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Abstract

The present article summarizes “German” research on religion and society in China, 
defined here as research conducted by scholars who have been trained in academic 
institutions of the German-speaking countries Germany, Austria, and Switzerland, or 
who have published at least some of their work in German. I focus on research that is 
related to religion and society in their broadest senses in order to introduce a diverse 
array of studies that are dedicated to the social, political, and economic aspects of 
religion in China. Drawing on the methods of sociology, political sciences, and anthro-
pology, recent German scholarship has addressed themes and problems that are not 
only important for the study of religion in China but also applicable to the compara-
tive study of religion, culture, society, and politics. As a point of departure, I begin with 
a discussion of Max Weber’s analysis of premodern Chinese religion and Confucian 
worldviews.
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摘要

本文擬從宗教與社會的角度，對德國及德語世界的中國宗教研究进行簡要

的回顧。本文以宗教與社會為主线，介紹關於研究宗教的社會，政治，經

濟方面的論文。近年來，由于採用了社會學，政治學與民族學的研究方

法，德國的中國宗教研究不僅關注中國宗教本身，而且越来越多地探討其 

与各學科有關的問題。本文将着重介紹著名社會學家馬克思·韋伯對傳統中

國宗教的理解。

关键词

德國漢學，德國宗教學，馬克思．韋伯，蘇為德，宗教變化，世俗化

	 Introduction

The present article summarizes “German” research on religion and society in 
China. This statement obviously needs a brief explanation. First, I will refer to 
research conducted by scholars who have been trained in academic institu-
tions of the German-speaking countries Germany, Austria, and Switzerland, 
or who have published their work at least partially in German. I think that this 
is a reasonable way of defining German research, because especially in today’s 
very much international academic landscape it is difficult and perhaps even 
needless to distinguish scholarship in terms of national or linguistic affiliation. 
Second, this article does not attempt a comprehensive overview of German 
scholarship on every aspect of religion in China but merely covers research 
that is related to religion and society. Third, I understand religion and society 
in their broadest senses; instead of confining the discussion to social scientific 
studies that employ sociological or anthropological methods, this article will 
summarize a diverse array of studies that are dedicated to the social, politi-
cal, and economic aspects of religion in China. Fourth, this summary covers 
research on religion in both historical and contemporary Chinese societies, 
particularly those in mainland China and Taiwan.

宗教與社會: 德國及德語世界的中國宗教研究回顧

百可思
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While there have been many individual contributions to the field, there are 
also a number of academic institutions that focus on research related to reli-
gion in China. Currently, there are three primary centers in this field of study. 
First, the Max Planck Institute for the Study of Religious and Ethnic Diversity in 
Göttingen, directed by Peter van der Veer, is a very international enterprise and 
currently pursues research projects that focus on the “globalization of religious 
and ethnic networks in southwest and southeast China,” as well as “Chinese 
temple networks in Southeast Asia.”1 Second, the China Center in Sankt Augus-
tin (next to West Germany’s former capital Bonn), which was founded by the 
German Catholic Mission Council in 1988, publishes primarily about Christi-
anity in China. Third, the departments of Religious Studies and Chinese Stud-
ies at the University of Leipzig under their respective directors, Hubert Seiwert 
(1994–2014) and Philip Clart (since 2008), have trained many (master-level and 
doctoral) graduates such as Yu Zhejun, Johanna Lüdde, Jacob Tischer, Andreas 
Berndt, Philipp Hetmanczyk, and Nikolas Broy.

	 Max Weber, Confucian Ethics, and the “Magical Garden” of 
Imperial China

Given that most scholars and students probably know something about Max 
Weber’s (1864–1920) analysis of Chinese religion, I will take the work of this 
eminent sociologist as a point of departure. Although Weber was a scholar nei-
ther of China nor of Chinese religion, his comparative approach to the work 
ethics of the “world religions” has been an important point of reference and in-
spiration for diverse disciplines such as history, sociology, and philosophy, but 
also sinology and religious studies as well. Building on the hypothesis that the 
modern capitalist ethos emerged from Puritan beliefs in the predestination 
of humans, a particular form of inner-worldly asceticism, and the self-con-
ception of workers and their craft as a “calling” in order to honor God (Weber 
1904; 1905; revised and reprinted in 1920, see Weber [1920] 1988a; cf. Steinert 
2010), he began to wonder why it was only the European-American world 
where modern capitalism seemed to have emerged. Therefore, he began to 
look for reasons why none of the other regions and religions of the world had 
been able to develop a form of rationality similar to the one that gave rise to 

1	 http://www.mmg.mpg.de/departments/religious-diversity/research-themes/ (accessed June 
5, 2015).

http://www.mmg.mpg.de/departments/religious-diversity/research-themes/
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modern capitalism. His study of the work ethics of the world religions includ-
ed an article on China, which appeared in 1916 (Weber 1916a; 1916b) and was 
reprinted in a substantially revised and enlarged version in his Gesammelte 
Aufsätze zur Religionssoziologie (Collected Essays in the Sociology of Religion), 
first published in 1920 (Weber [1920] 1988b). Whereas the first version of the 
China article (1916a) was dedicated to traditional Chinese society and Confu-
cian ethics only, in 1920 Weber expanded his analysis to Daoism, which he (er-
roneously) identified as “heterodoxy,” and renamed the study Konfuzianismus 
und Taoismus (Confucianism and Taoism) (Weber [1920] 1988b; cf. Schluchter 
1983b; 2014). The complete work was only translated into English three de-
cades later as The Religion of China: Confucianism and Taoism (Weber 1951; a 
partial translation appeared in Weber 1946:323–359; 416–444), but has been 
discussed ever since. When the first Chinese translation finally appeared in 
1989 in Taiwan (Weber [Weibo] 1989), it similarly led many Chinese scholars to 
address the question of whether Confucianism could be capable of developing 
its own work ethic (cf. Clart 1992; Trauzettel 1993). There exists a voluminous 
scholarship on Weber’s analysis of imperial Chinese society and religion both 
in English (Sprenkel 1964; Shinohara 1979; Eisenstadt 1985; Liu 2003) and Ger-
man (Schluchter 1983a; Eisenstadt 1983; Ku 1987; Schmidt-Glintzer 1990; 2003; 
Lee 1997; Lin 1997; Hollstein 2002; Lee 2003:402–455; Kaesler 2015). Therefore, 
I will confine myself to some brief statements regarding Weber’s analysis of 
imperial Chinese religion. Since Weber was not a sinologist, he had to rely on 
the Chinese studies literature available at that time, among which one finds 
both German authors, such as Wilhelm Grube, Richard Wilhelm, and Jan Ja-
kob Maria de Groot (all discussed below), and famous international scholars, 
such as James Legge, Édouard Chavannes, and Joseph Edkins (Weber [1920] 
1988b:276–278n1).

Weber identifies certain aspects of Confucian beliefs and practices that ap-
pear to have hampered the development of an ethos similar to that of early 
modern Europe, which aimed at a “rational domination of the world” (ratio-
nale Beherrschung der Welt) ([1920] 1988b:534). According to his interpreta-
tion, Confucians aimed to adapt to the world instead of dominating it because 
they considered it the best of all possible worlds, they perceived humans as 
ethically good, and, perhaps most important, Confucianism was not able to 
completely exterminate “magic”2 from Chinese worldviews and practices  
(Weber [1920] 1988b:479, 481, 485, 513–514). Quite the contrary, Weber asserts 
that magic was such an integral part of the Chinese worldview that even the 
literati themselves tended to revert to it ([1920] 1988b:479, 485, 513). Therefore, 

2	 On the various meanings of “magic” in Weber’s œuvre, see Breuer 2001.
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Weber concludes, Confucianism’s willingness to maintain this “magical gar-
den” (Zaubergarten), instead of pursuing the “disenchantment of the world” 
(Entzauberung der Welt) as modern Protestantism had done, has to be consid-
ered one of the prime obstacles to the development of a modern rationality in 
China ([1920] 1988b:513).

The various problems and limitations of Weber’s approach have been high-
lighted by numerous scholars in great detail (Schluchter 1983a; Schmidt-Glintzer 
1990, trans. 1991; 2003; Lin 1997; Hollstein 2002; Kaesler 2015). He omitted many 
other religious and intellectual traditions, such as Buddhism, Legalism, and 
Neo-Confucianism (his admittedly rather brief discussion of Chinese Bud-
dhism is included in his volume on Hinduism and Buddhism; see Weber 
[1920] 1923:288–294); he discussed the whole of Chinese history through the 
window of what he perceived as “ancient China”; and he limited his study to 
an imagined elite of all-powerful Confucian literati without incorporating the 
diverse array of intellectual and religious trends that shaped China during its 
long history. Nevertheless, Weber’s intriguing insight into the working of ideas 
as a motor of social change has been appreciated and discussed in Chinese-
language scholarship, particularly in the wake of the economic success of the 
“Four Asian Tigers” from the 1960s to the 1990s (cf. Clart 1992; Trauzettel 1993; 
Lee 2003:527–626). Despite these methodological flaws and the narrow scope 
of source material that was available to him, Weber’s inquiry into the religious 
foundations of work ethics posed questions that stimulate research to this day. 
Although Weber’s focus on the impact of ideas has led both the English- and 
Chinese-speaking worlds for a long time to overemphasize his approach as 
“idealistic” (cf. Clart 1992; Kalberg 2000:47), his sociology is capable of a much 
richer engagement with the complex interplay of ideas, (material and ide-
ational) interests, and “material” conditions (Weber [1920] 1988a:82–83; [1920] 
1988b:252; cf. Kalberg 2000). Furthermore, in an age of nationalism and war 
(note that he published the first version of the China article [Weber 1916a]) 
in the midst of World War i), it was Weber who saw the autonomy of differ-
ent cultures and the “de-Europeanization” of the world (Schmidt-Glintzer 
1990:284–285).

Besides putting Weber’s analysis of imperial China into perspective, German 
research has addressed Weber’s assessment of premodern China (and Asia as 
well) as a “magical garden” (Zaubergarten) governed by irrationality and magic 
(cf. Weber [1920] 1988b:484; for a critique of this view in the case of premod-
ern Japan, see Kleine 2013). Although not mentioning Weber, Hubert Seiwert  
(b. 1949) first argued against this view of ancient China in his dissertation (1979) 
about prognostication and divination in the Zhou dynasty. Seiwert maintained 
that divination in fact served as an important prerequisite for making rational 
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decisions. According to his understanding, people make rational decisions by 
taking into account all the preconditions that are known to them, as well as 
their causal implications, which are determined by one’s worldview (note that 
“rational” does not necessarily correlate with “objectively right”). Accordingly, 
to consult an oracle on important questions was not only a necessity; the very 
failure to do so would have been considered irrational. Thus, divination opens 
a way for human to actively shape the world because they are capable of calcu-
lating the impact of nonhuman forces (such as gods, ghosts, and “nature”) on 
their lives (Seiwert 1979:214–217). Although this form of rationality and modern 
capitalist ones may not be on the same page with regard to the instrumentality 
of reason, Seiwert’s interpretation helps to demonstrate that premodern Chi-
nese worldviews were not as irrational as Weber suggested.

Although several scholars have followed Weber in trying to assess the ra-
tionalizing impact of Confucian worldviews (Lee 1997; Lin 1997; Lee 2003; 
Ommerborn 2012, 2014) or to evaluate the model of “Confucian capitalism” as 
imagined by some Chinese thinkers (Clart 1992; Nutzinger 2002), Weber’s anal-
ysis of imperial China has been almost completely refuted by later scholarship 
(cf. Schluchter 1983b; Schmidt-Glintzer 2003). Therefore, most sinologists and 
religious studies specialists look to Weber mainly because of his contributions 
to social, political, and economic theory and not for his insights into Chinese 
society and religion.

	 Orthodoxy, Secularity, and the State

Largely relying on the work of the famous Dutch-German scholar Jan Jakob 
Maria de Groot (particularly Groot 1918:29–31), who will be discussed below, 
Weber came to identify Confucianism as the sole “orthodoxy” of imperial China, 
thus assigning all other forms of religion, including Buddhism and Daoism, to 
the “heterodoxy” ([1920] 1988b:458–512). Although later scholars largely agreed 
in their refutation of this simplistic and erroneous dichotomy (Schluchter 
1983a:42; Kischkel 1988), Weber’s assessment led to a debate about the nature 
of the official religious and ideological order in premodern China. Prominent 
sinologist and scholar of Chinese Buddhism Helwig Schmidt-Glintzer (b. 1948) 
has proposed to conceptualize this order as “orthopraxy” because, according to 
his view, “correctness” used to be judged not by individual convictions but by 
the properness of social actions according to one’s status within the larger so-
cial order of society and state (Schmidt-Glintzer 1983). By contrast, Hubert Sei-
wert (1994; 1995) shows that by the time of the Han Dynasty, imperial China had 
indeed developed a set of socially compulsory norms that shaped religious and 
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ideological beliefs and actions, and whose observance served as a requirement 
if one aimed to enter the political and cultural elites.3 Seiwert (1994:532–533)  
argues that this set of norms, which cannot be equated with Confucianism, com-
prises three basic parts: first, a certain conception of China’s history; second,  
a set of cosmological symbols and beliefs; third, the conviction that social and  
political hierarchy is grounded in cosmic order. While this set of religious  
and ideological norms was at first limited to elite culture, by the Song Dynasty 
it had spread among all layers of Chinese society and thus may be considered  
a “civil religion” that used to influence every aspect of religious life in premod-
ern China (533).

Drawing on this understanding, Seiwert has advanced his interpretation 
in recent publications by arguing that the social and political power of “civil 
religion” led to the “domestication” of certain forms of religion in imperial 
China. By excluding certain parts of their traditions, Buddhism, Daoism, and 
Confucianism evolved into state-sanctioned religions whereas other groups 
that did not conform to this “orthodoxy/orthopraxy” were subject to legal, 
political, and social sanctions (Seiwert 2013c:44–47; 2014). Seiwert detects cer-
tain similarities in the management of religion between the late imperial Chi-
nese state and modern/secularized Western nation states: first, the imperial 
state was separated from these three (and other) religions on an institutional 
level; second, it aimed at domesticating all religious enterprises in order to 
conform to its supreme order (what Seiwert had termed “civil religion” in his 
earlier publication); and third, that supreme order, at least from the Song 
period on, was conceptualized in rather “naturalistic” terms without refer-
ences to gods and divine beings (Seiwert 2013a). According to Seiwert, Neo-
Confucian discourses on the nature of heaven, ritual offerings, the cosmos, 
and so forth provided a more “naturalistic” and rational interpretation of the 
world. Although these discourses did not affect the religious life of most Chi-
nese people, they served as the foundation of government legitimacy and as 
part of the subject matter of all imperial examinations until 1905 (200–203). 
Thus, Seiwert argues, the late imperial Chinese state may be considered a 
secular one in which religion was a matter of individual preference—at least 
within the boundaries of the “secular order” of the state, but again that order 
resembles the management of “nonconformistic” religions in modern secu-
larized states (2013b; 2013c; 2015).

3	 All of Seiwert’s articles and papers (but not his books) can be downloaded from the website 
of the Institute for the Study of Religions at Leipzig University: http://www.gko.uni-leipzig 
.de/de/religionswissenschaft/institut/mitarbeiter/prof-dr-em-hubert-seiwert.html (accessed 
August 20, 2015).

http://www.gko.uni-leipzig.de/de/religionswissenschaft/institut/mitarbeiter/prof-dr-em-hubert-seiwert.html
http://www.gko.uni-leipzig.de/de/religionswissenschaft/institut/mitarbeiter/prof-dr-em-hubert-seiwert.html
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In his analysis of ancient Chinese discourses, scholar of Chinese philoso-
phy Wolfgang Ommerborn (b. 1952) shows that between the Zhou and the 
Han dynasties certain concepts that originally had distinct religious mean-
ings gradually lost their religious content and adopted more secular meanings 
(Ommerborn 2012). Under the influence of Confucianism, which evolved as a 
state ideology during the Han Dynasty, concepts such as de 德, which initially 
meant the magical ability of a monarch to communicate with the gods, were 
transformed into concepts of proper moral conduct; li 禮, which originally was 
related to religious rituals among the ruling elites, also acquired a new mean-
ing of proper conduct in family, society, and state (379–380). Thus, Ommerborn 
shows that already during the Han Dynasty we can observe a tendency that 
helped to create the aforementioned secular Chinese state—a tendency  
that Ommerborn attributes to the rationalizing influence of Confucian phi-
losophy and that at least partially resembles Weber’s analysis of Confucian 
rationality discussed above. The complex relationship between religion and 
Neo-Confucianism is also addressed in Ommerborn’s latest publication (2014).

	 Aspects of Chinese Religious Life

	 Popular Practices and Customs: Ethnographic Approaches
Moving beyond the rather text-based research that dominated early German 
scholarship on Chinese religions (Plath 1862), Wilhelm Grube (1855–1908) 
was among the first to study religious customs and folk culture in situ. After 
he had spent almost two years in East Asia (1897–1898) collecting objects for 
the Berlin Museum of Anthropology where he had been working since 1883  
(cf. Walravens and Hopf 2007:229–231), he published two detailed descriptions 
of customs, festivals, and mortuary rituals in Beijing (Grube 1898; 1901). In addi-
tion, more than thirty pages in his posthumously published Religion und Kultus 
der Chinesen (Religion and Worship of the Chinese) are dedicated to Volksreli-
gion (popular or folk religion) and deal with popular gods, demons, geomancy, 
and mortuary rites (Grube 1910:162–195). His folkloric-ethnographic approach 
was continued by various scholars during the first half of the twentieth century 
who focused on the multifaceted and “syncretic” nature of Chinese religiosity 
and practice. Whereas Grube had studied the customs and religious practices 
of the Beijing elite, Catholic missionary Georg Maria Stenz (1869–1928) aimed 
to describe the folk customs in southern Shandong Province. He collected 116 
pages of notes on popular practices of the annual cycle as well as those related 
to birth, marriage, and death (Stenz 1907). As Stenz’s report and other works 
(Volpert 1910; 1917a; 1917b) exemplify, ethnographic engagement with religious 
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practices and popular customs in Shandong Province was particularly strong 
in early twentieth-century scholarship due to Germany’s colonial history in 
the area (the Jiaozhou Bay concession, 1898–1914) and missionary enterprises 
(cf. Chen 1992). The particular topic studied by Grube and Stenz was taken up 
by social historian Mechthild Leutner (b. 1948) of the Free University of Berlin 
in the late 1980s, who dedicated her first monograph to the comparative study 
of the transformation and reform of customs related to birth, marriage, and 
death among Beijing residents during the transition from late imperial to mod-
ern China (Leutner 1989; Chinese trans. Leutner 2001). Particularly in regard to 
the politically driven reform of mortuary rites during the Republican and prc 
periods, her study highlights a topic that has been brought to the attention of 
students of Chinese religion only during the past few years by the pioneering 
studies of French scholar Vincent Goossaert and others (Goossaert and Fang 
2008; Goossaert and Palmer 2011:224–238).

In addition to these early representatives of the folkloric-ethnographic ap-
proach, one could also name the Dutch-German scholar of Chinese religion 
Jan Jakob Maria de Groot (1854–1921). Not only did he earn his doctoral degree 
in 1884 from the University of Leipzig, which in 1878 had become the first Ger-
man university to establish a professorship for Chinese studies, he also served 
as the first professor of Chinese studies at the University of Berlin from 1912 
(when he also adopted German citizenship) until his death. Since his work is 
well known to most readers, I will confine myself to a brief introduction. Dur-
ing his extensive stays in China at the end of the nineteenth century, de Groot 
was able to collect firsthand a comprehensive body of material that helped him 
to address a wide array of topics such as popular customs and religious prac-
tices (1881, French trans. 1886; 1892–1910; 1894), Buddhist monastic life (1893), 
sectarianism (1903–1904), and what he termed “universism” (Universismus) 
or the “collective foundation of Daoism, Confucianism, and Buddhism” (1912; 
1918). Whereas de Groot’s early publications were written in Dutch, French, 
or English, his later works appeared only in German. In these later studies, he 
extended his concept of universism (1918) and analyzed Chinese pagodas in 
terms of Buddhist symbolism and geomancy (1919).

Until the outbreak of World War ii, many German scholars pursued eth-
nographic research and engaged in discussions about the syncretic nature of 
Chinese religiosity. In 1911, Herbert Mueller categorized the multifaceted pan-
theon of China’s religious landscape and examined its development (Mueller 
1911). Citing examples from his investigation in northern Sichuan, architect 
and sinologist Ernst Boerschmann (1873–1949) recounted how the worship 
of the Three Teachings (Buddhism, Daoism, and Confucianism) is often com-
bined within one temple (Boerschmann 1911a). His interest in Chinese temples 
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is reflected in his series Die Baukunst und die religiöse Kultur der Chinesen  
(Architecture and the Religious Culture of the Chinese), which contains not only 
detailed descriptions of pagodas and temples (Boerschmann 1911b; 1914; 1931) 
but also hints about religious and social practices related to them (1911b:151–168; 
1931:55, 85, 194–198; on Boerschmann’s work, cf. Kögel 2015). Protestant theo-
logian Theodor Devaranne (1880–1946), who wrote on both China and Japan, 
discussed the results of a questionnaire survey about Chinese religiosity in  
nine provinces that was published in the August and September issues of the 
Chinese Recorder and Missionary Journal in 1922 (Devaranne 1924:8; cf. Parker 
1922a; 1922b). He introduced Volksreligion as the “sum of all beliefs and practical 
forms of worship, the customs and traditions of the majority of the people . . . 
aside from the literati elite of a few million” (1924:7) and reached the conclusion 
that popular religious practices are highly syncretic, pragmatic, nonexclusive, 
and oriented towards this-worldly ends (1924:45–46).4

Among those scholars adopting a folkloric-ethnographic approach, Wol-
fram Eberhard (1909–1989) is perhaps best known both domestically and inter-
nationally for his standard works on Chinese festivals, the “symbolic language” 
of the Chinese, and folk tales. Before he came to the University of California 
at Berkeley, where he taught from 1948 to 1976, he published detailed descrip-
tions of popular practices from the Jinhua 金華 region in Zhejiang Province 
that he collected during his field trip in 1934–1935, such as the cult of goddess-
es, architectural magic, prayers for rain, and much more (Eberhard 1935; 1936; 
1939; 1942a; 1942b, trans. 1968). Much of this early work influenced his later 
publications, such as his introduction to Chinese festivals, where he highlights 
the role of religious worship as part of traditional festivals (Eberhard 1952).

Famous missionary and author Richard Wilhelm (1873–1930), sinologist 
Erwin Rousselle (1890–1949), and University of Leipzig professor Eduard Erkes 
(1891–1958) have a particularly interesting role in the appropriative study of 
Chinese religious practices. This role might best be compared to that of anthro-
pologists and scholars of Daoism, such as Kristofer Schipper (b. 1934), Michael 
Saso (b. 1930), Michel Strickmann (1924–1994), and Livia Kohn (b. 1956), who 
have been Daoist practitioners at a certain level and who have also dominated 
research on Daoist practice during the second half of the twentieth century. 
The aforementioned three German sinologists were among the first Western 
scholars who learned meditation and neidan 內丹 (inner alchemy) practices 
from their Chinese informants (Rousselle 1932; Erkes 1935; 1945:123; 1948). 

4	 The German original reads: “die Summe von Glaubensvorstellungen und praktischen Fröm-
migkeitsübungen, von Sitten und Kultus der Mehrzahl des Volkes . . . abgesehen von den 
wenigen Millionen der literarisch gebildeten Oberschicht.”
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Erkes even estimated that by the middle of the twentieth century Wilhelm, 
Rousselle, and he himself had to be considered the only Europeans to have 
learned “Daoist meditation” (Erkes 1948:371n1). Particularly Erkes was said to 
practice “meditation” and neidan with his students in the classroom during 
his early years as a professor of Chinese studies after the war (Scherner 2008). 
Wilhelm’s, Rousselle’s, and Erkes’ synthesis of mystical insights and academic 
research highlights a very much contested approach to the understanding of 
Chinese religion and philosophy; they were ahead of their time, but their pio-
neering effort has since produced considerable scholarship in the second half 
of the twentieth century (on this issue, cf. Clart 2014).

Due to the split of East and West Germany after World War ii as well as 
their complex and often conflictual relationship with the two “Chinas,” eth-
nographic research came to a halt during the 1950s and 1960s and reemerged 
only slowly in the 1970s. Only during the early 1950s, when political relations 
between East Germany and the prc were still good, was Erkes able to visit 
the Mainland and to report his observations about the situation of religion 
in the early years of Communist rule (Erkes 1956). In West Germany, Chinese 
studies focused either on ancient China or on the Maoist Mainland (and 
thus responded to the political climate of that time). Hubert Seiwert’s 1981 
study of the modern transformation of the popular religious sect Yiguan-
dao 一貫道 (The Way of Pervading Unity) in Taiwan marks the beginning 
of an engagement in fieldwork that mirrors that of American and French 
anthropologists on the island (Seiwert’s field research was conducted in the 
late 1970s).

Postwar research in West Germany (and later unified Germany) has en-
riched our understanding of popular religiosity by studying temple oracles in 
Taiwan (Banck 1985), Daoist talismans (Drexler 1994; Bumbacher 2012), the 
multifaceted cult of Guan Yu 關羽 (Diesinger 1984), and particularly the his-
torical, political, and cultural aspects of the worship of Mazu 媽祖 in Taiwan 
and mainland China (Wiethoff 1966; Seiwert 1985; Wädow 1992; Pennarz 1992; 
Tischer 2014). This focus on the religious and social aspects of the worship of 
specific deities mirrors earlier twentieth-century research on, for example, the 
Stove God (Nagel 1908) and the City God (Volpert 1910). The article of Cath-
olic missionary Anton Volpert (1863–1949) is particularly rich in its descrip-
tions of two City God temples in southern Shandong (Yanzhou Prefecture 兗
州府) and the distinction between official versus private worship, as well as 
the depiction of the City God in popular literature (1910). Whereas these early 
studies focus on the religious aspects of these cults, recent studies in the trans-
formation and adaptation of Mazu worship in modern Taiwan (Pennarz 1992; 
Tischer 2014) and Dragon King (longwang 龍王) worship in late imperial China  
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(Berndt 2012; 2014) have articulated a more nuanced view by integrating their 
social, political, and economic meanings as well. Andreas Berndt has discussed 
the spread and local variations of Dragon King worship in late imperial Shanxi 
and Jiangnan through the lens of “cultural ecology,” which aims to study the 
ways in which people use culture in order to adapt to their (ecological) envi-
ronment; Johanna Pennarz and Jacob Tischer have focused on the transforma-
tion and various meanings of Mazu worship in postwar Taiwan by applying 
theories from sociology and political science (see below). The curious case of 
a temple of the Salt Lake God (yanchi shenmiao 鹽池神廟) around a salt lake 
in late Ming and early Qing southern Shanxi is discussed by Andreas Janousch 
(2014). By analyzing stele inscriptions from this temple as well as other source 
material, Janousch is able to connect the flourishing temple and its expanding 
pantheon of salt production–related deities to the larger sociotechnical con-
text and the introduction of new salt production methods.

	 Religious Specialists, Monastic Practices, and the State Cult
An important topic of research since the interwar period has been religious 
specialization (i.e., priesthood) and particularly shamanism (often labeled 
“Wuism”) in imperial China. A key early study is Bruno Schindler’s (1882–1964) 
dissertation on the various priestly institutions of ancient China. In this work, 
the later editor-in-chief of Asia Major, the main journal of the Chinese Studies 
department at Leipzig (until the rise of National Socialism forced Schindler to 
leave the country), analyzes shamans (wu 巫 and xi 覡), “prayer-supplicants” 
(zhu 祝), and “priestly writers” (shi 史) and their religious, social, and political 
roles as discussed in the primary sources of the pre-Buddhist period (Schindler 
1919). The dissertation of Guangzhou-born Schang Tscheng-Tsu, submitted to 
the University of Hamburg, focuses on the multifaceted history of the wu who 
appeared as mediums, healers, and prophets in ancient China, but he also dis-
cusses aspects of shamanistic practices in the modern era, citing examples from 
Republican Nanjing and Beijing (Schang 1934). Recent publications have also 
taken up the issue of ancient Chinese shamanism (Ommerborn 2012:34–56). 
After the war, sinologist Werner Eichhorn (1899–1990) wrote extensively about 
aspects of official priesthood in imperial China. He has provided an annotat-
ed translation of the section “Buddhism and Daoism” in the Song (979–1260) 
administrative manual Qingyuan tiaofa shilei 慶元條法事類 (Classified Legal 
Paragraphs of the Qingyuan Period [1195–1200]), which lays out the legal and 
political framework for the maintenance and individual conduct of Buddhist 
and Daoist clergy (Eichhorn 1968). In later writings, he focused on official reli-
gious practices as well as the development and transformation of the state cult 
in imperial China (Eichhorn 1976).
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Aspects of the official state cult in ancient China have also been the topic 
of two dissertations. Taiwan-born Chang Tsung-tung (University of Frankfurt, 
Main) discusses the official cult of the Shang Dynasty (ca. eighteenth–eleventh 
century bce), while Claudius Müller focuses on the “altar of the earth” (she 社) 
from the Zhou to the Han periods (ca. 1046 bce–220 ce) (Chang 1970; Müller 
1980). Building on Édouard Chavannes’s (1865–1918) seminal study (1910), 
Müller (1980:389–392) shows how different and often competing traditions 
have been integrated by Han scholars into the cult of the she yet nevertheless 
display remarkable variations and differences. Although some scholars argue 
for the establishment of a relatively secularized state from the late Zhou period 
on (see “Orthodoxy, Secularity, and the State” above), particularly during the 
medieval period some rulers, such as Emperor Wu of the Liang dynasty 梁武帝  
(reigned 502–549) or Empress Wu Zetian 武則天 (reigned 690–705), main-
tained a close relationship with Buddhism, a topic that has been studied by 
Max Deeg (2001), Thomas Jansen (2001), and Andreas Janousch (1999). In addi-
tion, Schmidt-Glintzer and Jansen (1993) have analyzed the medieval debates 
between Buddhists and Daoists in order to show transformations within the 
political power structures (cf. Kohn 1995).

In regard to monastic practices, German scholarship has made important 
contributions. For instance, scholar of religion Heinrich Hackmann (1864–
1935), best known for his pioneering studies in Chinese Buddhism (1906; 
1924), also provided the first translation of the Quanzhen 全真 monastic code 
Zhongjijie 中極戒 (Intermediate Precepts), which touches on crucial aspects 
of everyday practice, conduct, and the organizational foundations of Daoist 
priesthood (Hackmann 1931). In his dissertation Roman Malek (b. 1951), who 
later specialized in Chinese Christianity, has supplemented Hackmann’s work 
by studying and translating the Register of Retreat and Precepts (Zhaijielu 齋
戒錄), which dates from about the eighth century (Malek 1985). Later studies 
by scholars of Daoism Florian C. Reiter (b. 1948), Stephan-Peter Bumbacher 
(b. 1953), and Volker Olles have also enhanced our understanding of Daoist 
priesthood (Bumbacher 2000; Reiter 2005), thunder magic (Reiter 2007), the 
early Heavenly Masters tradition (Olles 1998), and Daoist practices and cus-
toms related to the mountain of Lord Lao (Laojunshan 老君山) in Sichuan 
Province (Olles 2005; 2009a). In addition, prolific author Livia Kohn (b. 1956) 
has written extensively about Daoist practices and monastic institutions. Since 
the number of her published works far exceeds what can be discussed here, 
I will mention only selected works. While Kohn on the one hand dedicated 
herself to the analysis of individual religious practices such as meditation, in-
ner alchemy, body cultivation techniques, and dietetics (2006; 2008a; 2008b; 
2010a; 2010b), she also conducted research into Daoist monastic life (2003) and 
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offered the first complete annotated translation of the seventeenth-century 
monastic handbook Rules and Precepts for Worshiping the Dao (Fengdao kejie 
奉道科戒) (2004). In regard to Buddhism, Marcus Günzel (b. 1965) has provid-
ed a detailed analysis and translation of the morning and evening services that 
represent an important part of Buddhist daily practice (1994). In addition, he 
has also analyzed the development of monastic Buddhist institutions in post-
war Taiwan (1998). Another important contribution in regard to the dynamics 
of norms and practice in Chinese Buddhisms, particularly as they relate to vio-
lence, warfare, and monastic martial arts, has been made by several scholars 
from the University of Leipzig, who have demonstrated the participation of 
Buddhist clerics in warfare and collective violence in imperial China (Filipiak 
2001:32–92; Seiwert 2002; 2005; Broy 2006; 2007; 2012a).

	 Nonofficial Forms of Religion: Popular Religion and Sectarianism
As pointed out above, the study of nonofficial religion has been a focal point of 
German research since the early twentieth century. Besides the various stud-
ies of particular practices and customs (Nagel 1908; Volpert 1910; 1917a; 1917b;  
Eberhard 1935; 1936; 1939; 1942a; 1942b; Diesinger 1984; Banck 1985), Hubert 
Seiwert’s Habilitationsschrift (1985) serves as the first comprehensive account 
of the religious, social, and political aspects of popular religion in Taiwanese 
society. This book is still the most detailed analysis of the religious landscape 
of prewar Taiwan, and it was the first account in any Western language to dis-
cuss the tradition of Vegetarian Sects (Zhaijiao 齋教) at length (1985:156–193). 
Although Seiwert’s work has been appreciated in the global academic commu-
nity, there are some misunderstandings regarding his approach. For instance, 
Stephen Teiser (1995:378) claims that Seiwert defines “popular religion” as the 
“religion of the lower strata of society,” which he does not; he rather indicates 
that popular religious beliefs and practices were common in all social contexts 
(Seiwert 1985:17). Similarly, Catherine Bell (1989:43) argues that Seiwert “distin-
guishes it [i.e., popular religion] vis-à-vis institutional religion so as to conclude 
that folk religion is made up of those practices not based on a literary tradition” 
(emphasis added). Quite the contrary, Seiwert (1985:17) does indeed state that 
popular religion may very well be considered an institutional religion. Further-
more, he defines popular religion as those religious traditions that are not ex-
plicitly related to one literary tradition (ibid.); thus popular religion may relate 
itself to multiple literary sources.

Following his insights into the importance and workings of “noncanoni-
cal” religious traditions, by the end of the 1980s Seiwert had begun to study 
sectarian religion and in 2003 published his magnum opus, Popular Religious 
Movements and Heterodox Sects in Chinese History. The book is dedicated to 
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the entire history of popular sects from the Han to the Qing dynasties and is 
the most comprehensive account of Chinese sectarianism in general. Follow-
ing this work and his early study of the persecution of Falun Gong 法輪功 in 
1999 (Seiwert 2000), Seiwert became interested in the dynamics of sectarian/
noncanonical religion and the state’s demand of regulation and control. He 
has formulated a sociological approach to the dynamics of sect formation and 
transformation by applying Rodney Stark’s and William Bainbridge’s rational 
choice theory (2003:438–484; 2009b). Building on this theoretical framework, 
he also tried to conceptualize late imperial sects as “processes of religious 
interaction,” an approach that aims to avoid the static nature of traditional 
sociological concepts such as sect and church (2003:485–501; 2009a). Arguing 
from the perspective of state policy, he suggested that sects (and other alter-
native participants in the religious field) may be conceptualized as “wild reli-
gions” that stand in contrast to “domesticated religions” (2014). According to 
Seiwert, the imperial Chinese state aimed at domesticating religions through 
processes of patronage and repression in order to produce religions that con-
formed to its notion of political, social, and cosmological order. Domesticated 
religions were given more or less free access to the religious field. However, 
“wild religions” that did not subordinate their values and beliefs to those of the 
state were subject to legal, political, and social sanctions (2014:18–23).

Following Seiwert’s groundbreaking studies in the history and sociology 
of Chinese sectarianism, many other scholars have dedicated their efforts to 
the study of “noncanonical” or “wild” religions as well. Political scientist and 
sinologist Thomas Heberer (b. 1947) and scholar of Chinese religion Chris-
tian Meyer (b. 1971) have discussed Falun Gong from different angles: whereas  
Heberer (2001; 2008) explains its rapid growth by pointing to its ability to ad-
dress social problems that have emerged as a result of modernization, Meyer 
(2013) addresses this particular organization in a case study in order to discuss 
the characteristics of Chinese religious policy, a topic that has been researched 
by Philipp Hetmanczyk (2007; 2011; 2015) in great detail. Besides Falun Gong 
itself, the qigong 氣功 wave in the reform era has also been analyzed in a num-
ber of studies (Heise 1999; Kupfer 2009). In addition, political scientist Kristin 
Kupfer (b. 1974) has dedicated voluminous studies to Christian-inspired sects 
in contemporary China (2004; 2007; 2008a; 2008b; 2009; 2012). In her disser-
tation (University of Bochum) she analyzes the emergence and development 
of “spiritual-religious groups” by approaching them as “religious social move-
ments” (Kupfer 2010).

Scholar of Daoism Volker Olles has written extensively about the develop-
ment and ritual life of the Liumen 劉門 tradition founded in nineteenth-century 
Sichuan by Confucian scholar Liu Yuan 劉沅 (1768–1856) (2009b; 2012; 2013).  
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In particular, his monograph on the topic discusses the ritual tradition of this 
movement and its liturgical canon by providing a synopsis of fifty-three different 
rituals (Olles 2013:80–182). Hans Kühner (b. 1950) has analyzed the beliefs of the 
so-called “Taigu school” 太古 founded by scholar Zhou Gu 周古 (1775–1832) 
in late nineteenth-century Yangzhou, as well as the discourses related to their 
suppression (Kühner 1996; 2005; 2009). In addition, German research has also 
produced a considerable body of scholarship on noncanonical and sectar-
ian religion in Taiwan, in which the work of Philip Clart (b. 1963) is to be high-
lighted. His work covers spirit-writing cults (Clart 1995; 2003), the interaction 
of spirit-writing cults and popular sects (1997), the spread of Taiwanese sects to 
North America (2000), religious change in postwar Taiwan (1995/1996), religious 
publishing (2009; 2012; Clart and Scott 2015), and many other topics. Moreover, 
Nikolas Broy has dedicated his doctoral research to the Vegetarian Sects and 
their transformation in late imperial China and modern Taiwan, particularly in 
regard to religious practice (Broy 2012b; 2014).

	 Religion in Republican China
Whereas German scholarship has addressed religion in both imperial and 
modern China, only a very few works have been dedicated to the Republican 
period (1912–1949). Besides those studies about Christian missionary enterpris-
es during the nineteenth and early twentieth century (Chen 1992; Klein 2002; 
2005a; 2005b; 2006; 2009a; 2009b) or the cultural assimilation and political par-
ticipation of Hui Muslims in pre-Communist China (Mees 1984), there is Yu 
Zhejun’s 郁喆隽 (b. 1979) dissertation about popular festivals and processions 
in pre-War Shanghai (Yu 2010; revised Chinese edition, 2014). Yu analyzes the 
complex processes of negotiation between religious, political, and administra-
tive actors in order to discuss the nature of these events as arenas of public 
interaction, communication, and contestation that may have resulted in the 
emergence of a Chinese “civil society.” He argues that the organizations be-
hind those professions may be considered a form of “civil society apart from 
the state” that might be compared to bowling leagues, chess clubs, and public 
interest groups, in that participants did not oppose or support the state per se, 
but articulated certain values voluntarily and publicly (Yu 2010:318–330).

	 Christianity and Islam
Beginning with the various enterprises by German or German-speaking 
Christian missionaries in nineteenth and early twentieth-century China, the 
development of Christianity in China has been an important topic in Ger-
man research. Particularly the Basel Mission in Guangdong from 1859 to 1931 
(Klein 2002; 2005a; 2005b; 2009a; 2009b) and the Catholic mission in southern 
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Shandong (Chen 1992) have been the object of numerous studies. In addition, 
the development of Christianity in contemporary China is an important topic 
of research, particularly for the Catholic China Zentrum e.V. (China Center) 
located in Sankt Augustin. This organization publishes the two journals China 
heute (China Today) and Religions & Christianity in Today’s China, which not 
only present scholarly articles but also inform readers about news and trends 
in Christianity and other religions of China.5 Of all the scholars who have writ-
ten about Christianity in China, long-term editor of China heute Roman Malek 
may be considered the most prolific. From Christianity in China (Malek 1996) 
and in Hong Kong and Macao (1997; 2000b) to Nestorianism in medieval China 
(Malek and Hofrichter 2006), the various Chinese interpretations of Jesus 
Christ (Malek 2002–2007), and missionary history (Malek and Zingerle 2000), 
his work covers a wide range of topics related to Christianity in Chinese history 
and in the present.

As mentioned above, political scientist Kristin Kupfer has researched the 
development of Christian-inspired sects that stay outside of official corporat-
ist Chinese Protestantism (2004; 2007; 2008a; 2008b; 2009; 2010; 2012). In a re-
cent article she also studies Protestant identities as represented on internet 
blogs (2014). The policy of the prc towards Christianity and Christian sects is 
analyzed by a number of authors (Gänssbauer 2004; Kupfer 2008; Oschwald 
2008). The past and future development of Catholic Christianity in China is 
also discussed by some authors (Oschwald 2008; Wenzel-Teubner 2012). How-
ever, whereas Chinese and Taiwanese immigrants’ conversions to Protestant 
Christianity in the United States is a relatively well-researched field of inquiry 
(Yang 1999; Guest 2003; Chen 2008), Chinese Protestantism in Germany is a 
comparably new object of study that has been pioneered by Johanna Lüdde  
(b. 1979). In her award-winning doctoral thesis (University of Leipzig) she 
draws upon qualitative data (interviews, participant observation) in order to 
analyze the motives and strategies of Chinese conversions to Protestant Chris-
tianity in Germany, suggesting that conversions may provide solutions for cop-
ing with very personal and individual problems (Lüdde 2011; 2013). Compared 
to the huge interest in Chinese Christianity, there are only a few works on Islam 
(Mees 1984) and Judaism (Malek 2000a) in China. Maria Jaschok has recently 
begun to publish extensively on modern Chinese Islam while particularly fo-
cusing on gender issues and the apparently unique Chinese tradition of female 
imams (nü ahong 女阿訇) (Jaschok 2003; 2005; 2012; Jaschok and Shui 2000; 
2011; 2014; 2015).

5	 http://www.china-zentrum.de/China-heute.26.0.html (accessed June 5, 2015).

http://www.china-zentrum.de/China-heute.26.0.html
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	 Religious Change in Modern China, Taiwan, and Beyond

With the fall of the Chinese empire, German scholars began to address the 
question of religious change in modernizing society. For instance, renowned 
sinologist and translator Richard Wilhelm discussed the fate of Confucian-
ism in the early republic. His argument that Confucianism has to become a 
“church” if it does not want to perish (1913, cited in Franke 1915:422) antici-
pates the phenomenon of “church engineering” as discussed by Vincent Goos-
saert and David Palmer with respect to various traditional religions in early 
Republican China (2011:67–90). Prominent sinologist Otto Franke (1863–1946), 
who already in 1909 wrote about the reform efforts of famous lay Buddhist Yang 
Wenhui 楊文會 (1837–1911) and like-minded Buddhist practitioners (Franke 
1909), also discussed the fate of the imperial state cult and Confucianism dur-
ing the Republican revolution (1914).

Besides these early efforts to track religious change in an era of profound 
political, social, and economic transformation, this question has been taken 
up by later scholars who focused on Taiwan. Some authors, such as Tang Chih-
Chieh and Chi Wei-hsian, chose distinct macro-sociological approaches like 
Luhmann’s “systems theory” (Tang 2002; 2004) or Bourdieu’s “praxeological 
economy” (Chi  2005) in order to explain the nature of religious change in 
twentieth-century Taiwan. A similar macro view is taken by Philip Clart, who 
tries to explain religious change in Taiwan against the background of industrial-
ization, urbanization, and an increase in the general level of education. Accord-
ing to Clart, the increased levels of social mobility and education in particular 
have led to the diminishing of traditional ascriptive religiosity on the one hand, 
and an increase of voluntary religious associations, such as sects, on the other 
(1995/1996:129, 135, 139–141, 152). He thus confirms an important point raised by 
Seiwert, who argued that the “Confucianization” of Yiguandao beliefs and sym-
bols in 1970s Taiwan is to be attributed to the increased level of education among 
Yiguandao followers and their demand for a traditional Chinese identity (Seiwert 
1981). Besides Seiwert’s application of rational choice theory to the dynamics of 
Chinese sectarianism (2003:438–484; 2009a; 2009b), other scholars have tried to 
critically examine the sociological theory of the “religious marketplace” as well, 
thus analyzing religious change in Taiwan (Chi 2005:52–81), religious pluralism 
in late imperial China (Gentz 2011), and the growth of Chinese Protestantism in 
nineteenth and twentieth-century China (Klein 2011; cf. Klein and Meyer 2011).

Other scholars have focused on one particular object of worship (Pennarz 
1992; Tischer 2014), locale (Pennarz 1992), or religious tradition (Günzel 1998; 
Goldfuß 2000) in order to discuss religious change. Pennarz follows the found-
ing and establishing of a Mazu temple during the industrialization of rural 
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Taiwan in the 1970s and 1980s. In discussing the various religious institutions 
(temples, temple committees, “cult organizations,” pilgrimage organizations, 
etc.) in different villages, she touches on questions of the commercialization 
of temples, cultural continuity, and modernization (Pennarz 1992:128–138,  
151–166). Particularly intriguing is her critique of the conventional anthropologi-
cal view that participation in communal ritual activities serves to express col-
lective solidarity and is helpful in uniting divergent interests among the inhab-
itants of a community. On the contrary, Pennarz shows that temple committees 
serve as arenas for the struggle for power of different interest groups and that 
communal conflicts are not at all settled in the event of a large communal ritual 
(1992:116–118). Building on fieldwork conducted in 2009/2010, Tischer discusses 
the competition between Mazu temples and particularly the different uses of the 
goddess for concurrent political purposes by different groups in Taiwanese soci-
ety. In highlighting the political role of Mazu as an integrative symbol for Chinese 
and/or Taiwanese identities, as well as the use of Mazu temples as arenas for elec-
toral campaigns, he argues that temples have to be taken seriously by political 
scientists due to their influence on political decision-making processes (Tischer 
2014:158–161). Regarding the transformation of Buddhism in postwar Taiwan, 
Marcus Günzel (1998) discusses the establishment of Chinese monastic Bud-
dhism after the retrocession in 1945. Gabriele Goldfuß, who is best known for her 
French dissertation on the late Qing Buddhist reformer Yang Wenhui (Goldfuß 
2001), has also written on the growth of the female monastic order in contempo-
rary Taiwan, with special attention to the role of the Compassion Relief Founda-
tion (Ciji Gongdehui 慈濟功德會) (Goldfuß 2000). Issues of gender and religion 
in modern China are also discussed by Maria Jaschok, who focuses on Muslim 
women and the transformation of their religious identities and legitimacy in the 
People’s Republic (Jaschok 2003; 2005; 2012; Jaschok and Shui 2000; 2011; 2015).

	 Religions between China and the West
Another aspect of religious change in the Chinese world may be seen in the 
spread and adaptation of Chinese religions in the West. Philip Clart was among 
the first scholars to study the spread of Yiguandao to non-Chinese societies. 
Building on fieldwork conducted between 1993 and 1996 in the Greater Van-
couver area, he has analyzed the development of the sect among a major Chi-
nese overseas community, one of whose temples also attracts Western con-
verts (Clart 2000:140). A preliminary study of the activities of one Yiguandao 
branch as well as Buddha’s Light Mountain (Foguangshan 佛光山) in Vienna 
has been initiated by Max Deeg (2005), a scholar of Chinese Buddhism, but un-
fortunately it has not yet been carried further. In addition, Johanna Lüdde has 
written extensively about Chinese religions in Germany. In her first book she 



Broy

review of Religion and chinese society 3 (2016) 83-117

<UN>

102

examines the Berlin Shaolin 少林 temple in order to analyze the acculturation 
of Chinese Buddhism in Germany (2007; 2008). Furthermore, her dissertation 
discusses the motives and strategies behind Chinese conversions to Protestant 
Christianity in Germany (2011; 2013).

	 Summary

In concordance with research on Chinese religions across the globe, the per-
spective and methodology of German scholarship has been extended great-
ly beyond the traditional philological and historical approaches to Chinese 
studies and history of religions that dominated research for a long time. By 
including methods of sociology, political science, and anthropology, German 
scholarship has addressed themes and problems that are not only important 
for the study of religion in China but also apply to the comparative study of 
religion, culture, society, and politics. According to my impressions, it is pos-
sible to identify five particularly strong German contributions to the field 
of religion in China. (1) Max Weber’s search for a Confucian work ethic has 
inspired a number of scholars to analyze the rationalizing impact of Confu-
cian worldviews as well as to evaluate the possibility of an original Chinese 
or East Asian Confucian capitalist ethic. Aside from Weber’s contribution to 
this topic, however, his analysis of premodern Chinese society and religion has 
been refuted almost completely by later scholarship. While rejecting Weber’s 
erroneous dichotomy of Confucianism (orthodoxy) and Daoism (heterodoxy), 
some scholars have nevertheless tried to capture the nature of the dominant 
worldviews and practices in China. (2) Since the early twentieth century, re-
ligious specialists, clergies, and monastic practices constitute another impor-
tant area of research, with an emphasis on Buddhist and Daoist clergies as well 
as the ancient tradition of the wu, sometimes referred to as shamans. (3) Due 
to extensive ethnographic engagement with the Chinese world since the late 
nineteenth century, the study of popular religious practices and customs has 
attracted equal attention alongside the Three Teachings. Following the split 
of East and West Germany and their complicated relationship with the two 
“Chinas,” however, this engagement came to a halt in the early 1950s and was re-
vived only in the 1980s. (4) The modern transformation of religion has attract-
ed attention both as a historical phenomenon and as an object of sociological 
analysis. Most case studies in this field are concerned with the Taiwanese ex-
perience. (5) The spread and development of sectarian religion and so-called 
new religious movements in China and Taiwan has become an important field 
of research following the pioneering work of Hubert Seiwert in the 1980s.
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