiang, lixing réenshi pian ruo, [...] Chityu yi zhong zhi qi ran que buzht
sudyirén de hinrdn zhuangtai. I WG T R RIL. KA ST SCAAZLE R
WIRBGE . FRMEARRES: [..] AT Fh AR E A E0 I AR VSRR TS

15 Chiinjié wénhua shi jian xing yii chudnchéng héxin jiazhiguan de youxiao zaiti. 7
T BRAT 5 A% AR D LA R

16 Tishéng daxuéshéng de gudjia réntong gan. FeF+ KA M E FA [FK.
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3.3. Spring Festival in an International Context

The religious experience of international students is a severely understudied
field. Wang and Xuan (2013: 158) lament the fact that there are so few studies
on the development of the Spring Festival culture in Europe.!” Thus, despite
the vast number of Chinese students studying abroad, there is little to no
scholarship pertaining to their religious experience at university. Tan (2015:
xxx) has argued that religious affiliation (that included the nigh impossible
to define Chinese popular religion) and the conduct of religious rituals had
played important roles in making new homes and in expressing Chinese iden-
tities outside mainland China: it is crucial in “matters related to finding su-
pernatural support and re-establishing tradition and cultural identity and in
finding acceptance and integration into the mainstream non-Chinese socie-
ties.” Given the religious and ritual importance of Spring Festival, it is unsur-
prising that the festival is observed by Chinese students studying abroad. Alt-
hough the scholarship pertaining to this is extremely limited, one can find a
number of references to the difficulties experienced by students. Feuchtwang
(2001: 27) writes that those who are unable to return home to their families
for Spring Festival “would regret their absence poignantly.” Similarly, Yao
and Xi¢ (2015: 48) write that “during Spring Festival, I can feel the home-
sickness of overseas students even more.”'?

Zhang (2013: 186) writes that although overseas Chinese communities
have been divided by geography and kinship divisions, Spring Festival unites
all Chinese people.'® The most common theme that emerges out of the schol-
arship investigating student observation of Spring Festival in an international
context is the importance of community. Indeed, scholarship often focuses
on how student community practices are the predominant means of how Chi-
nese international students combat homesickness and celebrate the festival
itself. Yue (2015: 206), for example, claims that “in order to relieve home-
sickness, many [Chinese] students studying in the United States organise a

17 Mugian, youguan chiinjié wénhua zai 6uzhou fazhdn qingkuang fangmian de yanjii
hdi xiangdui jigo shdo. BT 7 AT SUTERCH K F& 15550 75 TR BFF FUIE AN X L

18 Zai chiinjié, wo géng néng ganshou dao livixuéshéng de xiangchéu. TEH1. FHE
REZ BB A 1 S R

19 Duiyii zhéxié huarén shé qun ér yan, yiji hdiwai, diyudn, xiéyudn déng duochong
guanxi zai hudrén qunti néibu xingchéngle féngé, dan chiinjié qingdidn qué shi dui bici
guanxi di queding, ji dui bici zhi jian diyuan, xiéyuan ndizhi duochong shéenfen rentong di
quérén. W TIZEENALTEM S . BIEilgHh. W&, MZELEXRAELATREN
IR T o bR (BT R M A R AR R R E . B [E &, Ek T
ELZ BN
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dinner party during the Spring Festival.”?’ Y4o and Xié (2015: 48) similarly
describe how a group of Chinese university students were able to overcome
the intense homesickness during Spring Festival by celebrating together.

With the increasing number of students studying in Europe, international
student federations commonly hold Spring Festival celebrations (Zhang
2013: 184).2! In 2020, The Times Higher Education published an insightful
article with seven accounts from Chinese university students studying
abroad. A student named Zhao stated that

[bleing a Chinese international student in a foreign country is always hard
during Chinese New Year because we are used to celebrating with our family.
Luckily, my university is going above and beyond to create a sense of com-
munity and to make the campus feel like home for us international students.
Some student organisations and clubs are also running their own events. I al-
ways love attending these with friends because they make me think of home
and remind me that although I am miles away from my home country and my
parents, | am surrounded by wonderful people who can celebrate this tradition
and welcome the start of a new year with me (Qiu et al. 2020).

Similarly, Li describes that although being in the United Kingdom during
Spring Festival “always makes me feel homesick [...]. I always have friends
celebrating with me. The core of the Chinese New Year celebration is to
spend time with family, and the friends I have made here have become like
family” (ibid.). Chen echoes this sentiment, writing that despite being sad
about being abroad for Spring Festival, he is able to celebrate with his friends.
He also notes that “it is also a chance to experience how Chinese people from
other areas celebrate this important event and to spend time with the Chinese
community at my university” (ibid.).

Wang and Xuan (2013: 160—165) write that Spring Festival in Europe
manifests in four different forms:

1. Official activities and overseas tour performances organised by Chi-

nese representative offices.

2. Celebrations organised by official European organisations.

3. Activities organised by non-governmental organisations.

4. Family and personal celebrations.

20 Weile pdijié xiangchou, bu shdo liiméi shéng dithui zai chiinjié ziizhi jucan hui. N
THHR R NOHRERSAERTHIARES.

21 Suizhe ki ou litixuéshéng de riyi zéngduo, chinjié qijian, gégué litixuéshéng lidnhé
hui yi hui jiban chiinjié gingdidn. W& R % £ 1) H #538 2. 279 W |, &E
B LA TP AR T P
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It should be apparent that each of these forms are highly social occasions that
were impossible this year.

The city of Vienna has a long history of Chinese New Year celebrations.
Wiéng and Xuan even reference the 2013 speech about the valuable contribu-
tion of Chinese immigrants to Austria made by Sebastian Kurz (b. 1986; the
current Chancellor of Austria who at the time served as state sectary of the
Interior Ministry for integration) during Spring Festival (ibid.: 162). It should
certainly be acknowledged that prior to 2021, Chinese students in Vienna had
multiple Spring Festival avenues available to them. 2020, for example, saw a
“‘China meets Austria’ festival of culture arranged by the Organisation for
the Promotion of Austro-Chinese Relations, the Confucius Institute at the
University of Vienna, and Uniart Media Vienna” (Musik & Theater 2020).
The remainder of this article will examine how a selection of Chinese stu-
dents in Vienna responded to these avenues no longer being available to
them.

4. Methodology

Wang and Xuan (2013: 171) write that not only very few scholars have in-
vestigated Spring Festival in Europe, but that the field is severely lacking
case studies that are grounded in ethnographic fieldwork.?? Although the
sample this study is built upon is relatively small, especially when compared
to student survey studies, it constitutes exactly what Wang and Xuan claim is
lacking: a case study of student experience of Spring Festival that is grounded
in ethnographic methodology.

Conducting ethnographic research since the advent of Covid-19 has been
something of a trying experience. Given that this study took place in February
2021, visiting these students in their usual place of residence was sadly im-
possible given that I wanted this study to remain ethically sound. I therefore
conducted all of my interviews at an outdoors location (that varied depending
on where the student lived) and wore a face mask for the entirety of the in-
terview. Were this a study of a “usual” Spring Festival in Vienna, I would

22 Ouzhou chiinjié wénhua yé quéshi shi zhidé jia da lidi hé jinyibu yanjiii de keti.
Xian you de yanjii bujin shuliang jiao shdo, fugaimian bu guang, érqié youqi quéshdo jiyu
rénléi xué minsi xué tidnyé didochd jichii zhi shang de shizhéng xing anli yanjii. BRINE
AW SRAES IR I EAE PR IR . B 1 PR EE B
B AT MHICH D EET AR )RG5 1 B A 2 b A SHETE AT
Fo
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have most certainly visited the student’s place of residence and observed their
respective Spring Festival practices (or lack thereof).

The fieldwork itself took place during the entire month of February 2021.
I carried out semi-structured interviews that lasted, on average, one hour.
During the interviews, I utilised Graham Harvey’s concept of “guesthood”
(Harvey 2005: 227-228; 2013: 94) wherein meetings with interviewees are
“less like formal interviews with one-way exchange of information and more
like mutually constituted relationships where knowledge is exchanged and
discussed” (Arthur 2019: 16).

The interviewees were students studying at the University of Vienna. As
of 2020, there are eighty-three Chinese students actively studying at the uni-
versity.?* This constitutes 0.2 per cent of the overall student population at the
university. This somewhat sizable portion of the international student body
reflects the overall European trend. An ever increasing number of Chinese
students are opting to study in Europe: the United Kingdom hosts the largest
number with over 107,000; Germany has over 30,000; France with approxi-
mately 24,000; Italy with 15,000; while smaller countries such as Austria,
Sweden, Ireland, Hungary, and Switzerland now housing over 2,000 students
(Stig 2021). All are ethnic Han and come from an affluent background. The
genders were divided equally and, with the exception of one, each comes
from large urban areas. Their names have been changed by assigning pseu-
donyms that reflect their gender. When quoted, I list the sex as well as how
long they have been a student in Vienna.

5. Discussion of Fieldwork Findings

The first and most obvious observation was the response to the question “Do
you practice religion?”?* Of the twenty-two students only one gave an affirm-
ative response. Indeed, one student told me “I think that the vast majority of
the Chinese population does not believe in religion.”?3 Only one student re-
garded their beliefs as religious: namely the one student who self-identifies
as Christian. The responses to the question “Are you spiritual? / What do you

23 Namely students accumulating at least sixteen European Credit Transfer and Accu-
mulation System (ECTS) credits. For a broader context of the overall Chinese population
in Austria, see the first page of Chinese Buddhism in Austria in this volume.

24 Ni xinydng zongjiao ma? AZAMEE L 2

25 Wo juédé da dudshii zhonggud rén méiyou zongjiao xinydng. G KL H+
NEA RHAFZ
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believe?” was also revealing:?® seventeen claimed that they were not, one
claimed that they were (the same student who self-identified as being reli-
gious), and three claimed that they did not know. Sixteen told me (without
my directly asking) that they self-identify as “atheist” (wiishénlun). Herein, 1
believe the limitations of student surveys are apparent: had these students
filled out a typical questionnaire designed to measure religious belief among
students, twenty-one (or ninety-five per cent) would have responded with
“no” and thus given what I intend to demonstrate as an inaccurate response.
All twenty-two students I interviewed believed that their ancestors play an
active role in their lives. All stated that they have in the past and will in the
future again engage in some manifestation of ancestor commemoration.
However, only one of the students regarded these beliefs or such practices as
“religion.” Therefore, in a survey, all but one would, believing that they were
being honest, identify as irreligious. Even surveys that offer a selection of
choices or, for example, an “other, please indicate...” option, would still lead
to these students opting for the irreligious options. I would therefore argue
that although survey studies are impressive in their scope and most certainly
serve a purpose, in the case of attempting to ascertain the religiosity of Chi-
nese students, they are deeply problematic. Hence, I believe that in-depth in-
terviews are required to fully examine the religiosity of Chinese students. In-
deed, I fully agree with Yao who, while conducting fieldwork pertaining to
religious experience in contemporary China, wrote that “when we asked fur-
ther questions about religious beliefs and practices it became clear that the
Han Chinese are more religious or spiritual than they initially said, albeit in
a subtle and complicated way” (Yao 2006: 46).

5.1. Passive Observers

Nearly half of the interviewees fell into this category (ten out of twenty-two).
By “passive observer” I mean that these students took a passive role during
Spring Festival: they did not make any assertive effort to observe the festival.
All ten of these students acknowledged the importance of Spring Festival—

26 Ni you shé me xiangxin? YRHE T4 AH{5? 1t should be acknowledged that 1 have
purposefully opted not to utilise the term jingshén to denote “spiritual” despite it being the
usual translation of the term. However, in my experience, jingshén is used in the Chinese
context as being in contrast to materiality. The term “spiritual” simply does not have the
same connotations that one associates it with in a Western context. I therefore believe the
broader question “Ni you shé me xiangxin?” is more useful in a fieldwork setting.
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one told me that “Spring Festival is incredibly important!”?’—and all ex-
pressed regret that they could not be with their families. However, not one of
them did anything to observe the festival. Hin Bdoyéan (male; second year)
summarised his reasons thus:

Every Spring Festival, we [he and his family] clean the house, visit the graves
of my ancestors, and visit our friends and relatives. Spring Festival is different
in Vienna. Last year I celebrated with my Chinese friends but we couldn’t do
that this year.?®

Thus one can note the social importance of Spring Festival. Han Boyéan al-
ready identified a difference between celebrating Spring Festival in China
and celebrating it in Austria—he and his friends were unable to pay their
respect at the graves of their ancestors and visit their family and friends in
China, but they were nevertheless able to observe the festival by coming to-
gether as a community. The implication being that observing Spring Festival
is impossible without its community aspect. This notion is deeply supported
by Huang Jiming (male; third year) who, in a most revealing interview, told
me that “Spring Festival is not Spring Festival if you cannot see your friends
and family. It is simply impossible for me to celebrate by myself.”?° Of the
ten passive observers, all but one shared this sentiment. However, although I
do believe that one can conclude from this that students deeply believe in the
community aspect of Spring Festival to the extent that if a community was
unavailable to them they would not observe the festival, this is not a surpris-
ing conclusion. I believe that a more interesting discussion can be found in
the religious motivation (or rather lack thereof) of these students.

Although they certainly would not use the term “religious,” each one of
these ten students were aware of their religious role during Spring Festival:
they all believed that they should remain passive. This manifested in two
ways: those to whom their role was second nature and those to whom it was
an active duty.

27 Chanjié féichdng zhongyao! W EE |

28 Méinian chiinjié women dou bd jiali ddsdo ganjing, qu sdomu, qu qingi péngyou
Jjia bainian. Zai wéi'ér na de chinjié bu tai yiyang. Qunian wo gén zhongguo péngyou
yigiguole chinjié, danshi jinnicn méiyou. FHEFRTRMMICK BITH T ZHE.
PR KF TR . EYERPIIFE AR R BERM P EM AL 7F.
ERSHERA

29 Ruguo bunéng gén qingi péngyou zai yiqi chinjié bu zai shi chunjié. Wo ziji yige
rén shi bu hui gingzhi de. WMIRABEHRIRAKE —BETAHLEFEN, REC
NI R«
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Those to whom their religious role during Spring Festival was second na-
ture had never before actively considered their role. Four of the ten students
fell into this category. They each believed that the various Spring Festival
rites enacted by their respective families were of enormous importance but
knew that it was not their place to enact these rites. Indeed, my very question
of whether or not they enacted any of these rites themselves was seen to be
an incredibly strange line of inquiry. Héu Yachun (female; second year), for
example, looked visibly perplexed by my question, eventually telling me that
she had never thought about it before but “I think that it is not my duty to
commemorate my ancestors in Vienna, so I have never done it.”3° Hé Zhihu4
(female; third year) thought that my question was strange for a different rea-
son: “It is very important to offer to my ancestors! But my ancestors are in
China and I am in Austria.”*! This statement is interesting for two reasons: it
demonstrates the importance Chinese students place on ancestor commemo-
ration®? and it reveals a geographic component to said commemoration.

The six students who believe that their passive role was essentially their
duty were a lot more convinced by their responses than the aforementioned
four. Core to these students was the term “duty” (zhizé). Jid Manyin (male;
first year), a very shy student, informed me: “When I was taking the College
entrance examination [in the PRC], my mother would go to Yonghé Gong
every day to pray for me.’* She told me that it was her duty as a parent. My
duty is to study so that I can one day pay my parents back.”>

Herein one finds a double duty: Jia Manyin has a religious obligation to
his parents grounded in filiality (xido), and his parents, in turn, have a reli-
gious obligation to support him. The manifestation of the latter, in this case,
happens to be praying at a temple in Béijing. It was because of his awareness
of his “duty” that Jid Manyin did not formally conduct any rituals this Spring
Festival. Indeed, conducting Spring Festival rituals is simply not a part of his
duty. This sentiment was echoed by St Yachun (female; fourth year): “I want
to make my parents happy. I think that the best way for me to do that is study

30 Wo xiang wo shén zai wéiyena ji bai ziixian bushi wo de zhizé, suoyi conglai méiyou
zuoguo. AR S ELWIEIEA LA RBMIRTT. Frel AoREA .

31 Ji bai ziixian feichang zhongyao, danshi wo rén zai aodili ér ziixian zai zhongguo.
SFMUSEARH B, (HRBRALE AT S/ P E .

32 All twenty-two students I interviewed practiced some form of ancestor commemo-
ration.

33 The Yonghe Temple in Beijing that is often referred to (in English) as the Lama
Temple.

34 Wo gaokdo de shihou, mama méitian di qu yonghé gong qiddo, ta shuo zhe shi ta
de zhizé, ér wo de zhizé shi hdo hao xuéxi yihou huibao fumii. =25 IR GU0E K
HERERE TR MU R KR T . TR AHR 33 A2 47 4 27 > LUE IR S B
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hard every day. Of course I miss them but I also know that I am here to
study.”’ Finally, Péng Ydchun (female; second year) told me: “Every year
we [she and her parents] visit my grandparents. We all go together to the
village temple to pray. I obviously cannot do that this year but my parents
told me that they will pray for me.”3¢ Thus what I found is the idea that stu-
dents sometimes do not feel the need or compulsion to observe Spring Festi-
val by performing various rituals because they are well aware the rituals that
need to be enacted are being enacted by their parents.

It is tempting to conclude that without the social pressure (and physical
presence) of their parents, university has a secularising effect on these stu-
dents. Indeed, one might be prone to argue that these students appear to be in
line with the aforementioned theories because they seem to hold the opinion
that the religious practices of Spring Festival have, as Roozen put it, “little of
interest or relevance to offer” (Roozen 1980: 443). However, the evidence
presented shows that these students do believe that the rituals have much to
offer, and their beliefs remain untouched—which is in line with aforemen-
tioned theorists who propose that university has no effect on student religios-
ity.

It is equally tempting to suggest that, in line with Uecker, Regnerus, and
Vaaler (2007: 1686), passive observers are passive in their lack of observa-
tion of Spring Festival because they have not been taught “the language” of
religion. Indeed, the very fact that four of these passive students were per-
plexed by my asking whether or not they conducted any Spring Festival ritu-
als might lead one to believe that they simply did not know how to perform
these rituals. However, I believe that the data more so suggests that these
students were passive because they believed that it was not their place to con-
duct these rituals. I would even argue that they were, in their own way, very
much “speaking the language” of religion when they explained that their cur-
rent duty was to study as hard as they can so that they could one day pay their
parents back.

35 Wo juédé rang fumii kaixin de zui hdo de banfd jiushi méitian hdo hao xuéxi. Wo
dangrdn hén xidng tamen, danshi wo zhidao wo shi ldi xuéxi de. T A1 S BEFF O 1) 83
TP B INERR AR UFIF 2 2] o FEIMRAEABAT, (HRIAE IR T8,

36 Meéinian women dou qu kan yéyé ndinai, qu cinli de miao qifi. Jinnian kénding shi
bunéng qule, fimii gaosu wo tamen hui wéi wo qifii de. TERANVERELF T W 2
HERRUHE. SEEERARSE T KREFRMAIS IR .
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5.2. Active Observers

The very slight majority of students fell into this category (twelve out of
twenty-two). These students made active efforts to observe Spring Festival
in various ways. Similar to the passive students, these students also told me
that under normal circumstances they would celebrate Spring Festival with
their Chinese friends in Vienna. The difference lies in the fact that whereas
the social distancing circumstances of 2021 led the passive students to be
passive during Spring Festival, the twelve active students were all compelled
to act in various ways. The manifestations of these actions varied greatly:
some students only did very small acts while others did bigger ones. What is
significant is that they were all compelled by the circumstances to act.
Given the aforementioned social importance of Spring Festival, it was
unsurprising to find that many of the twenty-two students sampled cited feel-
ings of loneliness during Spring Festival. What I did find surprising was that
some of the active observers opted to use their religious belief to make them-
selves feel closer to a wider community during this year’s festival. Kang
Yachun (male; third year), a particularly formal student, went to the trouble
of printing off paper money to burn as an offering to his ancestors. When I
asked him why he did this, he gave me something of a textbook explanation:
“Our ancestors have left us a rich cultural heritage. It is very important that
we show our ancestors respect every Spring Festival.”3” On the surface, this
does not seem at all surprising: burning money for one’s ancestors is a very
common practice. However, it becomes surprising when one realises the rea-
soning behind it. Kang Yéchtin had never before performed this practice him-
self. He had done it with his parents throughout the entirety of his childhood
but they had always been the ones to instigate the practice every Spring Fes-
tival. Moreover, he had not enacted this ritual the past two years he had lived
in Vienna (instead he had marked the occasion by meeting with friends).
However, this year was different. Kang Yachun made the assertive effort of
printing off his own money and burning it by himself for the first time in his
life. When I asked him why he did this and what made this year different, he
simply replied: “I deeply miss my parents.”® Herein, I believe that one finds
the use of religious belief and practice as a comfort during difficult times.
Indeed, I believe that one can find evidence for Pargament et al.’s (1984: 166)
theory of religion helping people cope with difficult situations. However,

37 Zixian liu géile women féngfii de wénhua yichdn. Dui women lai shuo méinian
chiinjié ji bai ziixian feichang zhongydo. #5644 T IATHEE WCE ™. X IRATK
WEERE TR IR EE.

38 W6 hdo xidng wo de firmii. BIFRRIRAILEE
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more interesting is the finding that Kang Yéchun’s belief and practice seem
to be a somewhat unique manifestation of Pargament et al.’s theory that reli-
gion provides social networks that supply companionship and comfort during
stressful times (ibid.). Although Pargament et al. meant this very literally—
they were speaking about the physical body of believers—Kang Yéachun was
essentially getting in contact with his ancestors by offering to them. This sub-
sequently made him feel closer to his parents. Féng Yéachun (female; fourth
year) also printed off her own money and burned it for her ancestors. She
explicitly told me that doing so helped her to feel close to her family. Her
only concern was that she might be too far away: “I hope the money reaches
them!”*

The most common method active observers utilised in order to celebrate
Spring Festival was cleaning their place of residence and/or putting up deco-
rations. Eleven of the twelve told me that they had decorated their room or
flat with Spring Festival Couplets and the Chinese character fii (a blessing
that brings good fortune). Eight of the twelve told me that they had cleaned
their place of residence. Three of those eight explicitly told me that they did
this on the off chance that their ancestors (or, in one case, the kitchen god
Zao Jan) would visit, but the remaining five could not give a proper reason.
Thinking that my question was extremely odd, Céng Honghéan (male; second
year) told me “this is simply what we do every Spring Festival.”*

What was most striking about the students who decorated and cleaned
their place of residence was their reasoning for doing so. They were used to
celebrating Spring Festival in a social manner. When this proved to be im-
possible, they essentially took Spring Festival into their own hands. An ex-
cellent demonstration of this notion was found in Rén Jiming (male; third
year), who purchased a Chinese children’s book about Spring Festival from
a local bookstore, entitled Happy Chinese New Year: The Irised Kingdom
(2019). It was in this book that he learned about Nian Shou for the first time.*!
He told me that his parents had often mentioned ghosts (guf) but he had never
before heard of this monster. During Spring Festival, he brought up the sub-
ject with his parents in China. Neither of them had heard of the monster but
his grandparents had. This led to his grandparents reprimanding his parents
for not properly teaching him about Chinese culture. When I asked whether
or not he believed in the existence of Nian Shou he laughed and told me that
he wore red (a common way of keeping Nidn Shou at bay) just in case, even

39 Wo xiwang ziixian néng shou dao wo shao de zhigian. 34 B Y REUR BB BE IR
itz

40 Zhé shi women guojié de fangshi. X ZFA1L T HITT .

41 A monster who comes out every Spring Festival.
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though “I know it’s silly.”*? What I find particularly striking in this example
is that Rén Jiming not only made the assertive decision to educate himself
about Spring Festival (albeit via a children’s book), but that the information
he ascertained also went on to potentially inform the practice of his parents
in China. At the very least it led to Rén Jiming’s grandparents expressing
mild irritation towards his parents. Herein, one arguably finds an example of
a student who has not been taught “the language” of religion (Uecker, Reg-
nerus, and Vaaler 2007: 1686). However, whereas Uecker, Regnerus, and
Vaaler argue that this leads to a decrease in religiosity, in the case of Rén
Jiming, it served as a motivating factor that led him to educate himself.

A more amusing manifestation of a student taking Spring Festival ritual
into her own hands was found in the example of Bai Manyin (female; fourth
year). She desperately wanted to enact her family tradition of placing a coin
inside a dumpling. She made the dumplings, hid a coin in one of them, but
was then too worried that her ancestors would not approve of her simply eat-
ing them all herself. She therefore decided to try to offer them to her neigh-
bour, who although was very thankful, politely declined taking them. This
caused something of a moral crisis. Bai Manyin took the dumplings back to
her room and called her parents to ask for advice. This apparently caused
quite a family debate. In the end it was decided that it would indeed be bad
luck if she simply ate the dumplings herself. Her parents told her to offer the
dumplings to her great-grandmother and great-grandfather. She therefore
printed out a picture of her great-grandparents and offered them the dump-
lings. However, she then had to have an “awkward” (bu shiifii) conversation
with her parents a couple of days later when she realised that she had no idea
what to do with the food that had been offered. Not only is this another ex-
ample of a student’s practice informing religious practice back in China (it
was clear that her parents had a lengthy debate about what to do with the
dumplings), but it is also another example of a student assertively enacting
her religious beliefs. Even though she was happy (albeit embarrassed) to ad-
mit that she felt somewhat uninformed, the desire to enact the rituals were
very much present, and it was obvious that the religious belief was very much
there. Here one arguably finds another example of a student who has not been
taught “the language” of religion (Uecker, Regnerus, and Vaaler 2007: 1686).
However, as with Ren Jiming, Bai Manyin was very motivated to take mat-
ters into her own hands despite her lack of religious “language.”

Although for the most part, one finds evidence of students who, being
unable to observe Spring Festival in the usual social way, created their own
private Spring Festival rituals, two students were something of an anomaly

42 W zhidao zhé hén sha. TRENTEIXIRAEL.
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in that they did not maintain social distance during Spring Festival. In a most
revealing interview, Gong Honghan (male; third year) told me:

I actually feel like this year’s Spring Festival was a good one. I was able to
celebrate with a very good Austrian friend. His grandmother died three years
ago so we visited her grave. We cleaned the grave and then we lit incense. He
gave her flowers and I gave her tea from my home town. I know it was not a
usual Spring Festival but I am very happy that I was able to share my culture
with a good friend.®3

Although this experience of Spring Festival is somewhat difficult to contrast
with the comparatively private experiences of the other students, what I find
particularly striking in this instance was not only the obviously important so-
cial aspect of Spring Festival, but also the cultural importance: it was clearly
a meaningful experience for Gong Honghan that he was able to share his cul-
ture and religion with an Austrian friend. Similarly, Rén Léxin (female;
fourth year) did not maintain social distance. This was to the extent that she
celebrated Spring Festival in the usual fashion with nine of her Chinese
friends. She claimed that Spring Festival was simply “too important” (tai
zhongyao) to neglect seeing people.

Rather strangely, the one student who self-identified as “religious” fell
into the category of active observers. Mao Zhihué (female; fourth year) con-
verted to Catholicism in 2018 and currently self-identifies as Christian. De-
spite this self-identification, for the first time in her life she chose to send
money to her parents for the explicit purpose of donating to their local temple.
She informed me that she was worried about Covid-19 and would regularly
pray to God about it. However, on top of this, she also wanted to offer a sum
of money (she did not disclose the amount) to Guanyin, the bodhisattva of
compassion in the Buddhist tradition. Her reasoning was that the past year
had been particularly stressful, and she wanted to do anything in her power
to help. I find it to be significant that she believed that giving money to
Guanyin was seen by her as an act that had the potential to improve the gen-
eral situation. It is all the more significant when regarded in line with Yao’s

43 Wo zhenxin juédé jinnian de chinjié hai bucuo, yinweéi wo gén yige hén hdo de
aodaliyd péngyougudle nian. Ta de ndinai san nian qian qushile, women yiqi qu sdole mu
zhidao zhé shi yige butong xunchdng de chinjié, danshi hén gaoxing wo gén péngyou
Sfenxidngle wo de chinjié wénhua. I LHAFSEMFETIEAH . FONTRIR— R4
FIMCR ML A AL 748 AP =Rl £ 7. BAT—R &4 7 & - 55,
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following argument: “While donation itself does not necessarily mean reli-
gious devotion, it does imply that those who donated were willing to support
religion or to please the god/spirits worshipped, or at least were mindful of
the existence of spiritual beings and sacred places” (Yao 2006: 47). Thus, I
believe one finds a potential solution to the problem of data collection. Ide-
ally, the religious views of Chinese students should be ascertained through
dedicated ethnographic research (namely interviews that account for the in-
tricate nuances of Chinese popular religion) but I am aware that this is im-
practical. I certainly hold that conducting further ethnographic research into
Chinese student religiosity is needed, but given that surveys and question-
naires will inevitably continue to be carried out, I believe that better questions
should become the standard. Simply asking “are you religious” or “to which
religion do you belong” is simply inapplicable to the context of Chinese pop-
ular religion. Inquiring after practice would debatably yield more accurate
results. Mao Zhthua would obviously self-identify as a Catholic in a ques-
tionnaire, but her Chinese popular religion practice would go unacknowl-
edged, thus obscuring the data. The addition of questions pertaining to prac-
tice—namely inquiring whether or not the student has recently given money
to a temple, if the student possesses a home shrine, or whether one engages
in the practice of giving offerings—have the potential of producing more ac-
curate results.

6. Concluding Remarks

This paper never intended to offer any sweeping statements about the student
experience of Spring Festival in Vienna. Not only is the sample size too
small, the 2021 Spring Festival has not been a usual one. Nevertheless, I be-
lieve that the data presented in this article lead to one significant conclusion:
in contrast to the prevalent notion that Chinese students are irreligious, the
students of this study demonstrated a deep and unique understanding of their
own religious lifeworld. The students identified as active observers of Spring
Festival proactively engaged with ritual and belief. Although they did not
specify a change of intensity in their beliefs—it was not the case that they
reported that, for example, their belief in their ancestors was strengthened—
but each of them made a very conscious attempt to engage in ritual practice.
Moreover, although the passive observers made an active decision not to en-
gage in ritual practice, the very fact that they questioned whether they should
practice—a question that they grappled with for the first time in their lives—
is deeply significant: it reveals the extent of import these students grant to the
beliefs and practices that manifest saliently in Spring Festival.
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A second conclusion that can be drawn from this study pertains to the
international context, which is what ties the entire student sample together.
Indeed, it was precisely because of this international context that the students
made the active decision to either enact ritual or avoid doing so. If the inter-
national context were to be removed—that is, had the students been in their
respective hometowns for the occasion—the very question of whether they
should enact Spring Festival ritual would not have occurred: they would have
simply observed the festival in the same way they always had. This study has
demonstrated that the religious lifeworlds of these international students are
very different to that of Chinese students living in China. Indeed, the very
fact that these students engaged with Spring Festival in a manner in which
they have never done so before suggests that the festival itself was an outward
manifestation of a “diasporic cultural enclave”: something of a crystallising
point in which their previously formed Chinese popular religious beliefs were
expressed. Some scholars (Ebaugh and Chafetz 2000) have examined the role
of religion in maintaining group identity and culture. I believe this is exactly
what the students of this study were doing: forming a cultural enclave in
which they felt closer to their homes and families in China. I therefore believe
that one can argue that these students experienced an increase in religiosity:
the very establishment of cultural enclaves indicates that Chinese popular re-
ligious elements became more important to them, albeit in different ways.
The very fact that these students engaged for the first time in their lives with
the question of orthopraxis is crucial: regardless of whether or not the stu-
dents decided it was indeed their place to conduct Spring Festival rituals,
questioning if they should in the first place and also, in the case of the active
observers, questing row they should conduct it, demonstrates an increase in
religiosity.

However, I believe that this article cannot contribute to the wider discus-
sion of whether the university experience per se increases, decreases, or does
not affect student religiosity, for three reasons. First, I do not have a sufficient
reference point for prior student religious engagement: that is, given that I do
not possess ethnographic fieldwork data based upon these students’ religious
engagement (or lack thereof) prior to matriculation, no meaningful conclu-
sion can be drawn. Second, I believe that the data presented in this study
suggests that it was the international context as opposed to the university one
that resulted in an increase in student religiosity. These students essentially
utilised Spring Festival as a means of getting in touch with their home. Sev-
eral students, for example, spoke of being “homesick” (xidngjid de) and some
even described a feeling of homesickness for China (sixiang de) when de-
scribing their reasoning behind their Spring Festival engagement. It was clear
that their distance from and their perceived desire to feel closer to home is

Page 220 of 286



AN ETHNOGRAPHIC STUDY OF CHINESE UNIVERSITY STUDENTS 59

twhat was driving their increased religiosity. In contrast, there was no evi-
dence to suggest that being at university had any noticeable effect upon the
religiosity of the students. I therefore believe that the influence of the inter-
national context cannot be overstated. Third, the overall discussion of
whether the university experience increases student religiosity utterly ignores
the context of Chinese popular religion. Instead, this discourse takes place
within a very narrow and Christocentric perspective that has practically im-
movable categories that, for the most part, simply cannot be applied to a Chi-
nese religious context. More often than not, the aforementioned studies em-
ploy a World Religions rhetoric that simply lacks the lived variety of Chinese
popular religion. Thus, it is somewhat impossible to apply, for example,
Clydesdale’s (2007: 50) “lockbox” analogy to Chinese popular religion, be-
cause Clydesdale is speaking from the perspective of institutionalised West-
ern religion. I would therefore argue, as [ do in “Because I am Chinese, I do
not believe in religion”’: An Ethnographic Study of the Lived Religious Expe-
rience of Chinese Immigrant Children in Vienna, that greater caution is re-
quired when conducting research into the lived religious beliefs and experi-
ences of Chinese students. Although large-scale surveys certainly have their
value, utilising problematic terms such as “religion” in a Chinese context will
inevitably lead to false data. Despite demonstrating religious commitment,
all but one of the students in this study would not answer in the affirmative
to the question “are you religious?” Similarly, ethnographic studies need to
be mindful of how questions are phrased. Although I adamantly believe that
the question of whether or not the university experience increases or de-
creases student religiosity is worthy of further research, I would urge for this
future research to be grounded in an understanding of the manifold dimen-
sions of religion.
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List of Abbreviations

ECTS  European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System
HERI  Higher Education Research Institute

LDS The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
PRC People’s Republic of China
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Religiously Apathetic, Hybrid Christians, and
Traditional Converts: An Ethnographic Study
of How Chinese Immigrant Children in
Vienna Engage with Christianity

Joseph Chadwin

1. Introduction

Lu etal. (2013: 230) write that, after immigrating, “a change of religion adds
another dynamic to the challenges of assimilating into a new culture.” In
2021, I undertook an ethnographic study of the lived religious experience of
Chinese immigrant children living in Vienna (Chadwin 2021). In this study,
| found that the parents of these children regularly made them attend formal
Catholic education as a means of helping them assimilate to Austrian society.
I concluded that “the Chinese children I spoke to very much used Christianity
as a means of assimilating into Austrian culture without (except in one case)
actually adopting Catholic beliefs” (ibid.: 25). However, given that this was
a general study of childhood religiosity at large as opposed to Christianity in
particular, it was clear that further research was warranted. This article will
therefore examine Chinese immigrant Christianity—which, in this context,
specifically refers to the Roman Catholic Church—through the lens of child-
hood religion. By giving voice to Chinese children—determined here as in-
dividuals under the age of eighteen, in line with the definition of “child” in
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child)—two problems
will be addressed: the failure to acknowledge the importance of Chinese pop-
ular religion in prior studies of Chinese immigrants converting to Christian-
ity, and the very frequently overlooked field of the lived religious experience
of immigrant children. Moreover, given that this is a study that specifically
examines the lived religious experience of Chinese children, this article seeks
to draw upon Chinese scholarship that remains largely untapped by Western
studies of Chinese conversion.

Although understudied in the scholarly milieu (especially regarding ded-
icated studies on Chinese immigrant children and Christianity), one need not
look far to find relevant material in popular media. For example, journalistic
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media has recently given attention to the growing phenomenon of Chinese
parents wanting to send their children to Christian schools in the West. For
instance, Lu and Jackson (2012) note how in 2005 only sixty-five Chinese
students attended private Christian high schools in the United States, but by
2011 the number had risen to 6,725.

2. Conversion

John Wesley (1703-1791) famously defined conversion as “a thorough
change of heart and life from sin to holiness; a turning” (Wesley 1888: 19).
The term is central to the Christian faith and permeates both scholarly and
public discourses—with, unsurprisingly, countless published studies pertain-
ing to conversion. Within this discourse, one can readily find many studies
on Chinese immigrants converting to Christianity. Recently, despite the ma-
jority of Chinese immigrants reportedly remaining irreligious (although |
contest this irreligiosity when examined in the light of Chinese popular reli-
gion, which I discuss in the seventh section), there is a significant rate of
conversion to Christianity. Although raw statistical data is hard to find, the
conversion rate of Chinese immigrants to Christianity is generally recorded
to be approximately thirty-two per cent, that is, almost a third of all Chinese
immigrants convert to Christianity (Liu 2012). Cao (2005: 185) writes that
much of the literature on new immigrant religion “focuses on religious faiths
that immigrants bring with them or inherit from their parents.” This is not the
case with studies about immigrant Chinese converts. Indeed, Fan and Chen
(2014: 556) rightly point out that the very term “conversion” is deeply em-
bedded in the institutionalised Christian context and may not be an appropri-
ate approach to understand China’s religious tradition shared by the over-
whelming majority of the Chinese people. This article seeks to amend this
problem by examining conversion from the point of view of Chinese immi-
grants.

2.1. Defining Conversion

The English term “conversion” is “related to the Greek epistrepho and the
Hebrew shuv, both of which mean to ‘turn’ or ‘return,’ through a change in
direction or course of action, often of sinners in relation to God, sometimes
translated as ‘repent’” (Helland 2017: 34). The term is also “related to the
Greek verb metanoeo and its noun metanoia, usually translated as ‘repent’
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and ‘repentance’” (ibid.). Roberts and Yamane (2016: 214) argues that the
term “refers to a process of ‘turning around’ or changing direction in life [...
and] represents a transformation in a person’s identity or self-image.” Alt-
hough I will be limiting the discussion of conversion to the context of Chinese
immigrants, it is worth briefly examining previous studies on conversion.
Rambo (1993: 16), for example, by seeking to “provide a framework for in-
tegrating research within the various disciplines, offering a deeper, more
complex understanding of the multilayered processes involved in conver-
sion,” outlined a sequential stage model of conversion. These stages, which
aside from the first and the last do not necessarily happen in sequence, are:

1.

7.

Context: “conversion takes place within a dynamic context” (Rambo
1993: 20). This stage constitutes the environment in which conversion
occurs. He further distinguishes this stage between the “macrocon-
text”—"“such elements as political systems, religious organizations,
relevant ecological considerations, transnational corporations, and
economic systems” (ibid.: 22)—and the “microcontext”—*“the more
immediate world of a person’s family, friends, ethnic group, religious
community, and neighbourhood” (ibid.).

Crisis: which “may be religious, political, psychological, or cultural
in origin” (ibid.: 44), as well as personal, social, or both.

Quest: “this search becomes compelling; people actively look for re-
sources that offer growth and development to ‘fill the void,” solve the
problem, or enrich life” (ibid.: 56).

Encounter: the dynamic process in which “an advocate and a potential
convert come together and begin to engage in processes that will re-
sult, for some people, in conversion” (ibid.: 66).

. Interaction: “the potential convert either chooses to continue the con-

tact and become more involved, or the advocate works to sustain the
interaction in order to extend the possibility of persuading the person
to convert” (ibid.: 102).

Commitment: following an intense period of interaction, “the poten-
tial convert faces the prospect, the choice, of commitment” (ibid.:
124). Herein, a “specific turning point or decision” is normally re-
quired, and the commitment itself commonly takes the form of a pub-
lic demonstration.

Consequences: the “complex and multifaceted” (ibid.: 142) outcome
of the transformative experience of conversion.

Conversely, Ng (2002: 201) identifies two conversion models:
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1. Classic model of conversion: “conversion is seen as a momentous
transformation of life from a depraved past to a sacred present and a
promised future.”

2. Contemporary model of conversion: “a more gradual and relatively
undramatic process.”

What particularly distinguishes the latter from the former is that unlike the
classic model, contemporary conversion “is perceived as a starting point of
one’s journey with God; the process of faith seeking is lifelong.” Notably, in
his study of adult converts to Christianity in the United States, Ng noted that
the new converts he spoke to did not fall into either conversion models but
instead “come to learn the ‘American way’ through a creative deployment of
their own cultural categories, symbols, and practices” (ibid.: 196).

Pokorny (2016: 223) emphasises that “conversion experience does not
necessarily entail formal conversion, that is, community affiliation.” In his
study on the Austrian Unification Movement, he asserts that “personal crisis,
insufficiently checked by the social lifeworld, and being comforted emotion-
ally or, from an emic understanding, relieved socially and spiritually, is the
syntax of religious converting in the UM” (ibid.: 249).

There are several ways of translating the term into Chinese: gdibian
xinydng zhé is commonly employed as “convert”; zongjiao gut xin is often
taken to mean “religious conversion”; but, interestingly, the most common
term employed is guiyr. Although | found that the latter was commonly used
in the context of conversion to Christianity by both my interviewees and Chi-
nese scholars, what is striking is that the term literally means to “take refuge”:
a concept deeply embedded within the context of Buddhism.

2.2. Childhood Religiosity and Conversion

Suérez-Orozco et al. (2011: 258) lament the fact that, to date, there have been
very few dedicated studies on childhood religiosity, noting how the majority
of scholarship has “nearly entirely focused on the adult perspective and on
the particular role of religious social organizations rather than on the individ-
ual experience.” Similarly, Ridgely (2012: 240) writes that “rarely [...] have
adults—Dbe they parents, priests, or researchers—acknowledged the contribu-
tions of children in the creation of religious, social, or political worlds.” This
is very much the case with the majority of studies on immigrant Chinese con-
version to Christianity. For example, Wong’s From Atheists to Evangelicals:
The Christian Conversion: Experiences of Mainland Chinese Intellectuals in
the United States of America (2008) deals solely with adult conversion. Sim-
ilarly, Liou and Shenk (2016) study older Chinese immigrants’ social support

Page 232 of 286



RELIGIOUSLY APATHETIC, HYBRID CHRISTIANS | 143

within the context of conversion. Indeed, most studies pertaining to Chinese
immigration treat religion as something of a non-issue: Chen et al. (2014),
Ma (2019), Dai and McGregor (2018), Yang et al. (2020), Kim et al. (2013),
and Qin, Way, and Rana (2008), all, despite being otherwise fascinating stud-
ies on Chinese immigrants, make no mention of religion. Thus, one typically
finds the prevailing scholarly view that the Han are predominantly irreli-
gious.!

3. The Importance of the Chinese Christian Community

A central theme in the literature pertaining to conversion within the context
of Chinese immigrants is the importance of the Chinese Christian community
in the conversion process. Qiao (2017: 38) found that most Chinese Christian
converts were brought to the Church by their friends, whereas Jiang (2009:
66) noted that “half of my respondents referred to their Christian friends and
confessed that these people influenced their conversion.” Ng (2002: 212) ar-
gues that the Chinese immigrant Church provides Chinese immigrants “with
opportunities to reinvigorate their own ethnic cultural practices on the one
hand (ethnic identification) while learning American cultural values and
know-how on the other (assimilation).”

Abel (2006: 162) argued that “certain very loosely ritualized interactional
routines of helping” were of central importance to Chinese converts. He em-
phasised the importance of community, coining the term “punch-bowl Chris-
tians” (in contrast to “rice-bowl Christians”?): “the most engaging aspect of
church life at [the Chinese church] was not the chance to meet immediate
material needs, but rather the milieu for interaction the church provides and
the interaction rituals [...] that support the social networks between [church]
members and, importantly, between Chinese Christians in general” (ibid.:
172). Some scholars note that the community aspect of the immigrant Church
is restricted to some Chinese immigrants (especially students) who “just went
to church for food, friends, or just for fun [... The] total number of Chinese
students who stayed and eventually became Christian is much smaller than
the number of Chinese students who initially got recruited” (Qiao 2017: 40).
Indeed, this is not limited to the context of Chinese immigrant converts alone,

1 This view is found in both Western and Chinese scholarship. Liang (2014: 112), for
example, states that contemporary “China has replaced religion with morality” (Zhonggué
yi ddodé dai zongjiao W E LB E ).

2 Those who join a church without undergoing genuine conversion in order to reap
various benefits (those who seek to have their bowl filled with rice by the Church).
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nor, for that matter, is a unique observation. Rather, diasporic religious
groups manifesting as cultural enclaves have been observed by scholars for
some time. For example, in their recent study of a Korean church in Vienna,
Pokorny and Sung (2018: 164) drew upon this scholarly tradition and high-
lighted how diasporic churches fulfil a variety of functions, such as “provide
space for social interaction; maintaining the Korean cultural tradition; offer
social service and orientation vis-a-vis the local environment (especially uti-
lised by neo-immigrants); and give social status.”

In the context of children, Church community is central to the relevant
scholarship. Although particularly focusing on the case of Chinese immi-
grants from working-class low-income families, Cao (2005: 192) also argues
that the “church family provides emotional support that their [i.e., Chinese
immigrant children] immediate families fail to provide.” Similarly, Lu et al.
(2013: 230) write that “many Chinese immigrant parents rely on Chinese
Christian churches for meaningful and attractive youth activities, in an effort
to keep their youth away from potential effects of American society that are
viewed as damaging to traditional marital and family values often held by
Chinese.” Noting the numerous studies of the children of Chinese immigrants
struggling with the ambiguity and in-between-ness of identities of being Chi-
nese, American, and Chinese American, Yu (2018: 187) argues that “Chinese
churches together with other U.S.-born Chinese peers provides them a safe
space to share their identities of Chinese Americanness and Christianity.” He
further asserts that the Chinese Church is crucial to these children, with many
sharing “testaments suggesting that growing up in a Chinese church helped
them learn about their cultural roots, build a sense of self, and value their
Chinese identity” (ibid.). Zhang (2006: 150) notes how children and youth
programmes—which include Sunday school, residential visits, Bible school,
camps, and retreats—are “the major vehicles the church uses to nurture the
faith of members’ children.” He even states that these programmes also have
the potential to lead to adult conversion: many non-Christian Chinese parents
have brought their children to the church and other youth programmes
“mostly because the children want to be with their Chinese friends” and this
subsequently “forced” the parents to participate in Church activities which
led to their eventual conversion (ibid.: 151).

The importance of community in the conversion process can also be seen
in the context of the family. For example, Céo and Lin (2016: 151) have stud-
ied Chinese Christians who brought their faith with them to Europe. They
argued that the family context was core to their Christian faith and identity.
Discussing the appeal of the Church to Chinese immigrant families, Chen
(2006: 575) has argued that “immigrant parents struggle to apply Confucian
principles of parenting to their American children, evangelical Christianity
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offers an attractive new moral model of the family.” Chén (2013: 2) has ex-
amined Chinese parents who actively “convert to Christianity for the sake of
the family,”® whereas Lu, Marks, and Apavaloiae (2012) have similarly dis-
cussed how Chinese families convert to Christianity as a family unit. Finally,
Yu (2018: 182) has noted how “after being converted, the Chinese began to
take their children, spouses, parents, and friends to churches.”

4. Christianity as a Bridge or a Barrier

Some scholars have argued that Christianity is sometimes utilised by Chinese
immigrants as a means of assimilating into “Western culture.”* For instance,
Mi (2016: 43) asserted that “since Christian culture is ubiquitous in North
America, Christianity has become an important way for Chinese to integrate
into the local mainstream society.”® Similarly, in his study of Chinese
churches in Memphis, Yu (2018: 183) argued that “many Chinese believe
that Christianity is the foundation of the United States, so that becoming
Christian is becoming American.” However, Yu also highlighted how con-
flicts between Chinese and Christian identities can occur, “especially when
Chinese Christians go back to mainland China and visit their family and
friends” (ibid.: 185).

Fenggang Yang has argued, however, that assimilation is not the primary
goal of converts. He gives three reasons for this (YYang 1998: 243):

1. If assimilation was the true goal, then the converts would “remain
nonreligious” in order to fit in the predominantly secular Western so-
ciety.

2. If immigrants wanted to assimilate, they would join a non-ethnic
church instead of a Chinese one.

3. If immigrants wanted to religiously assimilate, they would join a
mainline church instead of an evangelical or fundamentalist Christian
one (which, as Yang writes, is the norm for Chinese immigrants).

3 Wéi jiating ér gui xin jidijiao N5 RENT NS B 2.

4 1t is very common for first generation Chinese immigrants to refer to “Western cul-
ture” (xifang wénhua). This is generally taken to mean certain perceived cultural values—
particularly Christianity and democracy—that the Chinese immigrants view as fundamen-
tally different to the cultural values of China.

5 Youyu jidiajiao wénhua zai béiméi wu chu buzai, huarén ruo xidng rongru dangdi
zhiiliti shéhui, xinydng jidiijido jin chéngwéi yigé zhongyao tujing zhi yi BT3B HCC b
FEALETCAATE, A BRI M it s, FMEEE Ry — A B gt
Z
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Some scholars argue that in contrast to being a bridge, the Christian faith of
Chinese immigrants can act as a barrier to assimilation. In their study of Chi-
nese immigrant Christianity in France and Italy, Cao and Lin (2016: 152)
found that due to the primarily secular context of the two said countries, the
Chinese Christian identity in both cases “strengthen[s] the tension between
the Chinese immigrant Christian community and the mainstream society, and
objectively strengthen the cohesion and religious commitment within the im-
migrant church.”®

5. Christianity Replaces Chinese Cultural Values

Much of the literature pertaining to Christianity in the context of Chinese
immigrants asserts that Chinese immigrant parents commonly perceive
Christianity as something of a haven of values. Fenggang Yang, one of the
most prolific scholars of Chinese immigrant religiosity, has long asserted that
despite immigrants continuing to cherish their traditional values (particularly
those of Confucianism), in the process of modernisation, Chinese cultural
traditions have been broken down. Subsequently, in migration, these Chinese
immigrants turn to Christianity where they “find a good match for their cher-
ished social-ethical values [ ... and] a universal and absolute ground on which
these Chinese could selectively reject or accept certain cultural traditions”
(Yang 2001: 90). Indeed, “the Chinese church helps to selectively preserve
Chinese cultural traditions, including the Chinese language, cultural customs,
and Confucian values” (Yang 1999: 16). Thus, by differentiating Chinese
nonreligious traditions from religious ones and selectively preserving nonre-
ligious traditional values, rituals, and symbols, “becoming Christian and
American does not mean that these Chinese immigrants are giving up their
Chinese identity” (Yang 2001: 90). Instead, Church members “try to separate
Chinese religious traditions from nonreligious traditions, rejecting the former
while accepting the latter” (Yang 1999: 16). He avers that this is possible due
to the fact that “most Chinese regard Confucianism not as a religion but as a
traditional philosophy of life [... converts] can retain Confucian moral values
without falling into a stigmatized syncretism” (Yang 1998: 253). Similarly,
Lu, Marks, and Apavaloiae (2012: 119) hold that Chinese immigrant parents

6 Dan ta dou gianghuale huarén yimin jidijiao qunti yii zhiilivi shehui jian de zhangli,
kéguan shang jiagidngle yimin jicohui néibu de ningjuli yii zongjiao wéishén {H'E #l R
TR REEHI S BRI SRR, B BN 18 IR W R §ER
N 5RBES.
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commonly “rely on the Chinese Christian church for meaningful and attrac-
tive youth activities in an effort to keep immigrant youth away from the po-
tential effects of American society that are viewed as damaging to traditional
marital and family values.”

Chen (2006: 579) writes how the Taiwanese perceive the Western value
of “individual freedom” as “a threat to family harmony”: “surrounded by the
mainstream culture of American individualism, some of the claims of the
Confucian family have lost their moral legitimacy within the family” (ibid.:
583). She notes how “in the United States, where Taiwanese believe that the
schools offer no, or severely deficient, moral education, Christianity fills this
function” (ibid.: 584). Chen thus argues that these families find a solution to
this problem in the Church and explains that it is for this precise reason that
Chinese immigrant churches place a strong emphasis on family. She con-
cludes by alluding to a plaque that reads “Christ is the Lord of this House”
that reportedly adorns the homes of many Taiwanese Christians, asserting
that it symbolically supersedes any remnant of Chinese popular religion: “the
symbolism of the plague replacing the ancestral shrine vividly illustrates how
evangelical Christianity shifts the moral foundation of Taiwanese immigrant
families from filial piety to religious piety” (ibid.: 588). Likewise, Cohen
(1991: 113) goes as far as to argue that “[t]hose who today identify them-
selves as Chinese do so without the cultural support provided by tradition.”
Similarly, Cao (2005: 198) contends that “conversion to Christianity involves
a re-authoritization process in which the new authorities in the Western
Christian world, as represented by the pastor’s role as a foster father, replace
the old ones embedded in traditional Chinese families and create an emotion-
ally open culture,” concluding that the more religiously committed Chinese
immigrant children who convert to Christianity “tend to integrate their Chris-
tian faith with Chinese heritage by revising traditional notions of Chineseness
and adjusting traditional Chinese practices” (ibid.: 193-194). Tokunaga
(1998: 21-22) draws parallels between Confucianism and the Bible—the im-
portance of honouring one’s parents, putting desires of others above our
own—but then also acknowledges core differences, such as Confucius offer-
ing “no hope of life after death” and the primacy of honouring God over one’s
family. Indeed, the argument that Christianity essentially replaces Chinese
popular religion in the Chinese immigrant family home is not a new one. As
early as 1971, Hsu wrote that “as the human relationships supplied by the
family and the wider kinship net weaken and dissipate, church affiliation or
other differences will certainly hold the possibility of becoming more rele-
vant to the Chinese” (Hsu 1971: 64).

One can find this discourse in Chinese scholarship as well. Zhang (2010:
10) describes the problem of Chinese immigrant youth thus: “Coupled with
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the fact that immigrant families have few basic members and few relatives,
newly immigrated Chinese teenagers tend to look for traces of China’s 5,000
years of history, culture, and morality in their parents, which is like a blind
man feeling an elephant, and inevitably misunderstandings arise frequently
and even relationships break up.”” Zhang asserts that the Chinese Church in
the host countries of Chinese immigrants can provide the solution to this
problem. Overseas Chinese churches provide Chinese immigrants with a fa-
miliar cultural environment and a sense of ethnic identity: “The church is not
only a place of religious worship for the Chinese, but also a centre of social
and cultural activities” (ibid.: 12).8 Crucially, the Chinese immigrant Church,
often composed of congregants who themselves have gone through the same
feelings, is well equipped to help young Chinese Christians overcome their
common sense of “otherness” (yiléi gdn). Zhang (ibid.) thus concludes that
Chinese youth who undergo this common problem “return to the ethnic
church again to rediscover their sense of ethnic identity.”® Similarly, Zhd
(2009) argues that achieving a balance between the ecumenical ideal of
Christianity and Chinese cultural identity is an existing and complex histori-
cal process that constitutes a very real problem faced by contemporary over-
seas Chinese Christian communities.

Other scholars emphasise how Chinese immigrant converts to Christian-
ity have their faith informed by their prior Chinese beliefs. This can take the
form of appreciating certain Christian values that are in tune with Chinese
popular religious belief—such as the aforementioned emphasis on the fam-
ily—but can also translate to more direct aspects of Christian belief. For ex-
ample, Jiang (2009: 102) notes how Christian converts “seemed hesitant to
accept a Christian doctrine that everyone not believing in God, especially

7 Zai jia shang yimin jiating de jibén chéngyuan bu dué, qinshii bu dud, xin yimin de
huarén qingshaonian dué zai fumii shenshang xunzhdo zhongguo wiiqian nian lai de lishi,
wénhua, daodé hénji, youru xiazi mé xiang, nanmian wihui pin sheéng, shenzhi guanxi polie
BN ERREEMEANRAZ, REAZ, FBRMAENGDEZAELES L
FHAETLTHERM L, O BERE, FORETFER, Eoerahid, H
BRAWR.

8 Haiwai huarén jiaohui wéi huarén yimin tigongle yige sicéngxiangshi de hudnjing,
yé shi tamen zhdodao yi zhong zuqun réntong gdn. Yinci jiaohui dui hudrén lai shué bu jin
shi yigé zéngjiao chongbai chingsud, yéshi yigé shéjido hé wénhua huédong zhongxin I
HME N R NFE AR AL T — /ML AR I FREE, A AT 14 3 — P e A )
o FHETENRBME —DNRBEEFEZ I, RS EG 3 b
Lo

9 Zaidi hui dao zv yi jicohui zhong, chéngxin zhdodao ziqiin réntong gan B 7] 2]
BE T, BRI R .
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conscientious atheists, goes to hell.” Nig (2002: 203) takes this line of argu-
ment much further, asserting that the “notion of a tutelary god [which is cen-
tral to Chinese immigrant Christianity] intimately involved in the affairs of
the world is not something the congregants received from the teachings of
[the Bible ...] it is an understanding that has been common in their ethnic
culture since long before they converted to Christianity.” He therefore argues
that this tutelary god and “the emphases on practical blessing and guidance”
are rooted in Chinese popular religion, evidenced by the “congregants’ own
self-conscious comparisons of the Christian God to some of the traditional
Chinese deities in which they once believed and which they once worshiped”
(ibid.: 204).

Cao (2005: 185) asserts that middle class Chinese families “view the eth-
nic church as a primary way of resisting complete cultural assimilation and
preserving cherished aspects of a traditional ethnic identity,” holding that the
children, in this context, focus “on negotiating their cultural identity.”

6. Core Characteristics of Chinese Immigrant Christianity

6.1. Support

Very much related to the importance of church community, support is a com-
monly perceived feature of Chinese immigrant Christianity. Noting how Chi-
nese immigrant children can find it difficult to relate their problems to tradi-
tional authoritarian parents, Cao (2005: 197) argues that the Church can pro-
vide what their parents cannot: “a feeling of empowerment and a sense of
belonging and warm bonding.”

Many scholars note the material support given by Chinese churches in the
West. Mi (2016: 44) refers to this material aid as “the secular function of
overseas Chinese Christian faith,”? arguing that the social service function
of the overseas Chinese Christian faith has played an important role in the
missionary process.'! However, Yang (1998: 242-243) argues against the
“rice-bowl Christian” narrative, asserting that most churches place emphasis

10 Héiwai hudrén jidijido xinycdng de shisi gongnéng #FAMENFE B HUE DK A%

11 Haiwai huarén jidujiao xinydng de shehui fuwu gongnéng zai chuanjiao guochéng
zhong fahuile zhongyao zuoyong G 74 N T BB AN #E 2 Ik 55 D REAE AR o fi o
KAFE T EELEH.

Page 239 of 286



150 JoserPH CHADWIN

on evangelisation as opposed to providing social service programmes, and
most Chinese immigrant converts are well-educated professionals who have
no need of material support.

Support can also manifest in both a human and spiritual sense (often sim-
ultaneously). For example, Jiang (2009: 60) notes how one interviewee after
suffering the loss of her grandmother underwent a conversion experience
that “began with the love of God transferred through the love of Christians.”
Similarly, Ng (2002: 205) holds that Chinese immigrant Christianity essen-
tially constitutes “the frightful recognition of one’s powerlessness in a for-
eign environment, followed by an acceptance of God as the ultimate guard-
ian.” Indeed, some scholars note that the communal and spiritual support of
Christianity is the largest alteration in worldview of recent Chinese converts.
For example, Qiao (2017: 64) draws a contrast between pre- and post-con-
version: Chinese converts “used to view their lives as their own; they were
not only responsible for what they did to their lives but also the consequence
of it,” whereas Chinese immigrant converts live with the belief that they are
part of God’s plan and should live their lives accordingly. Yu (2018: 184)
writes that the “sense of eternity and home Christianity provides is especially
healing for immigrants who often feel unsettled and alienated,” while being
“‘children of God’ makes them feel less marginalized.”

6.2. Ritual

Chén (2013: 3) argues that ritual is the primary feature of Chinese Christian-
ity—particularly ritual that is “embedded in everyday life” (gianru richang
shenghu®) that combats feelings of powerlessness. Prayer is especially em-
phasised in the literature. Jiang (2009: 74) writes about how converts go
through something of a sequence of learning how to pray: they initially “de-
fine prayer as a request for rewards from God” and eventually come to define
it “as a way to communicate with God [...] and do not worry about whether
or not their prayers are answered.”

6.3. Identity

Another commonly identified feature of Chinese immigrant Christians is the
sense of identity itself. For instance, in her study of Taiwanese immigrant
women, Chen (2005: 336) asserts that these women utilise Christianity as a
means “to construct a distinct sense of self from the family.” She argues that
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although this new religious commitment often competes with their traditional
commitments to their families, the women of her study described how with
conversion to Christianity came a sense of “freedom from the restrictions of
traditional Taiwanese womanhood—a womanhood that they see as hemmed
in by familial obligations—and freedom to follow their individual spiritual
callings independent of their families’ demands.”

6.4. Openness

Some scholars have noted the openness of Chinese Christians in the West,
particularly noting their enthusiasm towards discussing their faith. Jiang
(2009: 25) expresses this directly when writing that “Chinese Christians are
always ready to share their feelings about God.”

6.5. Weak Faith

A somewhat recent trend among scholars is the notion that Chinese immi-
grant converts to Christianity have a weaker faith compared to their Western
peers. An increasing number of reports (e.g., Zhang 2017) state that it is very
common for Chinese immigrants to convert to Christianity while living
abroad, but then decide to drop this newly adopted religious identity when
they return to China. More striking, however, is the recent questioning of
Chinese immigrant faith. For example, Jiang (2009: 2) writes that “it remains
doubtful whether their belief in God and their religious commitment are the
same as Western Christians.” Taken to the extreme, one recently finds men-
tion of Chinese immigrants who fake a Christian faith in order assist the asy-
lum process. By way of illustration, a large-scale investigation in 2012 re-
sulted in the discovery of asylum mills in the United States that coached cli-
ents to fabricate Christian identities and stories of persecutions in China. The
cases of 13,500 immigrants are still reportedly under review (Petri 2019).

7. Chinese Popular Religion

In order to fully comprehend the conversion of Chinese immigrant children,
one must have a firm understanding of Chinese popular religion. Yang and
Ebaugh (2001: 376) aptly pointed out that religious changes in immigrant
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communities cannot be confined to the receiving community and one must
account for the religion(s) of the immigrant’s home country: “Majority/mi-
nority religious status in the home and host countries is an important factor
that impacts the internal dynamics and overall changes in immigrant religious
institutions.” It should be acknowledged from the outset that China is com-
monly regarded as “the primary country of origin for migrants who are reli-
giously unaffiliated” (Pew Research Center 2012). However, Yang (2001:
71) has rightly noted that many Chinese individuals, both in national and in-
ternational contexts, follow an assortment of personalised eclectic practices
without identifying themselves with any particular religion. These practices
(that are often undefined) are commonly referred to by scholars as “Chinese
popular religion” (Johnson 1996: 123). This is an extremely broad category.
Chinese popular religion is deeply rooted in (and sometimes echoes) the
Three Teachings (sanjiao): Buddhism, Confucianism, and Daoism. Although
by no means comprehensive, | have previously (Chadwin 2020: 179-181)
offered a broad system of classification of Chinese popular religion:

1. Gods (tianshén), ancestors (ziixian), and ghosts (gui): these agents es-
sentially encapsulate the religious metaphysics, situating humans in a
universe cohabited by supernatural beings.

2. Bai: this constitutes the ritual component of Chinese popular religion.
Itis, in essence, by means of various bodily actions, the physical em-
bodiment of religious belief.

3. Bao: this encapsulates the core notion of reciprocity. It constitutes the
necessary reciprocal obligations that exist within the universe. Its
most obvious manifestation is the concept of filiality (xiao; see the
following section). M4 (2000: 129) describes this relationship by writ-
ing that “a person exists because of his ancestors, and in turn his an-
cestors exist because of his descendants.”*? A very common manifes-
tation of this is in the enactment and upholding of filiality.™

Finally, there exists a very common argument that Chinese popular religion
and the values that go with it are diminishing in both the domestic and the
(Chinese) immigrant contexts. Thus, Sung (1983: 335) writes that “filial piety
is still strong, but duty to the family has already been diluted.”

12 Yige rén de ciinzai shi youyii ta de ziixian, fan guoldi ziixian de cunzai yéshi youyd
ta de zisiin — A NIETE R B TABIASE . SO SRAHSE A2 i TR 79

13 For a more in-depth examination of this concept, see my previous work “Parental
Popular Religion and Filiality: An Ethnographic Study of the Religiosity of Chinese Par-
ents in Vienna” (Chadwin 2021b).
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8. The Contrast between Chinese Popular Religion and
Christianity

Many scholars such as Yang (2006), Abel (2006), and Chen (2005) have
noted a striking contrast between Chinese popular religion and Christianity.
Yang and Tamney (2006: 128) write how “many Chinese avoid Christianity
because it is perceived as preventing the performance of traditional duties
related to filial piety and ancestor worship.” After ethnographically studying
a Chinese church in the United States, Abel asserts that the congregation’s
pattern of giving “disrupts” the basic pattern of reciprocity central to Chinese
religion: the convert’s transition to Christianity “represents a striking and
quite fundamental rejection of some traditional Chinese religious norms [...]
especially in regard to the reciprocity inherent in Chinese religious practice”
(Abel 2006: 171). Herein, one finds a clear distinction between Chinese reli-
gion and Christianity, where “recruits repeatedly contrasted life amongst the
members against a Chinese society they characterized as lacking in altruism
and kindness” (ibid.: 168). Emphasising anonymous giving, rejection of the
concern for face, and strong standards for honesty and forgiveness, Abel con-
cludes that it is exactly this rebellion of “established Chinese norms that is
meaningful” (ibid.: 174).

Similarly, Carolyn Chen highlights the tension that can occur between
Chinese popular religion and Christianity, arguing that Taiwanese women
who convert to Christianity, and despite adopting a new sense of religious
self that cultivates a new-found sense of freedom, simultaneously recognise
the danger that Christianity poses to their pre-existing family values: “It is
through the pursuit of these extrafamilial, religious goals that most women
carve spaces of independence and authority for themselves, albeit never at
the cost of radically threatening the nuclear family.” Thus, she notes “that
rarely do women use their religious license to abandon or reject familial re-
sponsibilities altogether, however [ ... and] more often, women fulfil compet-
ing religious commitments within the constraints of the family” (Chen 2005:
354).

9. Methodology

This research took place over a period of five months from August 15, 2021,
to February 16, 2022. My sample size consisted of twenty-eight ethnic Han
children (fifteen male and thirteen female) who were born in China. This
sample can be further divided into nine children aged eight and under (five
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male and four female), nine aged nine to thirteen (five male and four female),
and ten aged fourteen to eighteen (five male and five female). The sample
was selected by sending out study invitations that explained the project and
various criteria to Chinese parents in Vienna (found, for the most part, by
utilising a personal network of Chinese immigrants in the city that | have built
up over the past three years, as well as by using WeChat). Each participant
was enrolled in some form of Christian education, in the form of either formal
Catholic education that takes place in school or Sunday schools. | carried out
semi-structured interviews that lasted, on average, an hour as well as partici-
pant observation. The interviews, for the most part, took place in the homes
of my interviewees, but a few of the adults (given the status of COVID-19
during my study period) opted for outdoor interviews. Moreover, given that
“children and the adults live together and learn from one another [... and one
should] not study the children without studying adults who taught them”
(Ridgely 2012: 11), | also conducted semi-structured interviews with the
guardians of each interviewee. For the most part, these families were some-
what recent residents of Vienna: the most recent family having migrated in
2019, with ten years constituting the opposite end, and the average time spent
in Austria was five years. The families were mostly (nineteen out of twenty-
eight) semi-affluent and middle class, seven families were working class, and
the remaining two were particularly affluent. Every guardian reported irrelig-
iosity. As | seek to examine the religious beliefs (or lack thereof) of individ-
uals as opposed to congregations, | have opted to avoid conducting a dedi-
cated study of specific churches. | therefore adopted the line of reasoning of
Chén (2013: 1) who argued that the phenomenon of religious conversion—
the motives, mechanisms, and processes—*is best examined in the context
of daily life.”** That said, carrying out participant observation in a number of
churches did lead to establishing interviews with four priests and two church
volunteers that | had not originally planned, further informing this research.
My research methods heavily drew upon both Harvey’s concept of
“guesthood” (Harvey 2005: 227-228; 2013: 94), in which interviewees are
“less like formal interviews with one-way exchange of information and more
like mutually constituted relationships where knowledge is exchanged and
discussed” (Arthur 2019: 16), as well as Ridgely’s (2011: 82) approach of
“allowing children to shape the research”—an approach that centres on the
researcher doing everything in their power to avoid an “adultist” (Ridgely

14 Bizhé zhiizhang jiang zongjiao gut xin xianxiang fangzhi zai richang shenghuo de
qingjing hé mailuo zhong qu lijié qi dongyin, jizhi yii guochéng &34 ¥ 5K ¥ SR BIRAZ BL
GISCEAE B AE Rk 2% b 2 B AR LN R L WLk S AR
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2012: 11) perspective. I also drew upon my own prior experience of conduct-
ing ethnographic research with children. To this end, I ensured that I did all
within my power to cultivate an atmosphere founded on mutual respect in
which my interviewees felt as comfortable as possible and in which it was
very clear that they (as opposed to myself) were the experts. | therefore em-
ployed a very different approach to that of Yang (1999: 12) who writes about
how his identity as a Chinese Christian was beneficial to his ethnographic
studies of Chinese Christians in the United States. He describes “Chinese
doctoral students who tried to study Chinese churches but were heavily pros-
elytized” as well as a Chinese pastor who bluntly told him that “[i]f you were
not a Christian, | would have not told you all the conflicts in these Chinese
churches, because you would misinterpret them. And if you were not a Chi-
nese scholar, | would have not explained to you the historical and social con-
nections between these churches here and Christian movements in China, be-
cause you would not be able to understand whatsoever.” I am neither Chinese
nor a Christian. However, in contrast to Yang, my role as an outsider with
knowledge of Mandarin was to my advantage. As with my previous studies
(e.g., Chadwin 2020: 187-188), | found that when conducting ethnography
with younger children, being an outsider and emphasising how little you
know, generates an environment in which the child is more likely to want to
take on the role of a teacher. Moreover, | have found that teenagers are often
more likely to speak to those they deem outsiders of their social and religious
bubble because they do not have to conform to social or religious rules and
stigmas.

Finally, given that my interviewees were children, I adopted BERA’s
(BERA 2019) guidelines to ensure that my project and subsequent data were
“ethically acceptable.” In my capacity as researcher, I did all in my power to
ensure that the participants | interviewed were protected from any manner of
harm at every stage of planning and execution of the project. | therefore thor-
oughly briefed each participant (including the guardians) about my project,
provided an ongoing option to opt out at any moment, and ensured that | ac-
quired informed consent. All participants are anonymised (including hames
of schools, churches, teachers, priests, and guardians), no residential ad-
dresses are disclosed, and no information that could potentially be traced back
to my participants is given. | have assigned pseudonyms that reflect both gen-
der and ethnic background to each participant. | do reveal the age of each
participant.
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10. Discussion of Ethnographic Findings

This section will elucidate the key findings of this study. | have opted to di-
vide it thematically. Broadly speaking, my interviewees fell into one of three
categories: religiously apathetic, hybrid Christians, traditional converts. It is
worth noting that the original sample comprised of thirty children. However,
two children were withdrawn from the study by their parents. Although one
interviewee was withdrawn by her parents for undisclosed reasons, the other
case is worthy of mention. A mother and father contacted me and told me that
even though they (and their child) were perfectly happy for their child to be
a part of this study, they had recently mentioned it to their family in China.
The child’s grandfather had apparently reacted in an extreme way and explic-
itly forbade his son from letting his grandson participate in the study. The
parents therefore decided to comply with the grandfather’s wishes. I believe
that this is significant for two reasons. First, herein one witnesses a very ex-
plicit display of filiality: despite the interviewee’s parents being comfortable
with this project, they decided to comply with the wishes of the grandfather
out of a clear sense of obligation. Second, | believe that one can notice a
generation divide. Although religion is certainly a sensitive issue in contem-
porary China, the situation is incomparable to the days of the Cultural Revo-
lution (1966-1976): a period that would have greater relevance to the grand-
father.

10.1. Religiously Apathetic

This group is comprised of the least amount of interviewees, with only five
fitting into this category: two under eight, one nine to thirteen, and two four-
teen to eighteen. As the name suggests, these children demonstrated a notable
sense of apathy towards both Christianity and Chinese popular religion. Fol-
lowing their parent’s wishes, each attended classes in Christianity as well as
conducted various forms of bai at home, but none would actively engage in
religious activity of any kind of their own accord. The religious identity and
beliefs of these children were the most difficult to identify and pin down.
Zhang Wéi (14) was noticeably perplexed when I tried to ask him about the
specifics of his beliefs: while telling me about his latest Christianity class at
school, | asked him about God and whether or not he believes in Him. After
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thinking about my question for quite some time, he simply responded “I re-
ally don’t know.”*> After an even longer period of thinking, he then told me
“I really haven’t thought about it before.”'® He had already told me his rea-
soning for attending these classes: “My parents want me to learn about Chris-
tianity so I go.”*” This notion of simply not giving thought to one’s religious
beliefs was common among all five of the religiously apathetic interviewees.
Indeed, my enquiring about belief itself was seen to be strange by all five.
After Féng Mian (16) told me about how she and her family clean their flat
in Vienna every Spring Festival (chinjié) in order to “welcome the ancestors
into the home,”*® she found the questions | had about her ancestors funny.
She explained:

I know questions like “do you believe in God” are really common in Austria,
but these things are not important for us. We clean our flat to welcome our
ancestors because it is something we have to do. We don’t tell people “I be-
lieve in my ancestors” because that just sounds strange!®

Thus, these interviewees treated both Chinese popular religion and Christi-
anity as more of a duty. However, this duty was founded in Chinese popular
religion whereas not one of these interviewees demonstrated any belief in
Christian doctrine. Indeed, their very reason for learning about Christian doc-
trine was due to their desire to respect and obey the wishes of their parents.
Therefore, even though no thought had been given to the why of their reli-
gious practice, the practice itself was still perceived as important. 1 would
therefore argue that these interviewees were typical practitioners of Chinese
popular religion. Bao manifested as filiality was clearly important to them, as
was various manifestations of bai. This notion of parents making their immi-
grant children attend religious classes or visiting religious institutions as a
means of cultural assimilation can also be noted in scholarship. Despite not
focusing on religion at all, Chao (2013: 66) nevertheless unwittingly recorded

15 Wo zhén de bir zhidao I KITE .

16 Wo yigian zhén de méiyou xidangguo FUART H A% H it .

17 W& fumii xiwang wo xué jidijiao sucyi wo qule FA IR BT BT UK %
g

18 Hudnying ziixianmen dao jiali lai YO FeATT8 R Bk

19 Wo lidojié dao de zai aodili zui changjian de weénti shi: ‘Ni xin shén ma?’ Danshi
zhége wenti dui women ldi shud bu zhongyao. Women xiiyao ddsdo jia lai huanying ziixian.
Zhe ting qilai youdian er qiguai, women conglai bu gaosu biérén ‘women xiangxin women
de zitxian'! T RE] AL BT B WA RS . AR(ER 2 > R IR i B 3K
MIRBEAELE ., RAITFESTAFORYAMIE L . KITHRA fULER, WATARA
HURAIN BRATHIERATRIAE S ! (emphasis added).
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a most valuable interview that provides further evidence that there is a general
perception among many Chinese immigrant parents that it is useful for their
children to learn about Christianity:

We also went to church on Sundays. I didn’t mean to impose Christianity on
her. Just let her get more familiar with the ways Americans live. She didn’t
want to go at first, but she went for enjoying church choral music.

Examining these interviewees in light of prior research, one can reach several
conclusions. Religion acted as neither a bridge nor barrier to any of the re-
spondents: they were perfectly happy (albeit in a couple of cases a tad bored)
to attend classes in Christianity but not one of them said that it made them
feel any more Austrian (which was their parents’ desire). Similarly, given
that their Chinese practice of Chinese popular religion was important to them,
but, in terms of bai, very much confined to their home coupled with the fact
that this practice of Chinese popular religion did not play an outward role in
their identity (at least consciously), they did not feel like their religion acted
as a barrier to inclusion. They did not discuss religion with their Austrian
peers and, when asked, they would honestly say that they are irreligious. Fur-
thermore, given that the Christianity classes were seen as something of a
chore, they did not seem to benefit from any sense of Christian community.

10.2. Hybrid Christians

The majority of interviewees (sixteen of twenty-eight) fell into this group,
which was specifically comprised of seven under eight, four nine to thirteen,
and five fourteen to eighteen. Unlike the religiously apathetic, these inter-
viewees spent a great deal of time pondering religiosity and their own beliefs.
Indeed, religion was something of a confusing area for many of them. Each
adhered to both Christianity and Chinese popular religion. Although the de-
grees (of both practice and belief) varied, each one possessed a dual religious
identity that some had managed to successfully reconcile while others were
in the process of doing so.

What quickly became apparent was that Christianity informed the inter-
viewees’ belief in Chinese popular religion and vice versa. Indeed, undertak-
ing classes in Christianity and attending church commonly led to religious
reflection. Nian Zhén (11) explained it thus:
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When we first arrived in Vienna my parents wanted me to go to church so that
I could become like an Austrian. At first, | just went and listened. But after
some time, | started to pray and I really liked it. It made me think that China
and Austria are the same! My mum has a special statue that she speaks to and
prays t0.%° Christians in church do the same thing! I don’t know why but this
made me really happy.?

Prior to attending Sunday school classes, Nian Zhén had clearly never con-
sidered the subject of religion or her own system of belief. After being taught
how to pray, she began to develop a relationship with the Christian God akin
to the relationship her mother has with Guanyin. She even started to take the
initiative and pray to Guanyin with her mother. Thus, one finds here an ex-
ample of Christianity that can be incorporated into Chinese popular religion
and lead to a wholly new religious identity.

| therefore found that the lived religious experience and beliefs of the in-
terviewees is reminiscent of Ng’s (2002) assertion that Chinese popular reli-
gion informs the religious beliefs of immigrants—but Ng’s interviewees were
Christians. The Hybrid Christians of this study went beyond having their Chi-
nese popular religion background informing their newly found Christian
faith; rather, Christianity simply became a part of their Chinese popular reli-
gious beliefs. Some respondents were even happy to place greater emphasis
on the God of Christianity. Féi Hong (8) told me that in class he had learned
about some of the “amazing things” that the Christian God has done. He told
me that “God is the most powerful god!”?? However, despite regarding the
Christian God as more powerful than Chinese popular religious deities and/or
one’s ancestors, the fact that Feéi Hong referred to gods in a plural sense is
significant. It demonstrates that he had not wholly adopted Christian doctrine
but instead had formed a hybrid belief. | was impressed with the degree to
which some of the interviewees had given thought to the matter of religion.
YU Yan (17) described Christianity as a specific “religion” (zongjido) and

20 I later learned when Nian Zhén showed me the statue that the figure was Guanyin,
a female bodhisattva typically associated with compassion.

21 Women dao wéiyéna de shihou, wo de fiimu wéile rang wo chéngwéi yige aodili rén
ér rang wo qu jiaotang. Y1 kaishi, wo zhishi qu ting ting. Danshiguole yiduan shijian hou,
wo kaishi gidai, bingqié xihuan shangle. Zhé rang wo juédé zhongguo hé aodili shi yiyang
de. W6 mama you yige tébié de qiddo de didoxiang jidijiao rén zai jiaotang Ii yé zuo yiyang
de shi. W6 bui zhidao wéishéme zhé rang wo hén gaoxing I 1R 4EtLgh %, FRATRL
BEA T AR — A W R AN R 23 . —IFh, RARER. HELT
—BBIE)E, AR, JFHERET . X iR E A SRR — .
FADIDA — N5 IR AR B A B R — R, A IE 9t
2IXAETRAR R

22 Zhii shi zui gidng da de shén Y558 KA
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told me (with a wry smile), in answer to my question about the first of the
Ten Commandments:

All religions want to be the best. Of course Christians are going to say that
Christianity is the best religion.?®

The term “religion” (zongjido) is crucial here insofar as none of the hybrid
Christians regarded Chinese popular religion as falling under the umbrella of
“religion.” Like Nian Zh&n, many alluded to the similarities, but no one re-
ferred to their various beliefs and practices pertaining to Chinese popular re-
ligion as “religion.” Indeed, this could be because there is no accepted term
for Chinese popular religion in Mandarin nor is it a typical subject of discus-
sion outside scholarship. Instead, many general terms exist. | have found
terms such as jiazhi ti (system of values), chudntong (tradition), and linii
daodé (moral ethics) far more useful in an ethnographic context when dis-
cussing Chinese popular religion. | have also observed that even the term
zhongguo minjian xinydng (Chinese folk religion) leads to misunderstandings
and obscured data as practitioners of Chinese popular religion will not com-
monly self-identify as adhering to zhongguo minjian xinydng.

When examining these hybrid Christians in light of prior research, a num-
ber of conclusions can be drawn. The very beliefs of these children exemplify
the limits of the term “conversion.” Although each child readily participated
in Christian ritual and held Christian beliefs, not one of them believed that
they had undergone conversion nor self-identified as Christian. | would there-
fore build upon Fan and Chen (2014) and argue that examining conversion in
the context of Chinese immigrants is only applicable when studying Chinese
immigrants who undergo formal conversion to Christianity.

Unlike the religiously apathetic interviewees, the Christian community
was to varying degrees an important part of the hybrid Christian’s life. Many
reported making friends at church and six spoke of going to priests and
church councillors for support. R Shi (17), for example, often visited her
church to talk to the priest about problems: “I speak to [Father David] about
problems that I can’t talk to my parents about.”?* Sometimes, these problems
were about Christianity and matters of faith but more often than not they were
about daily issues such as dating. The Church therefore becomes something
of a counselling service. For some, the Church has clearly grown into what

23 Sudyou de zongjiao dou yuan zui hdo de shi fashéng. Jidijiao rén dangran hui shuo
Jiditjiao shi zui hdo de zongjia. A W RIS B IF R R E . FEERN LR UEE
BHOE T RIR

24 Wo gaosu [Father David] yixié wo bunéng gén fumii tan de wénti T4 1F [Father
David] —SeFANGEERAC BRI ¥ 7]
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Zhou (2009: 34-35) argues ethnic institutions are for Chinese immigrant
youth in the United States: namely, places which “allow the children to de-
velop strategies to cope with parental constraints” as well as “offer some
space where children can share their feelings.” R Shi was certainly not the
only one to report going to church or Christian teachers at school to talk about
problems they felt that they could not be discussed with their parents.

| later interviewed Father David, who elaborated:

I have honestly never had a congregant like RU Shi before. She seems to take
her Christian practice pretty seriously and she always has lots of questions
about things like praying, but I also get the impression that she is not ready to
fully adopt the faith. | have never known someone who studies and practises
Christianity so seriously without actually becoming a Christian. We have spo-
ken about baptism many times but she has never been keen.

In a follow-up interview with RU Shi, | learned that she was unwilling to
undergo baptism because that, to her, would be fully committing to Christi-
anity:

God tells us that we have to be honest. If | were to get baptised then | would
not be being honest with myself or with [Father David].?>

Herein, the hybrid nature of Ru Shi’s religious belief is apparent: she clearly
believes in the Christian God and also believes that one has an obligation to
obey Him, but she also simultaneously readily acknowledges (without nam-
ing) her Chinese popular religious practice. By contrast, Wang Xiuying (9)
was more than happy to get baptised: “My priest told me that I should get
baptised so I did.”?® Wang Xitying therefore saw no problem with being bap-
tised and continuing to engage in Chinese popular religious activity.

I believe that the religious practice and identity of the hybrid Christians
did serve as a bridge to assimilating into Austrian society. However, while
the acceptance of Christian values and belief coupled with church attendance
made these children feel more Austrian, the Chinese popular religious prac-
tice they participated in at home served as a bridge to their Chinese identity.
Ying Yué (15) demonstrated this dual religious identity when she told me
about how she turns to religion in times of need:

25 Zhu gaosu women yao chéngshi. Riuguo women shoule xili, jin xityao dui ziji huo
[Father David] chéngshi = %5 YR FRATZEM AL . AR IRATSZ THeAL, Wi 2 B 2k
[Father David] (5% .

26 Muishi shué wo yinggai xili, sudyi wo zuole BUB VIS Z AL, o &M T .
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It depends what the problem is. Sometimes | will pray to God when | am
feeling sad but I don’t think he can help me as much with school.”

She then showed me a statue of Confucius that her Mother had brought from
China and explained that she sometimes prays to him when she needs help
with school. When | asked her to elaborate on this essential cherry picking,
she described how different gods have different specialities. She described
how her mum had recently lost her best friend who still lived in China to
cancer. At the time, Ying Yué was very worried about her mother. She did
bring it up in church and told me that she prayed for her mum with her peers,
but she also questioned how much help the Christian God would be:

I know it’s kind of silly, but I mostly asked Confucius for help. I just feel like
it is the right thing to do.?®

I would therefore adamantly argue against Christianity replacing Chinese
popular religion. These hybrid Christian children demonstrate that it is very
possible to have a religious identity comprised of both Christianity and Chi-
nese popular religion or even one in which their Chinese popular religious
identity is absorbed into their new Christian one (or vice versa).

10.3. Traditional Converts

This group included the remaining interviewees: seven of twenty-eight. More
specifically, it was comprised of no children under the age of eight, four nine
to thirteen, and three fourteen to eighteen. As the name suggests, these chil-
dren all self-identified as Christian. Unlike the hybrid Christians, the tradi-
tional converts underwent a more typical, that is, “contemporary model of
conversion” (Ng 2002: 201) to Christianity.

Of the three groups, the traditional converts were the ones to demonstrate
a genuine religious identity struggle and only one of the seven had actually
told their parents that they had converted. All seven spoke of an inner conflict
of loyalty to God and loyalty to their parents, whom they associated with
Chinese popular religion. Certain rituals, such as kneeling and burning gifts

27 Kan shi shénme wénti, ganjué shangxin de shihou wo hui gén zhii giddo. Danshi wo
bir rénwéi zhii hui bangzhit wo de xuéyé /2T 4 8, BRI O I g FR 2 R 4T
o HEBRANAELFERMZ.

28 Wo zhidao zheyang hén sha danshi wo changchang hui wen kongzi bangzhu. Wo
juédé zhéyang zuo shi dui de F&N1E X FERAZARE T 2 R L1 B, AT XA
AR
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for the ancestors, were perceived as breaking the First Commandment. Herein
one finds a parallel with Shaolu Yu who argues that conversion has the po-
tential to generate conflicts between Chinese and Christian identities, “espe-
cially when Chinese Christians go back to mainland China and visit their
family and friends” (Yu 2018: 185). This was very much the case with Hou
Yachun (12) who told me:

In China, I really don’t want my family to know that | am Christian. | therefore
usually exaggerate my Chinese identity when I’m there. It’s the same with my
parents here in Vienna. The Bible teaches us that we need to respect our par-
ents and | really, really want to make them both proud of me. But | also want
to make God happy and I am worried that he doesn’t like it when we com-
memorate our ancestors. | do what my parents tell me but then | always say
sorry to God afterwards.?°

Although the remaining traditional converts did not talk about conflict in
China, they readily spoke of potential home conflicts and their desire to avoid
them. All these traditional converts reported adhering to Chinese popular re-
ligion, with two even referencing the importance of filiality. However, each
one felt, to varying degrees, bad about engaging in Chinese popular religious
acts. Han Boyan (17) was somewhat jaded about this:

At home, | am the perfect filial Chinese son. When | leave home, | am a Chris-
tian.30

Herein one finds a striking similarity to an interview carried out by Yu (2018:
185):

The first time | went back to China I tried to share my religion with my friends
and family, I was rejected. My friends even asked me “What’s wrong with
you?” But later I began to hide my identity and wrap myself around. When [

29 Zai zhongguo, wo buxidng rang wo de jiarén zhidao wo xin jidijiao. Zai na'er shi
wo tongchang hui kuada wo de zhongguo shénfén. Fumii zai wéiyena yé hui zuo tongyang
de shi. Shengjing jiao women yao ziinzhong women de fumi, wo zhén de xiwang wo néng
rang tamen wéi wo gandao jido'ao. Danshi wo yé xidng rang zhi gaoxing. Wo danxin wo
hudinian zixian de shihou ta hui bu xihuan. Wo zuo fumi rang wo zuo de shi, shihou zong
shi gén zhii shué duibugi TEH [E, BAIERMIFZ AN IERAE B . 30U FiE
Woas R ES G KEHEAEMMESFEFEN S, ZEHIRAEE B
BIACRE, WEKAERBILMANTARBERIG . (HRREALE M. HELRK
PREASE IR A E AR R EHERMIF, FE SRR E VXA,

30 Zai jiali wo shi yige xiaoshun de érzi. Zai waimian wo shi yigé jidijiao rén 7555 B

T —DFIMHILT . FESMHRE— D IEE .
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go back to China, I behave like a “normal person.” When I am here in Amer-
ica, | am a Christian.

I would therefore argue that Christianity acted as both a bridge and a barrier
to these interviewees. It was a bridge insofar as each traditional convert re-
ported that Christianity enabled them to connect with an Austrian sense of
identity. This even came as a surprise to Han Boyan (17):

At first, I didn’t want to believe it myself. My parents made me attend Chris-
tianity classes at school and | remember that at the time I really didn’t want to
go. They told me that it would help me understand Austria and | thought that
this was really stupid! I tried to tell them that most people in my class were
not even Christian but they wouldn’t listen. But today, whenever 1 go to
church and hang out with my Christian friends, I can’t help but feel Austrian. 3!

He then started laughing when we spoke about him not being able to talk to
his parents about his Christian identity:

Maybe | should tell them about Christianity making me feel like an Austrian
because it will prove that they were right all along. That would make them

happy!%

Christianity also served as a barrier to these interviewees insofar as it made
them feel at odds with their parents, their home life, and Chinese popular
religion. Even Hé Zhthua (15), the only traditional convert who had actually
told her parents about her conversion, felt that Christianity was something of
a barrier:

My parents try to be supportive and they sometimes even come to church with
me. But | know deep in their hearts they do not understand why this is so
important to me. Last Spring Festival, | tried to tell mum that because | am

31 Y1 kaishi, wo buxidng xiangxin wo ziji. Wo de fiimii rang wo zai xuéxido shang ji di
jiao ke, wo jidé na shi wo zhén de xiang qu. Tamen shud nayang hui bangzhu wo lidojié
aodili, wo juédé na shi feichang yuchiin de. Wo gén tamen shuo ban Ili da duo shii de
tongxué dou buxin jidijiao, danshi tamen bu ting. Danshi xianzai, wiltin shénme shihou
wo gén jidiijiao péngydu chiiqu, dou ganjué wo shi aodili rén — 145, WAEMIERE
O AR BHERAE R EREHIR, FICHMN LA WAL WIS B
B3R T RS A], AR AR BRI TR UBE R 2 B R 2 E S
BB, (HRMAIAY . (ARIE, Tt A ERREE BN AR L, #HRE
P HWHF N

32 Wo huoxii yin gai gaosu fumu shishi zhéengming tamen shi dui de, jidijiao rang wo
gdnjué wo shi aodili rén. Na hui rang tamen gaoxing. FKELVFIR1Z 25 VR A B SIE B Aih
AR, FEHAERR B BRI . B2k fhA TR .
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Christian I can’t offer incense to our ancestors because this would make God
angry. This made her really sad and it broke my heart! In the end, | burned
incense but I felt really guilty about it. It’s like I can’t win. 3

To some degree, | would argue that for these interviewees, Christianity did
replace Chinese popular religion. Even though they all still engaged in Chi-
nese popular religious practice, they did so for the sake of their parents. How-
ever, one could also argue that the very fact that pleasing one’s parents was
coupled with the allusions to filiality means that a certain degree of Chinese
popular religious belief was retained.

11. Research Findings and the Core Characteristics of Chi-
nese Immigrant Christianity

Although this is the first study of isolated—insofar as they do not belong to
a singular congregation or Christian community—immigrant Chinese chil-
dren, | believe that it is still very much worth examining the results of this
study in light of the five aforementioned core characteristics of Chinese im-
migrant Christianity:

1. Support

With the exception of the religiously apathetic, | believe that this study
very much demonstrates that Chinese immigrant children often gain a great
deal of “support from Christianity.” All the interviewees that belong to the
traditional convert category reported receiving both spiritual support in the
form of a newly found relationship with God as well as psychological support
that came with the new church counselling opportunities. Similarly, the ma-
jority (fourteen out of sixteen) of the hybrid Christians spoke of the support
that comes from both Christianity and Chinese popular religious belief.

33 W6 de fumii xidng rang wo héquin, you shihou shénzhi gen wo yiqi dao jidotang qul.
Wo shén shén di zhidao zai tamen xinli génbén bu lijie weishéme zhé dui wo hén zhongyao.
Qunidan chiinjié, wo gaosu mama wo xin jidijiao, suoyi wo bunéng géi ziixian shang xiang,
yinwéi nayang hui rang zhii shéngqi. Zheé rang ta féichang nanguo, yé rang wo shangxin.
Zuthou wo haishi shangle xiang, danshi wo juédé youdidn er kuijiu. Ganjué wo genbén bu
hui ying. AV BHABIER AR, AN GHERE A 5. RIRFEHAEEA
10 BRARNEIF A 20X RAREE . FEFT, REFDOREEEH, i
DAIRA GG B, BOAIERE ik 4R XibibdER i, dikikoio. &
JFRIER LT E, EREEAA LK B RAN 2.
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2. Ritual

Unsurprisingly, ritual was important to the majority of interviewees with
twenty-six of them making direct references to its significance. Christian
prayer was cited as an effective means of support and aid by all traditional
converts. What is noteworthy is that, alongside prayer, the majority (namely
the hybrid Christians: sixteen interviewees) also placed a great deal of im-
portance on Chinese popular religious ritual. Indeed, even all religiously ap-
athetic interviewees were happy to acknowledge the importance of, for ex-
ample, ancestor commemoration.

3. ldentity

For the most part, identity was important to the majority of the interview-
ees. For some (fourteen interviewees), it was an identity that happily married
Chinese popular religion with Christianity, whereas for all seven children
who actually self-identified as Christian, it was the cause of something of a
religious identity crisis—which is in line with Chen (2005).

4. Openness

Although the children in this study were happy to discuss their religious
beliefs with me, | would not go as far to say that their religiosity was defined
by a sense of openness. Those who predominantly adhered to Chinese popu-
lar religion (five interviewees) found it strange to discuss their beliefs within
the context of religion. The hybrid Christians (sixteen interviewees) were
happy to talk to me about their beliefs but also, for the most part, said that
religion was not something that they usually spoke about with their friends.
On the contrary, all seven traditional converts tended more towards being
closed, finding church the only place that they could openly discuss their re-
ligiosity: indeed, only one of these interviewees was even able to tell their
parents about their Christian identity, the other six opting to keep it hidden.

5. Weak Faith

Although the traditional converts experienced religious turmoil, there was
not one child in this entire study that | would describe as having a weak faith.
Even the five religiously apathetic children believed that their adherence to
Chinese popular religion was important. When Jiang (2009: 2) writes that “it
remains doubtful whether their belief in God and their religious commitment
are the same as Western Christians,” I would retort that this study has demon-
strated that the very way that many Chinese children engage with Christianity
is different: it is not a question of religious commitment whether a child un-
dergoes a crisis of religious identity brought about conflicting loyalties or
adheres to both Christianity and Chinese popular religion. Indeed, | would
argue that every child in this study was religiously committed (albeit to var-
ying degrees).
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12. Conclusion

Although this study has drawn on a relatively small sample size, it has offered
a window into a previously unexplored realm of the lived religious identity
and experience of Chinese immigrant children. What is significant of all three
groups is that each case was individual: in contrast to studies that have noted
the importance of Chinese churches in the lives of immigrant Chinese youth,
this study has examined Chinese parents who send their children to non-eth-
nic Roman Catholic churches. Therefore, the interviewees of this study had
to reconcile newly found religious identities either by themselves or with the
assistance of non-Chinese church members. Moreover, even though it was
their parents that gave them the push towards Christianity, these children
largely grappled with and reconciled their new belief in the Christian God by
themselves as opposed to previous studies that have highlighted the central
role of ethnic Chinese peers in bringing Chinese immigrants to Christianity.

This article has demonstrated the somewhat unique way that Chinese im-
migrant children often engage with Christianity. Indeed, the very concept of
“conversion” can be seen as problematic in the Chinese context. Fan and
Chen (2014: 556) very rightly note that the the manner by which religion is
defused in China means that official membership is not a prerequisite for par-
ticipation in religious practice, nor is a sense of being religious or being con-
verted. One could therefore argue that to examine Chinese immigrant religi-
osity through the lens of conversion is to miss the point. Even without formal
conversion, this study has demonstrated the deep and meaningful impact
Christianity can have upon Chinese immigrant children. Indeed, one could
subsequently argue that it is far more useful to follow in the footsteps of
Yang, Hu, and Yang (2017: 186) who argue that “[w]hether immigrants con-
vert to or resist certain religious traditions in the host society, the religious
landscape in their host society has undeniably permeated and transformed not
just their belief system and worldviews, but also the very organization of their
religious practices.” However, one could equally argue that there is some
merit to applying certain theories of conversion to the Chinese immigrant
context. Indeed, Pokorny (2016) has, for example, successfully applied
Rambo’s seven stage model of conversion to the case of the Austrian Unifi-
cation Movement. It is certainly possible to follow suit. Thus, in order:

1. Context

For the immigrants of this study, their conversion experience (or rather,
in the case of those who did not formally convert, their new engagement with
Christianity) very much took place in a dynamic context. Their “macrocon-
text,” via immigration, underwent drastic change, and although their “micro-
context” remained somewhat constant (insofar as their immediate family is
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concerned), their friends and neighbourhood were new. What was particu-
larly noticeable was that the context of Chinese popular religion was preva-
lent among each interviewee.

2. Crisis

The vast majority of interviewees did undergo, to varying degrees, a cri-
sis. For some, it was the crisis of identity and coming to terms with their new
Austrian home. For others, it was a religious crisis of reconciling Chinese
popular religious belief and practice with Christianity. Others spoke of lone-
liness and the desire to make their parents proud.

3. Quest

These various crises very much informed the conversion experience of
the majority of the interviewees. Moreover, it was clear that religion was a
direct means of addressing these crises.

4. Encounter

This was the least recognisable stage. As each interviewee initially en-
countered Christianity in answer to the wishes of their parents, they were not
evangelised by a typical advocate. However, one could certainly argue that,
at least for some of the interviewees, advocates (such as pastors or Church
volunteers) played an important role in the conversion process.

5. Interaction

This was mostly evident for the traditional converts. These children did
seek to become increasingly involved with their church.

6. Commitment

This was similarly mostly only evident with the traditional converts who
opted to undergo baptism. However, the hybrid Christians also experienced
something of a turning point when they accepted Christianity into their reli-
gious world.

7. Consequences

It was certainly the case that the conversion experiences (if one chooses
to use the term) were “complex and multifaceted” (Rambo 1993: 142). Even
the interviewees who fell into the traditional convert category experienced a
plethora of emotions and barriers during their conversion.

It should be acknowledged that each interviewee’s individual religious
narrative was unique: each interaction with Christianity did not necessarily
fall into each stage and, given that for many the conversion process was on-
going, consequences, for example, were often not present.

Thus, one finds two arguments that are seemingly at odds with one an-
other. The data presented within this article demonstrates that the very term
“conversion” is problematic in a Chinese religious context, but equally shows
that one can readily apply the religious narratives of these children to
Rambo’s seven-stage model of conversion. Although it is certainly the case
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that these conclusions very much depend on one’s definition of conversion,
what is clear is that one needs to be cautious when utilising the term within
the context of Chinese immigrants.

When Yang asks “for Chinese immigrants who have even forsaken their
traditional religion and converted to Christianity, what is left for them to pre-
serve?” (Yang 1999: 132), I would readily answer that, at least with the sam-
ple of this study, it is Chinese popular religion that is very much preserved. |
agree with Yang that “Chinese Christians undergo a two-way process of seg-
regating various dimensions of the Chinese identity and integrating Chinese,
Christian, and American...” or, in my case, Austrian ... identities” (ibid.:
163). Yet, whereas Yang holds that Chinese Christians are able to remove the
religious dimension of Chinese culture in favour of the primacy of the Chris-
tian faith, | believe that this article has demonstrated a middle way: some
children have adopted a Christian faith without relinquishing their Chinese
popular religious beliefs. Indeed, like Pokorny (2016: 223), who argues that
“conversion experience does not necessarily entail formal conversion, that is,
community affiliation,” this article has demonstrated that Chinese immigrant
children are wholly capable of possessing Christian beliefs and adhering to
Christian rules while not self-identifying as Christian.

On a final note, it is exactly the simultaneous blending of Christianity and
Chinese popular religion that is significant. Jiang’s ethnographic study of
Chinese Christians in the United States may have unwittingly missed a most
fascinating line of enquiry. Jiang notes that the home of a dedicated Chinese
convert to Christianity “was full of Chinese artefacts and Christian signs”
(Jiang 2009: 33). Although it is clear from Jiang’s ethnography that this Chi-
nese Christian very much self-identified as such, I would be more curious
about the Chinese artefacts: did this Christian merely perceive them as secu-
lar trinkets that remind him of his country of origin, or might they betray
adherence to Chinese popular religion? Similarly, Jiang (ibid.: 63) also states
that one interviewee “indicated that he converted because God answered his
prayers about troubles in his family and he wanted to keep the promise he
made to God in his prayer.” I believe that the language employed here is ex-
tremely reminiscent of Chinese popular religion, particularly the laws of rec-
iprocity. It is my hope that, at the very least, this article has opened up this
question for further discussion.
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Appendix

Bai Boyan (11): Interview from 9:00-10:20 on September 11, 2021, at family
home. Interview with parents from 10:30-11:15.

Bai Manyin (8): Interview from 9:00-10:50 on September 26, 2021 at family
home. Interview with parents from 11:00-11:45.

Céng Honghan (7) Interview from 10:00-11:05 on August 15, 2021 at family
home. Interview with parents from 11:15-12:20.

Father David: Interview from 11:00-12:20 on September 16, 2021 at his
church.

Father Kevin: Interview from 12:00-13:05 on February 10, 2022 at his
church.

Father Matthew: Interview from 11:30-12:40 on February 02, 2022 at his
church.

Father Peter: Interview from 14:00-14:50 on February 22, 2022 at his church.

F&i Hong (8): Interview from 8:30-10:05 on October 30, 2021 at family
home. Interview with parents from 10:15-11:10.

Féng Mian (16): Interview from 14:00-15:35 on August 29, 2021 at family
home. Interview with parents from 15:45-16:50.

Féng Yachn (8): Interview from 10:15-11:20 on September 12, 2021 at fam-
ily home. Interview with parents from 11:35-12:20.

Gong Honghan (10): Interview from 8:30-9:20 on September 25, 2021 at
family home. Interview with parents from 9:30-10:15.

Gong Zhén (17): Interview from 15:00-16:15 on August 28, 2021 at family
home. Interview with parents from 16:30-17:40.

Héan Boyén (17): Interview from 10:00-11:35 on November 07, 2021 at a
park near the family home. Interview with parents from 12:00-12:55 at fam-
ily home.
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Hé Mian (14): Interview from 9:20-10:15 on August 21, 2021 at family
home. Interview with parents from 10:30-11:10.

Hé Zhihua (15): Interview from 13:05-14:20 on December 12, 2021 at family
home. Interview with parents from 14:30-15:45.

Héu Yiachian (12): Interview from 10:30-11:55 on November 20, 2021 at
family home. Interview with parents from 12:10-13:00.

Jid Manyin (7): Interview from 9:00-9:40 on December 04, 2021 at family
home. Interview with parents from 9:55-10:40.

Kang Yachtn (5): Interview from 8:30-9:10 on January 09, 2022 at family
home. Interview with parents from 8:25-10:20.

Kang Zhang (12): Interview from 11:20-13:05 on September 05, 2021 at
family home. Interview with parents from 13:15-14:05.

Péng Yéchun (8): Interview from 8:00-9:20 on December 20, 2021 at family
home. Interview with parents from 9:30-10:40.

Nian Zhén (11) Interview from 12:10-13:25 on August 22, 2021 at a park
near the family home. Interview with parents from 13:30-14:30.

Ren Jiming (6): Interview from 9:15-10:05 on November 21, 2021 at family
home. Interview with parents from 10:20-11:25.

Ren Hong (17): Interview from 15:00-17:10 on August 18, 2021 at a park
near the family home, Interview with parents from 17:30-18:25 at family
home.

RU Shi (17): Interview from 13:00-14:40 on September 04, 2021 at family
home. Interview with parents from 15:00-16:10.

St Yachun (6): Interview from 8:45-9:40 on October 31, 2021 at family
home. Interview with parents from 9:50-10:55.

St Zhang (18): Interview from 13:40-15:25 on January 23, 2022 at family
home. Interview with parents from 15:40-16:50.
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Wang Xiuying (9): Interview from 10:15-11:45 on January 16, 2022 at fam-
ily home. Interview with parents from 12:00-13:15.

Ying Yue (15): Interview from 11:45-13:05 on December 19, 2021 at family
home. Interview with parents from 13:45-14:30.

Yu Yan (17): Interview from 11:30-12:55 on January 08, 2022 at family
home. Interview with parents from 13:05-14:00.

Zhang Hong (13): Interview from 9:50-10:00 on December 05, 2021 at fam-
ily home. Interview with parents from 10:10-10:55.

Zhang Manyin (10): Interview from 8:45-10:10 on January 15, 2022 at fam-
ily home. Interview with parents from 10:25-11:35.

Zhang W¢i (14): Interview from 13:35-14:55 on December 11, 2021 at fam-
ily home. Interview with parents from 15:15-16:25.
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Abstract: As more and more students in China turn to religion, it follows that an increasing number
of students in Chinese universities self-identify as Buddhist. Chinese academia has a tendency to
treat this as problematic, offering reasons for this trend as well as solutions but neglecting to
examine the nature of student belief and identity. By utilising two case studies, this paper seeks to
demonstrate how the Buddhist identity and practice of self-proclaimed Buddhist students in Beijing
can manifest in two very different ways: overtly or covertly. More specifically, each case study
provides an example of students in Beijing who very much break with the commonly held
perception that students in China who self-identify as religious have a fundamentally flawed and
limited understanding of their religion and rarely actually practice it.

Keywords: Chinese students; Buddhism; religious identity; Beijing

1. Introduction

Student religiosity in China is a somewhat obscure field. On the surface level, one might think
that it is a field that has, of late, received much academic attention. It is certainly true that there are
multiple recent studies that focus upon the religious beliefs of university students in China. Indeed,
2008-2010 witnessed particular interest in the field with nearly 200 papers being published in the
China Academic Journals (zhonggué zhi wdng shivjirki ™ K1/ H#E FE)! about the rise of religious belief
among Chinese university students (Zhongguo zhi wang shuju 2019). However, the overwhelming
majority of these studies (Zuo 2005; Gao 2005; Li 2006; Yang 2009; Chen 2010; Zhao 2011; Zhang and
Wang 2012; Riyila 2015) address student religiosity as a problem to be solved. Zhang Shuwen and
Wang Xue, for example, write that “university students’ religious beliefs have become a problem that
society cannot ignore” (Zhang and Wang 2012, p. 94). It is for this reason that I believe that much of
the existing scholastic work pertaining to student religious belief in China is rather lacking: by
focusing upon the reasons and causes for the “problem” as well as suggested “solutions”, these works
neglect to examine the very nature of student religious belief. Even though it is undeniably valuable
examining why students increasingly turn to Buddhism (indeed, this paper shall also add to this
dialogue), I hold that this is only part of the picture: how students practice Buddhism and how they
conceive of their own Buddhist identity is a subject that is severely lacking in examination. This paper
hopes to begin to address exactly this. More explicitly, I intend to shine light upon the nature of
Buddhist identity among students in Beijing. By utilising two case studies from two separate
universities in Beijing, I hope to show two very different ways that students in Beijing interact with
Buddhism and form their own sense of religious identity. I specifically wish to present an alternative
to the predominant themes in existing Chinese scholarship: namely that university students who
engage in Buddhist practices have a fundamentally flawed and limited understanding of Buddhism

1 A Chinese article database that covers the vast majority of humanities and social sciences academic journals
published in the PRC.
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and rarely actually practice their religion. By presenting two university case studies that show two
extremely different manifestations of dedicated Buddhist practice, this paper intends to offer not only
a valuable insight into student-run Buddhist societies, but also specifically demonstrate an alternative
to this problematic predominant view.

According to the (albeit incomplete) official government statistics, since the beginning of the
new century, the number of Chinese university students who possess “religious beliefs” (xinydng
zongjiao {5152 %) has increased and risen to nearly 15% of the entire national student population
(Riyila 2015). It has also been well documented that the religion that receives the most attention from
students in China is Buddhism. This trend can be seen as early as the late 1980s when students were
becoming an increasingly active, vocal, and confident group within Chinese society. Mak notes that
during this time, with Chinese university students becoming more and more involved in several
social and political activities which centred upon altruism, it was natural that Buddhism came into
the lives of many students “despite the lingering aversion towards religious beliefs due to the
Marxist-Leninist ideology” (Mak 2007). In 2009, the Ministry of Education (jidoy b #( & ) carried
out research pertaining to “the problem of young college students’ faith” (gingnidn daxuéshéng xinydng
wenti HHFRFAMEMIA ) in which three universities in Beijing were surveyed alongside one
university outside of Beijing. According to their survey, a total of 21.9% reported that they regard
themselves as religious with Buddhism contributing 12.5% to this (Huang 2014). Similarly, a survey
of 832 students at Minzu University of China (zhongyang minzii daxué * 9 R K %) conducted by
Wen Yingjie found that of the 83,278 students identified as Buddhist (Wen 2011). A very obvious part
of and indeed (at least to a certain extent in Beijing) reason for this trend is the rise of student-run
Buddhist societies. Established in the early 1990s, my first case study claims to be among the first of
these societies.

2. Research Aims

The primary aim of this paper is to build upon the excellent work started by Ji and Han Qi. In
2006, Ji examined the phenomenon of rising youth religiosity in contemporary China (Ji 2006). Ji
noted that in recent years, the Chinese Buddhist elite have done much to satisfy the needs of the
Chinese youth: certain temples published periodicals, conferences were organised to which
university students were invited, and summer camps were organised for young people. However, Ji
also stated that “it is evident that the analysis of each case should be deepened, and some topics have
not been highlighted” (Ji 2006, p. 546). Similarly, in 2014, Han Qi examined Buddhist university
students in Beijing and argued that these students exhibited an extremely rational lifestyle (Han
2014). Although the main purpose of this article was to critique Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and the
Spirit of Capitalism, Han Qi concludes that we must develop new theories and descriptions of
Buddhism that are suitable for the contemporary Chinese context. This paper intends to do exactly
this. By presenting two extremely different case studies of university Buddhist societies in Beijing,
this paper intends to theorise that university Buddhism in Beijing can manifest in two extremely
different ways. More explicitly, I will propose two new categories of university-based Buddhism:
overt Buddhism and covert Buddhism. The former category, as the name suggests, refers to students
who practice Buddhism in an overt manner. By this, I specifically mean that these students openly
identify as Buddhist to those around them and do not hide the fact that they engage in Buddhist
practice. Covert Buddhists are quite the opposite of this. Students who fall into this category keep
their Buddhist identity hidden from the public eye and very much practise in secret.

I will argue that the evidence from both case studies suggests that overt and covert Buddhists
initially encounter Buddhism in extremely different ways: overt Buddhists find Buddhism through
any of the five proposed means (namely university societies, classes and public lectures, off-campus
Buddhist groups and sites, private and personal means, and family) whereas covert Buddhists
encounter the religion predominantly through their own private means. In order to come to this
conclusion, I will build upon Mak, who wrote a 2007 paper that, while only offering a very broad
introduction, nevertheless grants insightful reasons as to why students in China choose to practice
Buddhism. He proposed that students in China encounter Buddhism in one of four ways: classes and
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public lectures, university society activities, off-campus activities, and study groups (Mak 2007). I
will develop each of these categories, tying them to both of my case studies, as well as add my own.

This paper shall also build upon and critique the work of Moser (2013), who, in turn, built upon
the work of Jones (2010). Although neither focused upon university students specifically, instead
providing far wider-reaching studies that examined the overall practice of Buddhism in Chinese
cities, each have provided an invaluable insight into urban Buddhism that proved to be an ideal
foundation for my own study. Of greatest relevance to this paper is Moser’s identification of three
distinct types of Buddhists in China: problem solvers, seekers, and lifestyle Buddhists (Moser 2013).
Although Moser’s study is undeniably valuable, by applying the findings from my two case studies
to each of Moser’s categories, I intend to highlight the flaws of each category.

Finally, this paper intends to move away from the prevalent trend in Chinese academia that
holds that student religiosity is a problem to be solved. I intend to do this by critiquing the work of
Riyila that perfectly encapsulates this problematic sentiment. After examining the religious beliefs of
university students in China, Riyila came to three major conclusions based upon both pre-existing
data as well as his own investigations (Riyila 2015):

1. The degree of understanding of religion among university students with religious beliefs is not
very deep. Multiple university students who claim to possess religious identity do not
understand or comprehend the very basic content of their own religious beliefs.

2. Many of the groups of students who practice religion together only participate in religious
activity at a very low and unreliable frequency.

3. The degree of understanding of relevant religious policies are not very deep among university
students.

Continuing on in the vein of Chi, who in 2014 interviewed educated Buddhist youths in China
and noted a distinct intellectual vigour marked by a strategic analysis of their belief, science, and
superstition (Chi 2014), I intend to apply each of these findings to my two case studies and by doing
so, show that each conclusion is, at best, too sweeping and at worst, incredibly problematic.

3. Methodology

Conducting ethnographic research in China, especially research pertaining to a controversial
area such as religion, is somewhat sensitive. Despite the fact that (non-Tibetan) Buddhism along with
Confucianism are comparatively the least sensitive religions in contemporary China, scholars have,
in the past, been hindered by the police while conducting research (Jones 2010). Thankfully, I did not
experience any such obstacles. The largest obstacle I faced was knowing where to begin. I am utterly
indebted to the friends I made while I myself was a student in Beijing. Without their help, it would
have been nigh impossible for me to gain access to University B’s Buddhist society. Solinger speaks
of the importance of retaining all of one’s old contacts in China “no matter how trivial” (Solinger
2006, p. 158). It was only through sheer luck that I learned of a Buddhist discussion group (tdoluin ban
1R ¥YE) at University B: a former contact brought the group’s existence to my attention. Learning of
the existence of and then, subsequently receiving access to the society at University B, was, by far,
the most difficult obstacle of this paper and I am acutely aware of the luck that factored into my
eventual access. Thus, this paper differs from, for example, the work of Jones (2010) who may not
have received access to similar societies due to not having an appropriate insider to point her in the
right direction. Indeed, herein one finds the first noticeable manifestation of a notable difference
between overt Buddhist students and covert Buddhist students: it was exceedingly easy for me to
gain access to University A (the overt student Buddhist society). In total contrast, University B’s
Buddhist society (the covert student Buddhist society) was hidden to the extent that it was only
through sheer luck that I was able to learn of their very existence in the first place. Moreover, gaining
true access (namely access that allowed me to see that the society is in fact a dedicated Buddhist
group rather than a study group) to the University B’s Buddhist Society took four months. Therefore,
one can already begin to note a key difference between overt Buddhist students and covert Buddhist
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students: the former are extremely easy to find and contact, whereas the latter are comparatively
hidden and difficult to contact.

Regarding the research itself, I, like Arthur, adopted Harvey’s concept of “guesthood” (Harvey
2005, pp. 227-28, 2013, p. 94) as an ethnographic research method: establishing relationships with my
interviewees built upon mutual respect whereby meetings are “less like formal interviews with one-
way exchange of information and more like mutually constituted relationships where knowledge is
exchanged and discussed” (Arthur 2019, p. 16). By undertaking a far more intimate and less sweeping
study compared to Riyila, who based his findings on official census data and statistics from relevant
university departments that he himself acknowledges to be incomplete, I hope to offer an insight into
university Buddhism that goes far beyond a surface level view. I therefore joined in with the activities
of both societies and developed relationships whereby I felt as though my interviewees were very
comfortable speaking to me. Once this relationship had been established, I found that my student
interviewees were more than happy to discuss their involvement with their respective society as well
as their own Buddhist identity and practice.

My sample size consists of 22 students from University A. These students made up the core
membership of the university society. It should be acknowledged that, technically speaking,
University A has far more than 22 members. Their WeChat (wéixin (%) group consists of hundreds
of current students. However, I found that it was 22 students who very much made up the core of
the society. It was these students who would consistently attend meetings and events. It should
therefore be acknowledged from the outset, that even though I will, at times, refer to the wider, more
sporadic membership base of University A, this paper predominantly relies upon the data obtained
from the 22 core members. My sample size also consists of 19 students from University B who made
up the entire membership of University B’s Buddhist society. I conducted 22 formal semi-structured
interviews with the core membership of University A’s Buddhist Society as well as 19 formal semi-
structured interviews with the entire membership of University B’s Buddhist society. I closely
followed each society from September 2018-September 2019, conducting participant observations on
a weekly basis. All names, including the names of both universities, have been anonymised.

4. Case Study 1: University A

This section shall provide an overview of my first case study: the overt Buddhist student society
found at University A.

Rather surprisingly, I was told that it was a very quiet year for the society as a whole. This was
not the impression I received at all. I first met the society during the university societies fair. Dressed
in matching society uniform, three representatives handed out leaflets to the backdrop of Buddhist
music? and discussed Chan (chdn ) with passing students in the hopes of recruiting new members.
These society members were exceptionally friendly and, above all else, wished to portray to
prospective members how accessible their society is. Although the three of them self-identified as
Buddhists, they wished to make it abundantly clear that the society is open to everyone. Responding
to my question about who the society is for, one of them answered:

“This society is for everyone. From students who are just a little bit interested to lifelong
Buddhists, we welcome all.”

They rather liberally kept coming back to joking about how what their society practices is not
“mysterious and ineffable” (xudn ér you xudn Z 1 X %)% I was instantly struck by how open and
confident the society was about their practice of Buddhism. I later found out that the society was even
featured in an article about this particular societies fair by Life Academy (yudnzhuo jiaoyiu jijin hui
HHE IS ). Ibelieve that this is of great significance given that Life Academy, who are known for
publishing articles pertaining to matters of education in Beijing, heavily draw from the work of
Beijing Youth Daily (béijing qingnidn bao AL 37 -4) journalists who, it goes without saying, heavily

2 The students referred to the music as “# %k” (fil yué: Buddha music).
3 This is famously part of the opening of the Daodejing (daodé jing: 1E/E4£).
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push the party line. I believe that the significance here is that the article clearly shows just how
normalised University A’s Buddhist Society is. The reporter describes them in an exceptionally casual
manner and seems to make nothing of the society being a religious group. Moreover, the reporter
opens the article by writing that this particular societies fair consisted of 169 different society stalls.
The article then goes on to describe 10 of these 169 societies, one of them being the University A’s
Buddhist Society. Rather than being swept under the rug, it is clear that the Buddhist Society of
University A is simply seen as a very normal student society.

I found the weekly activities of the society to be very packed. They conducted a daily* morning
meditation session as well as an evening meditation session once a week. These took place in a rather
beautiful meditation room situated in an idyllic location on the scenic part of campus. I was told that
the society had received special permission from the university to make regular use of this room.
These sessions were usually attended by approximately 15-20 students. However, during exam
season, these sessions became especially popular (the highest number while [ was in attendance was
65). The meditations were always guided. Sometimes it would be a society member leading it and
other times it would be one of the Buddhist monks studying at the university. Fa Yin, who attended
nearly every session that I was present for, described the sessions thus:

“I actually think that the Sutras are kind of straight forward about this. Meditation is the
key to happiness. I actually joined this society because I was curious about the benefits of
meditation and I hoped that it would help me with stress. At the time, I did not think that I
would become a Buddhist myself. But when I felt that the meditation meetings were
making such a big difference in my life, I decided that I wanted Buddhism to play an even
bigger role in my life. Today, I cannot imagine my life without meditation. Whenever I feel
stressed about my studies, I know that meditation will help me.”

Similarly, the president of the society spoke of the importance of meditation to the society:

“Personally, I think that meditation is the very heart of our society. We all have problems
in our lives and I think that meditation is a way of coping with these problems. The Buddha
only needed to meditate for 49 days but we are not so lucky!”

When I asked him to elaborate, he explained:

“After 49 days, the Buddha reached enlightenment. I have been meditating for hundreds of
days and I am still not there. We therefore all need to keep meditating as much as we can!”

From the core membership of the society, the overwhelming impression I gathered was one of
impressive dedication to practice. I think one can safely argue that daily meditation practice is both
regular and dedicated. I believe that herein, one find a contradiction to Riyila’s assertion that religious
students practice their religion at very low and unreliable frequencies. If I were to even compare the
frequency of meditation meetings of this society to, for example, student-run Buddhist societies in
the UK, the University A’s Buddhist Society has a far higher frequency than the overwhelming
majority of UK Buddhist societies who, I have found, have 1-2 meditation meetings a week.

I was especially surprised at the extent of religious conviction among the regular attendees. Of
the 22 core members, 20 stated that they very much self-identify as Buddhist. However, during exam
season when the meditation session attendance skyrocketed, the vast majority of new students did
not self-identify as Buddhists. In contrast, these students saw the meditation sessions as a temporary
means to an end. Yu Chan, one such student, summed up the general view of these students. She told
me in very clear terms:

“No I am not a Buddhist. My Aunt is a Buddhist but I am not.”

She then, in response to my asking what brought her to this particular session, replied:

4 This was every week day without fail and usually every weekend as well, unless a larger society event (such
as a temple visit) was planned.
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“] am very stressed these days. I have a lot of exams and I am very scared that I will fail.
My parents keep telling me that I have to do well but I am so worried that I will let them
down. One of my friends told me about this group and said that the meditation sessions are
really good at helping with stress.”

On top of these meditations sessions, the society also met at least once a week5 for “discussion
groups” (tdolim ban P11 ¥E). The president of the society informed me that each semester, the society
“systematically studies Chan doctrine” in both historic and contemporary China, as well as Buddhist
philosophy in general. He said that the aim was for each society member to “fully understand Chan
and Buddhist culture.” These meetings, to say the very least, were an utter contrast to Riyila’s
conclusion that students with religious identity possess a limited understanding of their own beliefs.
Every single student who attended these meetings appeared (and also confirmed in my interviews)
to be exceptionally engaged with what I can only describe as a rigorous and academic study of
Buddhist doctrine. Meetings would usually revolve around a particular text. The society would
discuss the text in depth, often comparing it to other Buddhist texts. To my knowledge, each of the
regular attendees® had a strong knowledge of the Chinese Buddhist canon that far surpassed my
expectations. Indeed, I often struggled to keep up with these sessions. The conversation flit quickly
between in-depth analyses of, for example, the Blue Cliff Records (Biyan Lu 5 % #%), to making
Buddhist jokes, to discussing how the texts can be applied to their own lives. Ai Zuang, a third year
mathematics student who was usually the one to organise and run these sessions, told me:

“I think that as Buddhists it is crucial that we are constantly doing our best to study
Buddhism. Today there are many examples of false and half-baked Buddhist teachings so I
think it is important to keep studying! For me, it makes a really big difference to be able to
study and talk to my fellow students.”

I was particularly interested in his identification of “false belief in Buddhism” (wéi xin f6 D15 f#) and
“half-baked Buddhist teachings” (ban dido zi xin fii *f-F15#). These were concepts that came up
regularly in the group’s discussions. I felt that there was a very real desire within the group to stay
true to what they perceived to be as the true teachings of Buddhism. Indeed, in a very potent contrast
to Riyila, they had an extremely strong desire to go far beyond the mere basic content of Buddhist
belief. This was very much a group of students who were deeply proud of their own Buddhist
identity.

Although the meditation sessions and the discussion groups made up the main bulk of society
activity over the year, the society also frequently (at least every other week) convened for social
activities. Dinners were often arranged, karaoke remained something of a staple society evening
social event, and from time to time, the group would meet to watch a film together. What struck me
about these meetings was the extent to which these otherwise typical Chinese students were united
by a shared Buddhist identity. At meals, conversation usually landed upon Buddhism. Movie nights
usually revolved around kung fu (gongfu Yi7K) films, during which society members would often joke
about how the film does not truly align with Buddhist doctrine. At karaoke, the students would often
(to much laughter) change song lyrics to incorporate Buddhism: my personal favourite was when,
after the group had been discussing the nature of anatman’ (wit wé J:3X), the very popular chorus of
“You exist in my song” (wd de gesheng If FfJ# 7 Hl) was changed from “you exist” (nf ciinzai YR{FAE
) to “you cannot exist” (ni bit kéyi ciinzai YRANH] LAFFLE). T found that the newsletters very much
reflected this picture of typical Chinese students united by a shared Buddhist identity: newsletters
flitted between outlining the overall themes of upcoming discussions such as “the world is not real”
(shijie shi bit zhénshi de tH 5 & A F L 1) and “can one truly overcome ignorance?” (ni zhén de nénggou

5 These meetings were, more often than not, more frequent than once a week with the most being four times
a week.

¢ Exactly the same students who regularly attended the meditation sessions.

7 The Buddhist concept of non-self.
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ddpo wii ming ma 1R E I REW ST B L WMD) to distinct images of Chinese youth culture such as
pineapples wearing sunglasses (which were particularly lost on me).

The University A’s Buddhist Society also organised and ran several large-scale events
throughout the year. During my time with them, they organised several lectures, discussions, and
workshops headed by those from the academic community as well as those from the monastic
community. Master Ming Xian of Behai Temple (JLi#=F), for example, conducted a Dharma talk
followed by a meditation workshop. Moreover, visits to local temples and monasteries were
organised as well as an incredibly popular summer retreat. To my surprise, these lectures and visits
often attracted hundreds of students from across campus. I believe that it is particularly worthy of
mention that the society shares a very close relationship with Longquan Monastery (Iéngqudn si # 5%
<F) that is situated in Fenghuangling Nature Park (fenghuing ling RJEI%) in the Heidan District
(hdidian qu #§E[X) about 18 miles away from downtown Beijing. The city of Beijing itself is totally
devoid of functioning Buddhist temples and monasteries. Longquan Monastery is one of the two
major officially recognised sites for Buddhist practice in the area. That the University A’s Buddhist
Society has such close ties with Longquan Monastery is of great significance. Mei You, a very devoted
member of the society, volunteered at Longquan Monastery every week on Sundays. In an insightful
discussion, she told me:

“Longquan is very special to me. I love that as a society we can discuss and practice
Buddhism together, but none of us are experts. I think it makes a very big difference that
we are also able to go to Longquan to learn from masters as well as be in a place that really
makes us feel close to the Buddha.”

I asked her to elaborate upon what she meant by closeness to the Buddha. Her answer was most
revealing:

“Longquan is a truly sacred place. Every day, the monks do intense daily recitations and
worship. You can really feel it when you visit. You can feel how good the karma is. They
even have a special ceremony to purify karma twice a month. To all of us [in the society] this
is of great benefit to our practice when we visit. I love Beijing, but the karma here is [she
laughs at this moment]. Therefore, learning from and being in the presence of eminent
monks is important, but also just being in the place itself is helpful too.”

Herein, I believe the significance is twofold. I think that such a close relationship with the monastery
has allowed the members of the University A’s Buddhist Society to develop an even greater sense of
Buddhist community. The students have a physical place where they can learn from ordained
members of the Sangha. Secondly, it grants the society a great deal of legitimacy. In 2005, Longquan
was officially restored as a site of religious activity. Today, it continues to share a very good
relationship with the government. Thus, by affiliating themselves with an officially recognised
religious site, the University A’s Buddhist Society has essentially been able to legitimise the Buddhist
practice and identity of their own society.

Of Riyila’s three major conclusions, it was only the third that I found evidence of in the
University A’s Buddhist Society. For the most part, students had very little to say when I asked them
about government policy pertaining to the practice of religion. The president of the society was the
one who gave me the longest answer. He stated:

“I know that religion is allowed in our country and the government do not have a problem
with us practicing it. I know that we have official permission from the university.”

Most of the society members I asked thought that my asking about official policy was rather a strange
thing to ask about. It could therefore be argued that, in line with Riyila’s assertion, the members of
the society did not have a deep understanding of relevant policies relating to the practice of religion.
However, it could also be argued that the word “relevance” should be reassessed. The impression
that I received was that the students truly did not believe that my question was of particular
“relevance” (let alone interest) to them. Indeed, rather than official government policy, the only policy
they thought was immediately relevant to them was their university’s policy. It could also be the case
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that the students were not comfortable talking to me about state policy and therefore, kept their
answers brief.

5. Case Study 2: University B

This section shall provide an overview of my second case study: the covert Buddhist student
society found at University B.

In utter contrast to the University A’s Buddhist Society, finding the University B’s Buddhist
Society was not easy. There was certainly no Buddhist society present at this university’s society fair.
Indeed, when I asked one of the organisers of the fair, I was told that no such society exists. However,
I'was directed to a group who frequently meet every week to discuss Buddhism by a former Beijing
contact who happened to know of the existence of this private group. Upon request and with
permission, I was added to a WeChat group focused upon organising these Buddhist discussion
sessions at University B. I obtained permission from the group to join these meetings. Over the next
four months (from September to December) I attended each session (usually twice a week). Excluding
myself, 19 students were part of this WeChat group and the meetings were usually attended by all
19. The content of these meetings was very similar to the discussion sessions held by the University
A’s Buddhist Society: Buddhist texts were discussed in a great deal of depth. However, this is where
the similarities ended. The tone of the University B meetings were very serious. No jokes were made
and the feeling was of a group of students who simply wanted to do a rigorous study of Buddhist
texts. Moreover, in total contrast to the University A’s Buddhist Society, absolutely none of the 19
students in the University B group self-identified as Buddhist. Instead, each responded to my
question regarding Buddhist identity along the lines of “I am interested in Buddhism but I am
certainly not Buddhist myself.” Furthermore, when asked about the nature of their group, the
students would respond with “We wish to academically study Buddhism. We have no interest in the
practice but we enjoy reading and discussing the texts.” The WeChat group chat reflected this serious
nature: meeting times and places were discussed and various articles pertaining to Buddhist texts
were posted (and sometimes discussed). My initial conclusion, therefore, was that there was no
fruitful comparison to be made between the two societies. One was very much a religious group and
the other was a study group that centred upon a religious topic. Moreover, given that none of the
students self-identified as Buddhist, I was unable to apply Riyila’s conclusions as these were not
religious students.

My relationship with the group dramatically changed after spending four months with them. In
January, I was invited to join them for a previously unmentioned (despite being very much present
during my previous four months) type of meeting. After a discussion group session, we went to a
classroom on campus that the students knew was currently empty. I was then informed that we
would be having a group meditation session. Each student sat behind a desk and for 50 min we sat
in total silence. There was no guidance to the meditation nor a preliminary discussion. I thus learned
that the surface level Buddhist study group was also something of an undefined meditation group. I
was fascinated to find that once I started attending the meditation sessions on top of the discussion
sessions, the group became much more open with what they discussed with me. Of particular note,
18 of the 19 students changed their answer to my question “do you self-identify as a Buddhist?” I
therefore found that 18 out of 19 of the students did indeed self-identify as Buddhist but were initially
reluctant to tell me. I thus learned that the students had something of a semi-secret® meditation
session after each discussion meeting. Therefore, herein one finds another example that contrasts
with Riyila’s first two conclusions: the depth and rigour of these students’ study of the Chinese
Buddhist canon contradicts Riyila’s assertion that students with religious beliefs do not possess a
deep understanding of their own religion, and I believe that having a meditation meeting twice a
week can be described as regular practice.

8 These meditation sessions were never mentioned in the WeChat group nor in my presence during the
discussion meetings.
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I soon learned that 16 of the 18 who self-identify as Buddhist keep their identity hidden from
everyone except the other members of the group (the other 2 telling only their respective families). I
found that the main reasons for this were a mixture between two factors: face (mianzi [¥) and
caution. The concept of face is crucial to Chinese society. Every citizen of China is expected to have a
deeply ingrained understanding of the social nuances of face: the ability to “feel the hurt that comes
from public humiliation, and the desire to protect oneself [and by extension one’s family] from public
humiliation” (Schoenhals 2015, p. 67). I should emphasise, from the outset, that none of the students
who privately identified as Buddhist believed that being more open about their religious identity
would be a major loss of face. However, this said, they were concerned that having an open Buddhist
identity was not worth it when weighed with the potential of face loss. This feeling was best
exemplified by one student who told me:

“I think that China is very different to the UK. I feel as though religion is not really a
problem where you come from. Even the song that every English person knows is basically
about religion [he at this point sings the tune to “God Save the Queen”]. In China it is very
different. Nobody talks about religion. It was never mentioned in school or in my textbooks.
My parents never mentioned it and my friends never talk about it. The closest thing you
get is Journey to the West but I don’t think that’s real Buddhism. I sometimes think that I
would really like to talk to my friends about Buddhism but I don’t think it would be very
comfortable. I think they would think that I am strange.”

This feeling of general discomfort towards his religious identity was echoed by the other members
who self-identified as Buddhist. I did not get the impression that they thought that their religious
identity would be a large problem with their friends and family, but there was enough of a feeling of
discomfort to warrant keeping it a secret.

If anything, the feeling of caution was the more pronounced reason. I chose the term caution
because fear would be too strong. None of the students were afraid but there was a strong feeling
among each member of wanting to be careful. When I directly asked about their reason for caution,
one student informed me:

“It is kind of complicated. In China, we are not allowed to practice Buddhism in public
places. Our university is a public place so I think we need to be careful.”

The university is, therefore, not aware of the presence of this unofficial society. Herein, I believe one
finds an understanding of relevant government policies pertaining to the practice of religion that
Riyila believes religious students do not possess. The revised Regulation on Religious Affairs
(zongjiao shiwi tidoli 57 %= 55 %) which took effect on 1 February 2018, states:

Citizens are entitled to the right of freedom of religious belief (Id. art. 2 ] 1.)... [but] sites
not appropriately designated as religious ones [are prohibited] from conducting religious
activities, accepting religious donations, carrying out religious training, and organizing
citizens leaving the country to participate in religious training, meetings, and activities (Id.
art. 41.) (Zhang 2017).

Although none of the students mentioned any specific policy, each one was aware of where religious
practices are and are not allowed.

In contrast to the University A’s Buddhist Society, the students of University B did not organise
any events outside of the usual discussion groups and meditation sessions. Unsurprisingly, due to
the unofficial nature of the society, they had no affiliation with any official Buddhist sites nor a
relationship with any masters. Interestingly, when I mentioned the University A’s Buddhist Society,
the students of University B were immediately interested and engaged. They spoke of the society at
University A with awe and I had the strong impression that they saw the society as something of a
Buddhist society ideal. One student told me:

“They are really very amazing! I read about them all the time online. I would love
[University B] to have a Buddhist group like that but I know it is impossible.”
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In contrast to my initial conclusion about the University B’s group, I now believe that a comparison
between this group and the University A’s Buddhist Society can easily be made. The University B’s
Buddhist Society was, like the society at University A, very much a religious group. However, even
though I believe that the members of each group shared similar religious convictions, the way in
which these convictions manifested were extremely different. Herein, one finds the dichotomy
between overt Buddhist students and covert Buddhist students: the students of the University A’s
Buddhist Society held open and loud Buddhist identities while the students of University B held
secret and quiet ones.

6. How Do Students in Beijing Encounter Buddhism?

This paper shall now turn to what I believe are the most significant conclusions that can be
drawn from my fieldwork. It should be noted that I have omitted from the following conclusions the
2 students from University A and the 1 student from University B who did not self-identify as
Buddhist.

The evidence acquired from both case studies show that overt Buddhist students and covert
Buddhist students differ in their initial encounter with Buddhism. Therefore, the question of how
students encounter Buddhism is crucial to understanding the fundamental differences between overt
Buddhist students and covert Buddhist students. Therefore, in order to properly assess each
fundamental difference between overt Buddhist students and covert Buddhist students, this section
shall examine how students in Beijing encounter Buddhism.

In 2007, Mak proposed that students in China encounter Buddhism in one of four ways: classes
and public lectures, university society activities, off-campus activities, and study groups (Mak 2007).
These reasons served as an excellent foundation for my own conclusions. Aside from the occasional
rare exception, essentially everyone in China has at least an elementary understanding of Buddhism.
However, surprisingly few today have a knowledge of Buddhism that transcends this elementary
nature. In this section, I shall outline the ways in which I believe university students initially
encounter Buddhism in a manner that goes beyond this basic understanding most people in China
possess. Building upon Mak and using my own fieldwork combined with recent Chinese academic
findings (Jones 2010; Zhao 2011; Zhang and Wang 2012; Moser 2013; Riyila 2015) as my foundation,
I propose that students encounter Buddhism in either one or a combination of the following ways:

1.  University Societies

Although religious activities are not permitted on any campus in China (or any public spaces,
for that matter), university societies are often the first point of contact between students and
Buddhism. Larger and more established student societies such as the University A’s Buddhist Society
sometimes have relationships with Buddhist organisations outside the university. The society
therefore acts as something of a springboard through which students can encounter and engage with
formal Buddhist establishments and institutions. The University A’s Buddhist Society is very much
an example of this. They were very well advertised and had a strong online presence. Unsurprisingly,
many students had their first true encounter with Buddhism via this society. Of the core 20 members,
8 initially encountered Buddhism through the society. In contrast, only 1 member® of the University
B’s society encountered Buddhism through their society. Due to the fact that both of my case study
societies were made up of students who possessed serious religious convictions, I would like to move
away from the assumed idea that student Buddhist societies are not made up of students who
earnestly practice religion but are instead made up of students who simply “have an interest in
Buddhism and/or traditional Chinese culture” (Mak 2007). However, it should be acknowledged that
this is very much the image that these societies often wish to portray (as opposed to societies who
meet in order to actively practice religion). The University A’s Buddhist Society, for example, despite
manifesting as a society that seriously practices, studies, and engages with Buddhism, very much

°  This was due to the fact that this member happened to be best friends with one of the core members of the
society.
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seeks to advertise this more laid-back image of being a society filled with students who simply have
an interest in Buddhism and Chinese culture in general: when describing the general ethos of the
society, the president stated “we hope to continue to adhere to the characteristics of the society, and
to further highlight the cultural connotation and practical value of the Chan culture, and to organise
activities to serve the campus and society.” Similarly, although not advertised, the initial impression
the students of University B wished to give me was of a non-religious group who were interested in
academically finding out more about Buddhism.

2. Classes and Public Lectures

In contrast to pre-university education, which is totally secular and devoid of any religious
content, major universities'® across China now offer classes on the history of Buddhism as well as
Buddhist philosophy. With steadily rising applications from students seeking to learn more about
Buddhism, formal university classes are a growing platform on which students in China are exposed
to Buddhism. Furthermore, universities in China have been known to organise various public
lectures by Buddhist leaders. However, of all of the five reasons, I believe that this is the least
common. For the most part, students who enrol in these courses and attend these public lectures
already have an established interest in Buddhism. Indeed, only 1 of the 20 students of the University
A’s Buddhist Society, who was also an official student of Buddhism at University A, and no students
from University B (which, unlike University A, has no faculty of religion), initially encountered
Buddhism through these means.

3.  Off-Campus Buddhist Groups and Sites

Some students encounter Buddhism through official and non-official Buddhist groups and sites
that exist off-campus. I found that student encounters with such groups and sites usually take place
prior to attending university. As previously stated, although Beijing has no officially recognised
temples open to the public (most having either been turned into tourist attractions or are reserved for
internal activities for the Sangha) there are two major Buddhist centres that attract a great number of
university students: Longquan Monastery and Bailin Monastery (bdlin si #1#k=5F). Both of these sites
organise several events that are specifically catered to university students.!! Although the former
was of great significance to my first case study, it should be noted that none of the students from
either case study initially encountered Buddhism from Beijing-based off-campus Buddhist groups
and sites. Two students from the University A’s Buddhist Society stated that their initial encounter
with Buddhism was at the respective temples in their hometowns. No students from University B
encountered Buddhism in this manner.

4. Private and Personal Means: Mass Media, Books, and Pamphlets

Many students encounter Buddhism through their own personal research. A plethora of
websites, books, and pamphlets are dedicated to the teaching of Buddhism. Some students, instead
of opting for a more social-based exposure, chose to peruse a more solitary route of personal research.
A 2012 survey regarding student religious views found that 25% of students who regard themselves
as religious found out about religion through the internet and 27.9% through books about religion
(Zhang and Wang 2012). Three of the 20 students at University A’s Buddhist Society encountered
Buddhism this way. In contrast, 15 of the 18 students at University B encountered Buddhism via their
own personal means.

5.  Family

10 An admittedly ambiguous term. The larger Chinese universities that receive a lot of international attention
typically have departments that teach Buddhism. Peking University (Beijing), Renmin University (Beijing),
Fudan University (Shanghai), Nanking University (Nanjing) and Zhongshan University (Guangzhou) are all
obvious examples of universities that have experienced a steady growth of applications from students
seeking to study Buddhism.

1 For an excellent insight into Buddhist summer camps, see: Wei Dedong’s 2008 paper “Dangdai zhongguo
zongjiao hong shi de fa zhan: yi shenghuo chan xialingying wei li.” (Wei 2008).
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A common means through which university students in China encounter Buddhism is through
their family. The aforementioned 2012 survey regarding student religious views found that 55.6% (by
far the highest proportion of all responses) of students who regard themselves as religious do so
because of their family (Zhang and Wang 2012). Needless to say, university students are deeply
influenced by their family. It therefore stands to reason that many university students who identify
as Buddhist do so because they come from a Buddhist family. It is often found that this is especially
the case with minority'? university students. However, even though I accept that family is indeed a
crucial means through which many students do indeed encounter Buddhism, neither of my case
studies held this means as being the most common: 6 of the 20 students at University A and 2 of the
18 at University B. It should be acknowledged that the reason for this could have been due to the
nature of my research samples. It is widely documented that the vast majority of students in China
who possess a religious identity come from minority families. For example, officially speaking, the
proportion of Tibetan students who believe in religion is 100%, and the proportion of Hui (Huizii [#]
J%) students who believe in religion is 71.4% (Zhang and Wang 2012; Huang 2014). Moreover, a recent
study in Xi’an found that among the minority group students, 48.76% were religious in contrast to
10.34% of Han (hanzii {{j%) students (Wang 2016). Although I met a number of students from non-
Han backgrounds at the University A’s Buddhist Society, all 20 of my core sample were Han.
Furthermore, none of the students from the University B’s society were non-Han.

7. Why Do Students in Beijing Choose to Practice Buddhism?

The evidence from both case studies suggest that overt Buddhist students and covert Buddhist
students choose to practice Buddhism for different reasons. However, in order to properly explore
this finding, I believe that an initial, more general discussion of why students tend to choose to
practice Buddhism is necessary.

Many Chinese academics hold that the predominant reason why students choose to practice
Buddhism (and religion in general) is due to the current failings of the educational system (Zhao
2011; Zhang and Wang 2012; Huang 2014; Riyila 2015). Many hold that universities are not providing
sufficient moral, social, ideological, and psychological education and guidance, and in response,
some students turn to religion to fill this vacuum. I certainly do not seek to dispute whether or not
this is indeed the case. Indeed, I find it of great significance that in a recent survey, when asked “are
you presently satisfied with the ideological and political work of the higher learning institution?”
only 28% of students surveyed responded with “satisfied” (Zhang and Wang 2012). However, I do
believe that this is not the entire picture. Instead, I shall build upon the work of Moser, who identified
three distinct, albeit non-mutually exclusive, types of Buddhists in China: problem solvers who came
to Buddhism in response to a crisis or serious life trauma, seekers who are constantly looking for
spiritual or religious meaning, and lifestyle Buddhists who view Buddhism as something more akin
to a passionate hobby (Moser 2013). Although each of these categories hold much merit and are
indeed valuable tools for assessing why people in China turn to Buddhism, I believe that they are not
without their limitations. This section shall critique these categories by using the data obtained from
both University A and University B.

1. Problem Solvers

Seven of the 20 students from University A fell into this category and 15 from University B.
Although I wholeheartedly agree with Moser that many students (although in his case, all people
living in urban areas) choose to practice Buddhism in response to a problem they face, I do not agree
with the extent that he outlines. I disagree with how he defines the term “problem”: “problem
solvers” convert to Buddhism in response to “a crisis or serious life trauma” (Moser 2013). However,
I find that it is all manner of problems that cause students to turn to Buddhism, not only major ones.
The “problems” in which students from both societies identified in their lives ranged greatly from

general stress to the death of a loved one. One student from University B described what I believe to

12 Non-Han (hanzi 3UE).
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be a very typical student scenario in Beijing: he told me how university life was proving to be too
stressful so he began practicing Buddhism in order to “seek spiritual support and psychological
comfort” (xiingiii jingshén jitué hé xinli anwei F-KAE#HZFFEALL %2 &). Similarly, 5 students (1 from
University A and 4 from University B) all referred to the same manner of stress by mentioning the
same phrase: “unemployed as soon as one graduates” (yi biye jiir shiye —EliEJk). Students are
acutely aware that during their studies and upon graduation they will face immense competition.
This inevitably leads to students feeling an enormous amount of pressure and stress that leads some
to turn to Buddhism. One student from University B summarised this feeling by stating that “the
current competitive nature of society is too fierce. The belief in Buddha is very steadfast and
comfortable.” Sometimes, the problem described to me was more existential in nature: students from
both societies described having a “crisis of faith” (xinydng wéiji {51f&HL), others described more
general feelings of confusion (gdndiao miwdng [&F| 1), and one student even claimed that he turned
to Buddhist practice in order to “suppress dissatisfaction with reality” (yizhi dui xianshi de bumdn
gingxu AT L FIANH 5 45). Furthermore, although they were not part of the core 20 members, it
should be acknowledged that, to my knowledge, during exam season, when the University A’s
Buddhist Society’s meditation sessions were attended by vastly more students than normal, these
new students who only attended during exam seasons all attended in order to combat the stress that
came with exams. Thus, while some students certainly fell into Moser’s category —one student, for
example, began practicing Buddhism in response to the death of her mother—1I believe that reducing
the term “problem” to major crisis is too limiting when, in reality, all manner of problems, both small
and large, attract students to Buddhism. Indeed, two students (both from University A) described
simply desiring “spiritual comfort” (jingshén weiji ¥ #E#E). Furthermore, Moser actively noted that
“problem solvers” tended to be from low socio-economic backgrounds and with limited education.
The very fact that I was working with students in Beijing who come from families who can afford to
send their children to university means that I must disagree.

2.  Seekers

Moser’s “seeker” category are adults who have been on “a longstanding search for spiritual or
religious meaning” (Moser 2013). Although it rather goes without saying that none of the students I
interviewed fell into this category due to the simple fact of age, a number did very much come across
as being at the beginning of such a journey. It could well be the case that in a few year time, these
students might have turned into one of Moser’s “seekers.” Six students from University A fell into
this category as well as two from University B. I noticed common phrases among these students such
as “basic spiritual needs” (jibén jingshén xiyao 2 AKEH 7 %) and the president of the University A’s
Buddhist Society told me that he thinks that what makes Buddhism so popular to students is that it
“satisfies students desire for liberation” (mdnzi téngxuémen yaoqii jiétuo de yuanwang i /& [F] A 1B K
it i ¥ FE E2). One student from University A explained that upon starting university he began to ask
a plethora of questions about life. For him it was “Buddhism’s unique interpretation and
investigation of life and nature” (fdjido dui rénshéng, zirdn dute de quinshi hé tanjin BB N4 B
AR B FIER L) that prompted him to practice. These students did not view their search for
meaning as a problem. On the contrary, most of these students were most excited to describe their
own personal search and the answers they eventually found in Buddhism. However, I believe that
Moser somewhat limits this category by focusing too much upon those with “latent interest in
metaphysical issues” (Moser 2013) while neglecting to mention a far more mundane seeker: namely
those who seek self-improvement. While Moser identifies Buddhists who seek deep spiritual or
religious meaning, or have an interest in metaphysical and philosophical questions, I believe that
added to this are those who seek moral self-improvement. Indeed, five students from University A
and one from University B described such a journey. These students came to Buddhism in order to
improve their own moral character and become more focused (through meditation) in their studies
and person. One student from University A actively stated that the main reason for practicing
Buddhism and the main function Buddhism plays in life is to “improve one’s moral character” (tigdo
zishen daodé sitydng 2/ H £ 15 2 7%). Similarly, one student from University B explained to me how
Buddhism granted her “social rules” (shéhui guizé 1 2x¥i) that made all of the difference to her day-
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to-day life. Furthermore, another student from University A actively attacked the current moral state
of the nation, claiming that she turned to Buddhist practice in order to gain something of a moral
compass: “We are in a current state of spiritual desertification. Our generation has not paid much
attention to ideology and morality. In the process of our schooling, only primary schools have
ideological and political classes, and secondary schools have never grasped them, so there is no
spiritual pillar.” I therefore believe that Moser’s seeker category could be improved by allowing for
moral as opposed to religious/metaphysical seekers.

3. Lifestyle Buddhists

Moser’s lifestyle Buddhists approach Buddhism like a passionate hobby whereby the “religion
becomes part of their self-image, and they often exhibit their belief in evident displays such as
distinctive dress, ornaments, [and] home shrines” (Moser 2013). I found that this category very much
applied to University A. Absolutely every core member fell (although not exclusively) into this
category. In contrast, this category could not be applied at all to University B. This finding shall be
explored in the following section. Although this category is an extremely valuable way to view
Buddhists, I also believe that it can be improved. I hold that Moser limits himself by stating that
lifestyle Buddhists are attracted to Buddhism because it has become “cool”: “Buddhism’s trendiness
in part comes from the host of media figures who embrace the religion” (Moser 2013). While I
certainly do not dispute that this is often the case, I have found that some Buddhists become lifestyle
Buddhists in order to reconnect with their family and culture. Although these Buddhists still treat
the religion as part of their own self- image, it is not because they perceive Buddhism to be necessarily
trendy. Two students from University A described their practice of Buddhism as a means of getting
in touch with their own heritage. Identity formation played a large role in their reasoning with each
student coming to Buddhism as part of a wider move to come to terms with and define their own
identity. However, neither spoke of this identity as being the “cool” and “trendy” identity that Moser
holds that lifestyle Buddhists have. One student told me that Buddhism used to play a major role in
her family but this was no longer the case. She, therefore, began practicing Buddhism because she
wished to reconnect with what she believed to be an important aspect of her family, that she was
worried was in danger of dying out with her grandmother. The other student was currently in the
process of coming to terms with and defining his own national identity. He explained that he started
practicing Buddhism because “Buddhism is an important carrier of traditional culture” (féjido zuowéi
chudnténg wénhua de zhongyao zaiti W#UAF LS ALK AL AK). T therefore believe that there are
essentially two manifestations of lifestyle Buddhists: the first is exactly as Moser describes—those
who hold a “trendy fascination” (Moser 2013) with Buddhism and the second are those who seek to
adopt a Buddhist identity that allows them to reconnect with their family and culture.

8. How Do the Religious Identities, Beliefs, and Practices of Buddhist Students Manifest?

Despite having an extremely small sample of two student Buddhist societies in Beijing, I believe
that given how different each is, one can come to something of a tentative conclusion that the religious
identities, beliefs, and practices of Buddhist students in Beijing can manifest in two exceedingly
different ways:

1.  Overt Identity, Belief, and Practice

As the name suggests, these Buddhist students are very open, and indeed, often proud, about
their own Buddhist identity. Everything about the students of the University A’s Buddhist Society
pointed towards this overt attitude. Buddhism played a very outward and obvious role in all of their
lives. Their Buddhist identity was typically known to everyone who knew them and they would
make very open displays of this identity: many wore Buddhist prayer beads (fozhii #i#k), many used
Buddhist images as their WeChat profile pictures, and a few even sometimes wore Buddhist items of
clothing (such as t-shirts purchased from Longquan Monastery). To this end, absolutely every
student from the core membership of this society was a lifestyle Buddhist: Buddhism played an
extremely prominent role in their image and also interactions with others. They typically deeply
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enjoy discussing their Buddhist belief with their fellow classmates. It is this type of Buddhist student
that academia, the media, and the public notices: when one finds mention of Buddhist students, it is
of students who openly refer to themselves as being Buddhist. This is hardly surprising as Buddhists
who fall into this category seem to do everything in their power to be seen. The Buddhist society of
University A was officially recognised by the university and the society had a very active and visible
online presence. Moreover, members actively tried to advertise the society and recruit new members.
These Buddhists can fall under any of the five ways of initially encountering Buddhism and also any
of, or indeed a mixture of, Moser’s three categories. The overt Buddhist society of University A was,
therefore, something of an all-encompassing student Buddhist society. These students were, for the
most part, extroverted and more than happy to talk to me at length about their identity, beliefs, and
practices.

2. Covert Identity, Belief, and Practice

These Buddhist students are a complete contrast to those with an overt identity, belief, and
practice. Indeed, I believe that this group is rather similar to Moser’s “invisible path” of Buddhists
whose “religious participation is kept apart from their professional lives” (Moser 2013). It was the
students of University B that exhibited these traits. These Buddhist students keep their Buddhist
identity, belief, and practice hidden from absolutely all except their fellow secret practitioners. I was
extremely lucky to even discover that University B had a group that met to discuss Buddhist texts,
let alone eventually discover that this group was actually a religious group in disguise. Whereas the
overt Buddhist students I interviewed initially encountered Buddhism for any of my five identified
reasons and fell within any of Moser’s categories, I found that covert Buddhist students
predominantly initially encountered Buddhism through their own personal means and fell into the
problem solver category. Therefore, students initially came to this society for one reason: to help solve
a particular problem (or problems). Even though their own personal Buddhist identity meant a great
deal to each of the Buddhist members of University B, none of them made any outward expressions
of this identity. In further contrast to overt Buddhist students, covert Buddhist students, for the most
part, were extremely shy and were initially reluctant to even talk to me about the texts that they were
studying, let alone their personal Buddhist beliefs and practices that they initially kept hidden from
me.

9. Why Do Overt Buddhist Students and Covert Buddhist Students Practice in Seemingly
Opposite Ways?

Overt Buddhist students are defined by freedom. In their very being, overt Buddhists embody
this term. They have the freedom to practice their religion in their university. They have the freedom
to seek guidance from local experts. They have the freedom to openly express their beliefs in public.
They have the freedom to actively seek out new members. The exact opposite can be said for covert
Buddhist students. Without official recognition from their university, the students of University B
lacked the freedom to operate in the same manner as the students of University A. Whereas overt
Buddhist students are not troubled by the idea of losing face as a result of their Buddhist identity and
have no need to be cautious about their religious activities and identity, covert Buddhists are troubled
by the potential loss of face that their Buddhist identity could bring about and, more importantly,
extremely cautious about their religious activities and identity. The importance of official backing
cannot be diminished. With official backing, the students of University A were very much able to
practice something that was seen to be as public religion. Without official backing, the students of
University B were forced to engage in private practice of religion. With official university backing,
the activities of overt Buddhist students become completely normalised and there is, subsequently,
no risk of losing face. In contrast, without official university backing, covert Buddhists feel as though
they are practicing something that is not normal. There is, therefore, danger of losing face (or even
getting into trouble) should they opt to practice publicly. Therefore, one could argue that the answer
to why overt Buddhist students and covert Buddhist students practice in seemingly opposite ways is
simple: overt Buddhist students possess the freedom to act and identify as Buddhist whereas covert
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Buddhist students do not. However, one could also argue that this is an oversimplification of a far
more complicated matter. Although it was very clear that the students of University B did not feel as
though they possessed the freedom to openly act, this is not necessarily because they did not actively
possess this freedom. Indeed, the founder of the group told me that they had never actually
attempted to request permission from the university on the grounds that they were too worried about
the possibility of the university denying their request. This uncertainty visibly worried the members
of the University B’s Buddhist Society and I very much got the impression that rather than attempt
to receive permission and risk failure, the students were more comfortable keeping their society
private. Moreover, I thought that it was extremely revealing that the majority of the members of
University B’s society told me that if they were to be open about their Buddhist identity, their
respective families and friends would probably have no problem whatsoever. One could therefore
argue that rather than the possession of freedom, the true underlying reason as to why overt Buddhist
students and covert Buddhist students practice in seemingly opposite ways is due to opposing levels
of confidence. The president of University A inherited charge of a long-established society with a
long history of extremely active members. He inherited a culture of confidence and this set the tone
for the entire society. In contrast, the founder of University B’s Buddhist Society is a very soft-spoken,
shy student that told me on three separate occasions that he struggles with social anxiety. In contrast
to inheriting a large well-established Buddhist society, he quietly started his own and expressed a
desire to “keep it small.” Although it is too sweeping to claim that the differences between overt and
covert Buddhist students are entirely down to how student Buddhist societies are run, I believe that
it is very much the case that the founder of University B’s society set the tone for how the society
would be run. The students of University B all came across as shy and reserved and it could well be
the case that they together cultivated a culture whereby this reserved attitude towards their religious
identity has flourished. Indeed, one could therefore argue that the very fact that the society could, in
theory, request permission from University B to function as a recognised society together with the
fact that the majority claim that their friends and family would have no problem with their Buddhist
identity, suggests that the private nature of covert Buddhist students is self-imposed rather than
imposed. However, although one could certainly argue that they are secretive about their practice of
Buddhism out of their own choice, the fact that the students actively express desire to be like the
University A’s Buddhist Society suggests that this is not necessarily the case. Therefore, one could
argue that the core difference between overt Buddhist students and covert Buddhist students is that
the former group are built upon a culture of openness and confidence whereas the latter is a group
built upon a lack of confidence grounded in uncertainty. Needless to say, these conclusions are very
much conjecture. However, the confidence I observed at University A was utterly contrasted by the
lack of confidence I observed at University B.

10. Conclusions

Needless to say, the sample that this paper has drawn upon is extremely small: only two student
Buddhist societies in Beijing have been examined. I, therefore, do not wish to offer any sweeping nor
even anything other than tentative conclusions. Given this small sample size, I do not, for example,
wish to claim that Riyila’s claims have been disproved without a doubt. However, the very fact that
this paper has outlined two extremely different student Buddhist societies that share an equal passion
for Buddhism, a deep understanding of Buddhist doctrine, and practice on a very regular basis, is
certainly evidence to contrast the predominant theme in existing Chinese scholarship: namely that
university students who engage in Buddhist practices have a fundamentally flawed and limited
understanding of Buddhism and do not frequently practice. Indeed, what binds these two groups
together is exactly this shared love for Buddhism mixed with frequent practice and rigorous study.
Furthermore, I believe that the very existence of University B’s Buddhist Society is significant. In
2010, Jones concluded that she “was not able to discover any Buddhist student groups at any of
Nanjing’s many universities that meet in person, there are several university student discussion
boards where people discuss Buddhism” (Jones 2010, p. 98). This is an unsurprising conclusion as the
University A’s Buddhist Society is something of a rare case: the norm in universities in China is to
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find absolutely no mention of an official student Buddhist society. However, the very presence of
University B’s Buddhist Society might suggest that there are more of its ilk. At the very least, I would
be wholly unsurprised to find that universities across China possess far more covert Buddhist
students than official statistics might lead us to believe. Finally, although I was initially hesitant to
forward any form of a value judgement, the evidence I have gathered overwhelmingly suggests that
overt Buddhism is the preferential of the two. The overt Buddhist students of University A were
extremely happy in their identity. In contrast, even though they all spoke very highly of their society,
the covert students of University B had a sense of longing: they wanted to be overt Buddhists but did
not feel as though this option was possible. Indeed, whereas overt Buddhists students always had
the option to be covert Buddhists by simply enacting their own private practice of Buddhism, covert
Buddhist students, whether it is due to a lack of freedom or a lack of confidence, do not feel as though
they have the choice to become overt. The fact that covert Buddhists are cautious and reserved is not
necessarily a bad thing. However, the fact that the students of University B spoke of the University
A’s Buddhist Society with such a sense of awe and longing implies that they do not want to be
cautious and reserved. Moreover, with the official recognition granted to overt Buddhist students
comes the benefit of professional guidance from Buddhist experts, the freedom to practice openly,
and support in advertising the society to new students. Of these benefits, I believe that the
opportunity to receive professional religious guidance is of greatest significance. The students of
University B were entirely on their own. Any questions that arose pertaining to their Buddhist
practice could only be discussed amongst themselves. Many of them often spoke of the desire to
receive professional guidance but none of them felt as though they could. In contrast, the students of
University A were very quick to speak of the benefits of receiving guidance from the monks of
Longquan Monastery as well as academics who focus on Buddhism.
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