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6. A View on Religious Socialization in Contemporary China: The Role of New Media, 

Literature, Education, and Participation 

  

 

Sofia Sjö, Marcus Moberg, Peter Nynäs, and Junchao Tang 

 

Introduction 

 

The study of media and media use in China, and particularly use of new media, is a rapidly 

growing field (e.g. Yang 2009; Shirk 2011a; deLisle, Goldstein and Yang 2016). In the past 

couple of decades, the Chinese media landscape has developed from a tightly state controlled 

environment towards an increasingly diverse, competitive, and commercialized one (Shirk 

2011b). While the Internet and social media sphere remain firmly controlled by the Chinese 

state, the information available to Chinese populations online has been constantly expanding. 

Due to the distinctive interplay between the state and the digital media sphere in China, much 

previous scholarship has focused on the Internet as a site for social activism and change 

(deLisle et al. 2016), but also on reactions by the state (Yang 2009). Research on religion and 

media in China has tended to focus on either issues of control or resistance, but the limits of 

these perspectives are becoming increasingly obvious (Lengen 2017).  

Religion remains strictly regulated in China (Chao and Yang 2018) while the Chinese 

population in general displays low levels or religiosity and religious commitment. For example, 

according to the (at the time of writing in 2019) latest wave in the World Value Survey 

(Inglehart et al. 2014), China had the lowest number of individuals reporting that religion is 

very important or rather important to them (2.6% and 8%). Although the Chinese YARG 

sample also displays low overall levels of religiosity and religious engagement and practice, it 



also included a minority that identified as religious. In this chapter, we explore the main sources 

of religious socialization among the respondents who belong to this active religious minority 

of the sample and who self-identified as either moderately or highly religious. More 

specifically, we explore the most important sources that they report turning to for information 

about religion and the importance (or lack of importance) that they attach to new media in this 

regard. We have identified these individuals on the basis of four indicators in the YARG data, 

which we account for in more detail below. The following sections provide a general overview 

of the current religious and media landscapes of China and the main ways in which they 

intersect as well as brief account of the young adults that took part in our study. We then turn 

to our ore specific findings and conclude the chapter with discussing aspects relating media, 

socialization, agency, and authority.  

 

The contemporary religious landscape of China: a brief general overview 

 

Due to its internal diversity and complicated historical development, the present-day religious 

landscape of China remains difficult to characterize. Though often primarily associated with 

Confucianism, mainland China has historically hosted several major religious traditions, 

including Daoism, a wide plethora of folk beliefs, Buddhism, Islam, Catholicism, and more 

recently various forms of Protestantism (Sun 2013: 17-44; Travagnin 2017a: 3; Vala and Jianbo 

2017: 169–170; Chao and Yang 2018: 188).  

As noted, the present-day Chinese religious landscape remains firmly regulated by the 

Chinese state, and has at times faced concentrated and sustained suppression. Due to the role 

of atheism as the ofiicial ideology of the Communist Party of China (CPC), religion has faced 

growing state regulation, even though authorities publicly recognize and accept the operation 

of five institutional religions: Buddhism, Daoism, Islam, Catholicism, and Protestantism (Chao 



and Yang 2018: 188). Yang (2006) has presented a “market model” that captures the ambiguity 

of the contemporary religious landscape describing it as consisting of three distinct (although 

partly overlapping) “markets”. The “red” or “open” market comprises only those religious 

communities legally recognized by the state. The “black” market comprises underground, 

illegal, and officially banned religious communities. The diverse “gray” market mainly 

comprises the “illegal religious activities of legally existing religious groups [i.e. providing 

religious instruction to Children or proselytizing outside designated religious premises]” as 

well as “religious or spiritual practices that manifest in culture or science instead of religion” 

(Yang 2006: 97).  

While Yang’s categorization is intimately tied to his underlying supply-side-style 

perspective on religious developments, his “market” approach highlights the central role that 

state regulation continues to play in the composition of the religious field in China. Subsumed 

under the label “patriotic organizations,” the Chinese state only grants legal status to some 

specific religious traditions (Yang 2006: 102). Other religious communities and organizations, 

and especially those designated as “heretic” or “evil” cults, remain subjected to heavy control 

and even active suppression (e.g. Yang 2006: 100; Laliberté 2017: 131). Though it remains 

heavily regulated, the religious landscape of China has remained both highly diverse and 

vibrant (e.g. Yang 2006, 96; Sun 2013). In spite of longstanding state-led efforts towards a 

firmer compartmentalization of the religious field, “the greater China [encompassing mainline 

China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong] is, on most levels, an arena that has witnessed borrowings, 

rather than boundaries, among religions and has experienced practices of inclusion rather than 

exclusion” (Travagnin 2017a: 9). Past decades have also witnessed, an at least partial, gradual 

relaxation of previous regulatory schemes followed by a more general re-appreciation and 

revitalization of traditional “native” Confucianism’s capacity to inform and underpin (a 

particular version of state-sponsored) Chinese patriotism and nationalism (Yang 2006: 101; 



Sun 2013; Travagnin 2017a: 9). As argued by Sun (2013: 172), current state sponsored 

Confucianism is wide-ranging, encompassing “five basic dimensions – cultural, ideological, 

ritualistic, symbolic, and political.” Its rise has also served to propel a revival of a broader range 

of religious practices (Hedges 2016: 60f), ranging from neo-Confucian religious practices and 

rituals among urban elites to traditional Buddhist or Daoist rituals among rural populations. 

The present-day religious landscape of China has thus developed into one that needs to be 

approached and studied at the level of “lived religion” (e.g. Ammerman 2006; Orsi 1997). 

While the Chinese often report low levels of religiosity (Inglehart et al. 2014), the 

county also includes large religious populations. Buddhism is considered the largest religious 

community in China with more than 100 million adherents, followed by more than 58 million 

Protestants, and 21 million Muslims. Moreover, a few years ago Yang and Hu (2012) estimated 

that “approximately 580 million Chinese adults participated in at least one type of folk religious 

practices” (Chao and Yang 2018: 188). While the YARG survey results from China revealed 

very low overall levels self-reported religiosity and religious belonging, quite another picture 

nevertheless emerged from the results of the Chinese Faith-Q-Sort data (the FQS is accounted 

for in more detail in Chapter 3 of this volume). In the Chinese sample, common to both 

religious and secular subjectivities, was a strong identification with the notion of “believing in 

some way but without viewing [oneself] as religious.” This FQS-item surfaced as central to the 

majority of the Chinese prototypes, even though these prototypes differed considerably with 

regard to the relevance they attached to social activism, personal beliefs or experiences, or 

religious or spiritual matters more generally (Nynäs et al. 2020).      

 

The Internet and social media in China 

 



The Internet was introduced to China in the late 1990s and has since expanded rapidly, with 

Internet infrastructures now covering all of China and providing access to over half of its 1.4 

billion population. The position of the Internet and digital media in Chinese society remains a 

rather peculiar one. As Yang (2015: 1) states, “The Internet in China has taken on such 

distinctly Chinese characteristics that it may now be called the Chinese Internet in the same 

ways as we call China’s literature ‘Chinese literature’”. The distinct character of the Chinese 

Internet includes “contents and linguistic features of Chinese websites, but also the ways in 

which the Internet and social media are used by citizens and businesses and managed by the 

government” (Yang 2015, 1). While the Internet has developed into an increasingly open arena 

for communication and expression, control remains a conspicuous feature (Yang 2015: 1; Yang 

2009; Vala and Jianbo 2017: 170). Government surveillance over online environments and 

social media has tightened further following the inauguration of Xi Jinping as supreme leader 

of China in 2013 and the establishment of the new ministerial-level Cyberspace Administration 

of China. The Chinese authorities have increased their online presence as part of an effort 

towards governance over the Internet through the Internet (Yang 2015: 4; Balla 2015; Laliberté 

2017) which also entails responding to “the challenges of popular social-media platforms by 

populating, instead of shunning, them” (Yang 2015: 7) 

The proliferation of Chinese online bulletin board systems (BBS) from 1995 onwards 

provided the first ever possibilities for group communication and interaction online, including 

various types of citizen activism. Highly popular microblogging platforms include early 

Chinese versions of Twitter such as Fanfou, Zuosha, and Digu, which were all established 

between the years 2006–2009. Sina Weibo (commonly known as Weibo) was launched in 2009 

and has developed into China’s by far most popular and widely used microblogging platform 

with over 445 million registered active monthly users in 2018 (Vala and Jianbo 2017: 170). 

From around 2014 onwards, vast numbers of users have also adopted the multi-purpose 



messaging and social media application WeChat (Yang 2015: 2). Due to their huge popularity, 

sheer numbers of users, and potentials to be used for various types of citizen activism and 

mobilization, approaching 2015, government control of the Internet had become increasingly 

firmly established across Chinese social media (Yang 2015: 3).  

Among our respondents, Internet use was very common, with 89.9% reporting that they 

used the Internet “every day” and no one reporting that they would never use the Internet. When 

it comes to everyday use, Chinese respondents reported most frequently using the Internet for 

communication (84%), finding information (71.7%), developing social networks (64.9%), and 

entertainment (62.5%). In what illustrates its growing importance, 92% of respondents reported 

using social media as a source of information about news and current affairs, as compared to 

80.7% of all respondents in the total YARG sample. Social media also emerged as a relatively 

popular source for guidance in life and when making life decisions. In the total YARG sample 

15.1% of respondents reported relying on social media in this regard, as compared to 22.8% 

among the Chinese. 

 

Religion and the Internet in China 

 

The past decade has witnessed a wide diffusion of religious themes, symbols, and imagery 

across various types of media platforms in China, often as part of a more general state-led effort 

to promote “Chinese values” (Travagnin 2017a: 9). Examples include the increasing adoption 

of media technologies by religious communities themselves (e.g. television channels, blogs, 

and profiles of religious leaders on social media such as Weibo) and the increasingly common 

use of native Chinese religious symbolism and imagery in advertising and popular films 

(Travagnin 2017a, 1; 11; Vana and Jianbo 2017). However, as Travagnin (2017a, 2–3) 

observes, while the present-day media and religious landscapes of China both have received 



plenty of scholarly attention in and of themselves, the present-day intersection of religion and 

media in China remains a largely unexplored field. The volume Religion and Media in China: 

Insights and Case Studies from the Mainland, Taiwan and Hong Kong (Travagnin 2017b) 

provides a notable exception as it brings together a wide range of approaches to the field, 

including several studies focusing on the Internet and social media. 

Although the digital media sphere remains firmly regulated, the spread of the Internet 

and social media have come to provide geographically dispersed religious communities with 

plenty of new opportunities and means to connect (Huang 2017; Wai-Yip 2017). The past 

decade has also seen the proliferation of various types of religious content across many of 

China’s popular microblogging platforms (McGuire 2017; Vala and Jianbo 2017). As such, the 

Internet and social media sphere have also developed into central arenas for state regulation 

and monitoring of both recognized and unrecognized religious communities. However, as 

Lengen (2017, 22) points out, while state monitoring remains connected to concerns over 

religious collective “mobilizing via cyberspace” (Laliberté 2017, 131), religious’ actors 

engagements online are not adequately understood simply in terms of activism or resistance. 

Rather, in many cases, the Internet offers religious actors creative tools for the expression and 

communication of religious concerns that conform to accepted and “permissible” practices (cf. 

Huang 2017). 

 

The Chinese YARG respondents: university background and religiosity 

 

The Chinese sample consisted of altogether 325 survey responses and 47 in-depth interviews. 

The sample was relatively balanced in terms of gender (43.7% male, 56.3% female). The vast 

majority of respondents were born in 1995–1997, making them between the ages of 19–21 at 

the time they participated in the project (2016). 



The sample was gathered during the first half of 2016 at Fudan University in Shanghai, 

traditionally considered among the top five national research universities in China. It is 

particularly renowned for its research and liberal arts education in the humanities, social 

sciences, and fundamental sciences. Located in the economic center and the most populous city 

of China, with top-tier employment records in business, financial, government, academic, and 

other sectors, Fudan is widely recognized as one of the leading universities in the city and the 

countries. The university recruits its students through a combination of nationwide college 

entrance examination and independent admission tests. At the time the sample was gathered, 

Fudan hosted around 13,000 undergraduate and 20,000 graduate students. Most of the students 

were former top 10% students of their local home schools, with no-less-than middle class 

backgrounds (nearly one-third came from the wealthy so-called Yangtze Triangle – Shanghai, 

Jiangsu, and Zhejiang Province). Apart from this group, the university also hosted students 

from all other provinces in China. Roughly 2,000 degree-seeking international students also 

comprise a part of the student body at Fudan. 

The sample was gathered with the help of the social media platform WeChat. A brief 

introduction to the YARG project and a link to the online YARG survey was sent out to a 

limited number of potential respondents. Using the same platform, additional respondents were 

then reached through snowball sampling. The liberal academic atmosphere at Fudan University 

affords students more exposure to various types of religious ideas, beliefs, and practices. For 

this reason, it is fair to assume that they would be generally both more knowledgeable about 

and tolerant towards religious beliefs and practices (and especially “foreign” or Western 

religions such as Christianity) as compared to the general population. However, the 

employment of social media as a tool for sampling resulted in a majority of respondents from 

subjects such as philosophy, history, and sociology. Their background therefore also needs to 

be taken into account, as students in other subjects such as science and technology might have 



been more likely to espouse somewhat different views on topics such as religiosity and 

worldviews. 

 

Religiosity indicators 

 

As indicated above, the YARG sample gathered in China seems somewhat more religiously 

inclined than samples gathered in other studies (e.g. Inglehart et al. 2014). In light of the survey, 

the Chinese sample still emerged as one of the least “religious” of all national samples included 

in YARG. As reported above, on a 10-point degree scale, the Chinese sample revealed a mean 

of 3.6 on self-assessed degree of personal religiosity. Regarding self-assessed degree of 

religiosity of the parental family, the sample revealed a mean of 4.0, which is clearly below the 

total YARG sample mean of 4.9. Only 9.6% of Chinese respondent consider themselves 

“belonging to one or more religious groups, communities, or traditions” – clearly the lowest 

figures reported among all national samples in YARG. Chinese respondents also reported very 

low levels of participation in religious activities: 42% reported “never” taking part in public 

religious practices (as compared to 28% in the total YARG sample), and 47% reported “never” 

engaging in private religious or spiritual practices (as compared to 32% in the total YARG 

sample). The sample, however, also includes a smaller number of respondents who report 

relatively high levels of religiosity, and they are the ones that interest us here. 

As noted, in identifying respondents who are moderately to highly religious we have 

looked at four indicators in the YARG data. First, we checked the results for self-assessed 

degree of personal religiosity (reported on a 10-point degree scale) among all the 47 

respondents who took part in the interviews and picked out those who reported 5 or more. Then 

we looked at respondents’ self-reported frequency of engagement in public and private 

religious practice. These indicators did not provide any additional respondents since all 



respondents who reported higher frequencies of religious practice also reported higher degrees 

of self-assessed religiosity (5 or more). One additional respondent was identified on the basis 

of the loadings of the two more “religiously inclined” Faith-Q-Sort prototypes generated in 

China (for a more detailed discussion of the FQS, see Chapter 3 in this volume). This 

respondent was very close to the moderate position on the scale for self-assessed religiosity, 

identifying as a 4. In total, 29 respondents were thus labelled moderately to highly religious. 

While some of these respondents report coming from religious homes, 17 assessed the degree 

of their personal religiosity as higher than that of their families. This is interesting since it 

suggests that these respondents might have been subjected to religious socialization through 

other sources than their families.  

We begin by exploring the role of news media and new media in acquiring or 

encountering information about religion among our respondents. We then explore the influence 

of literature in the form of religious texts and scriptures, fact, and fiction, and the role of 

education, particularly university courses on religion. Finally, we touch upon the importance 

given to personal participation in religious activities and the role played by traditional religious 

socialization agents such as the family and religious communities. 

                   

Ways to religion and information about religion among the YARG-respondents in China 

 

Compared to many of the other contexts explored in this volume, the Internet, social media, 

and news media more generally are rarely used as a resource for religious information among 

our group of modestly to highly religious Chinese respondents. In the following, drawing on 

our respondents’ own accounts, we try to provide some answers to why this is the case. 

A commonly expressed view among our respondents was that media such as news and 

current affairs media, both online and offline, seldom reported on issues relating to religion. 



As a Buddhist female respondent put it when asked if she ever comes across news about 

religion: 

  

A few days ago, a headline said that a monk died three years ago but his body hasn’t 

rotten. Just news like this. Small religions it seems do not have many news 

(YCHYJ161). 

  

There is also a commonly expressed feeling among our respondents that news media’s 

coverage of religion tends to be rather shallow and simplistic, at least compared to getting 

information directly from someone who is involved with a religious tradition (YCHYJ003). 

Considering that these respondents are generally more interested in religion, they might also 

be more prone to noticing the particular ways in which religion tends to be covered in Chinese 

new media. One respondent who was news major specifically highlighted this problem: 

  

I’m in news major, so it may be related to my major that I have a sense of responsibility, 

which is reflected on two aspects. For the first one, we should not mislead others. For 

example, if you cut religion out cleanly, I think it is misleading. (YCHYJ167).    

  

Some respondents also reported that they felt the need to exercise some degree of caution when 

engaging with religion-related content online. As one Catholic female respondent said: 

  

Speaking of websites, I don’t go online very often, which means I don’t usually mean 

to -- unless I need to look up for something, and I would go to check it online if I want 

to know what it is, otherwise I would watch and learn something, I usually look at the 

e-learning and that’s all. (YCNJT205). 



  

Another respondent indicated that checking things online was not always that easy: 

  

Because I think it seems to be troublesome to open a site, so I don’t check them in 

general. I used to check Zhihu, but it was mainly Zhihu Daily, so I just briefly checked 

it, and I’d open the link if I see some fun topics, and now I don’t check it anymore. 

(YCNJT200) 

  

Zhihu is a question-and-answer web forum (Wang 2019) that is occasionally mentioned as an 

information source among our respondents, but few report a great deal of activity on the site. 

That the Internet is only to a limited extent reported as a source for information about religion 

by our respondents does not mean that it is not used as a source for other forms of information. 

As highlighted above, a large portion of all respondents reported using the Internet to find 

information “every day.” But our respondents also clearly did not consider the Internet an 

unproblematic source of information.  

In what is quite distinctive for the Chinese sample, respondents also talked about the 

using the Internet as a means to find information about and get access to more traditional types 

of media, and especially books. Indeed, online literature has long been a growing trend in China 

(Wai-Yip 2017: 189). For example, one respondent talked about “wandering around” the 

Internet back in 2008 when pages were still more widely accessible and finding information 

about books of interest on Wikipedia (YCNJT189). Another Christian male respondent and 

avid reader talked about searching for books to read online already when he was in 5th or 6th 

grade (YCNJT190). 



Still, there are also those who find the Internet useful for at least finding general 

information about religion. As a female respondent from a non-religious background, but with 

an expressed interest in religion, told us: 

  

For example, many activities can be searched, whether Christian or Buddhism. And if 

you go to read their scriptures, or you go to read Christianity’s doctrine and the Buddhist 

scriptures, you will know some special activities, like the birthday of Buddha. 

(YCHYJ167) 

  

According to this respondent, the Internet provides a convenient, but my no means the only, 

source one can turn to for information on religion-related issues. Another respondent, while 

acknowledging that the Internet provides ample access to information, also highlighted some 

risks: 

  

Although now we have network, smartphones and more developed information 

technology, but I think this information explosion, however, increases the possibility of 

a knowledge gap. With more useless information pouring into our life, many people 

may be unable to filter and select useful information. Or they will be submerged by 

more useless information. And the gap is likely to be wider and wider during this 

process. (YCNJT002) 

  

As expressed by this respondent, new media are sometimes considered problematic due to the 

sheer amounts of information that are disseminated through it, thus also making it harder for 

people to assess the information they encounter online. 



As noted, while social media is very much a part of the lives of our respondents, they 

seldom report using it in ways that directly relate to religion. For example, one female 

respondent who said she had an open mind towards religion declared that she had not 

encountered religion on social media (YCHYJ003). However, according to our survey results, 

and as indicated above, social media is considered a very important news source among the 

vast majority of our Chinese respondents. Their active use of social media in this regard also 

clearly came across in our interviews. Social media is also used for some forms of activism. 

Some of our respondents mentioned microblogging and forwarding messages that they 

supported that, for example, dealt with the civil rights of different groups (YCHYJ007). For 

the most part, however, respondents reported using social media to connect with and stay in 

touch with friends, and to get a general picture about what is going on in society. As a very 

socially active female Catholic respondent said: 

  

I will definitely check the messages, because in general, people send you messages 

because they really have something to discuss with you, or there may be many messages 

which are not specifically for me, but you want to read if you are interested, and you 

won’t know about the event if you don’t read the message, this is also like research. 

(YCNJT205) 

  

The social media platforms that came up most often in the interviews were WeChat and Sina 

Weibo. Previous studies have shown how both of these platforms have been used to fill 

religious functions for some of their users (Huang 2017; Vala and Jianbo 2017). Considering 

the vast amounts of users for these two platforms, this is not surprising. However, among our 

very limited group of moderately to highly religious respondents, using these sites for religious 

or spiritual purposes was not common. While both new media and traditional news media seem 



to play a limited role as information sources about religion for our more religiously inclined 

respondents, other even more traditional forms of media were often mentioned as many 

reported often turning to religious texts or scriptures. The most frequently mentioned were the 

Bible, Quran, and the Diamond Sutra. Depending on their background, our respondents 

reported having come into contact with these texts in different ways. Those with a religious 

background and upbringing has typically been introduced to such texts via their family or 

religious communities. As one female Catholic respondent put it: 

  

My parents asked me to read the Bible and brought me to the church. By reading the 

Bible, I forcefully remember those relations, like the Ten Commandments. 

(YCNJT205) 

  

Other respondents instead reported primarily having found their ways to scriptures and 

religious texts on their own. A female respondent from a non-practicing Muslim family found 

entering university to be freeing as it allowed her to explore her religious background. While 

she cannot read Arabic, she has read the Quran in Chinese (YCHYJ162). In addition to 

exploring her faith on her own, she also recounted having found guidance at mosques. Another 

female respondent with an expressed interest in Christianity said she read the Bible on her own. 

She specifically highlighted not wanting to take part in Bible reading groups, as she did not 

want to subject herself to that kind of influence. Still, she expressed a wish to learn more: 

  

They want to influence you. Because I hate to be intruded in an unknown circumstance, 

I feel that this is an intrusion, though it looks like comfort and integration. So I don’t 

like to read the Bible with them or do something together […] But if there is that kind 

of class to learn about it, I’m willing to attend. (YCHYJ167) 



  

In relation to taking courses on religion, some respondents also reported reading academic 

writing on religion: 

                    

I am interested in spirituality. In the first year of graduate school, I need to take a class 

about Christianity and Catholicism, and I chose the book about spirituality. 

(YCHYJ170) 

  

Via university courses and literature, more insights into religious texts are sought: 

  

My major is Chinese literature and language, and Chinese culture has been influenced 

by Buddhism a lot. Many ancient poets, fictions and a lot of things have some relation 

with Buddhism. So my major requires that I should know more about this. And I also 

have selected the reading course of the Diamond Sutra. (YCNJT002) 

  

In addition to religious and academic writing, respondents also reported being influenced by 

various forms of fiction literature. Although this was particularly the case when they were 

younger, they still chose to mention these influences in the interviews. For example: 

  

Another point is that I liked reading strange stories about ghosts. The first long story 

book I read is Ghost Stories. […] and I love it very much. I feel that, fairy fox do exist 

in the world. They are very beautiful. And this may also have impacted me and I don’t 

believe my mother when she told me not to worship. (YCHYJ167) 

  



As seen here, the religious, spiritual, and existential believes of some respondents are directly 

connected to fictional works that have moved them. 

Our respondents have, of course, also been introduced to religion and provided 

information about religion by traditional religious socialization agents, that is, primarily family 

and religious communities. However, for our particular group of respondents, university 

courses also emerged as important. Indeed, for some, it has been university courses rather than 

anything else that have served to spark their interest in religion: 

  

P: I was born in an atheist family. Family composition is simple, only three people. My 

parents are Communist Party members and have no religious beliefs. So I have no 

access to knowledge about religions. 

I: Since when do you have an interest in religions? 

P: Since I went to university. 

I: Because of this university? 

P: Yes, because of the science of religion set up in this university. (YCHYJ163) 

  

For some respondents, studying religion at the university provides an important way of learning 

more about society in general. As a spiritually inclined female respondent told us: 

  

I think it is interesting so I want to learn more about it. Such as Christianity, it has a 

great influence in the Western world and great impact on modern life and human 

civilization. If we don’t try to understand it, the whole world will be difficult to 

understand. Buddhism also has a great impact in China. So does Islam. (YCNJT002)                  

  

For others, studying religion has made it easier for them to understand religious people: 



  

At the beginning, I think it’s nonsense. I totally didn’t know what they were doing. But 

today, I realize that even up to now, the religion still serves as an instrument to cope 

with the fear of an unpredictable future. So I think you can’t criticize humans. They are 

weak and need to count on something, while the religion can give them a feeling of 

dependence, a considerable guidance. (YCNJT182) 

  

Furthermore, for some, the courses provide an opportunity to reflect on their own beliefs:  

  

I think it is important to be thinking it over by yourself. […] And as for myself, I’d like 

to find some place for my mind to rest, so I will take the initiative to explore how spirit 

is defined and guided by different civilization tradition. (YCNJT002) 

  

Even though many or our respondents have learned about religion and developed their own 

views and beliefs via reading about religion and by taking courses on the topic, it is also worth 

mentioning that, for some, the most valuable insights seem to come from taking part in religious 

activities, visiting religious places, and talking to religious people. This is how the previously 

quoted female Muslim respondent from a non-practicing family put it: 

  

I like to read books like that and I read them one by one. Then I entered the university 

where I have more freedom, I like to go to the mosque, so my faith is built up step by 

step on my own, which is different from the traditional family education. That’s why I 

think there is a process of transition. (YCHYJ162) 

  



A male respondent from an atheist family but with an interest in exploring many different 

religious traditions had this to say: 

  

P: It means I am only interested in the doctrine, the organizational structure, and the 

ritual of a religion. In that case, I just go to see, to observe and to look at it. 

I: Why not read a book about it? What’s the difference? 

P: Comparing with the book, the first-hand experience is more visualized. (YCHYJ163) 

  

Personal experiences have also inspired this female respondent with a partly Buddhist 

background and an expressed openness to spirituality. She specifically talked about a visit she 

made to Tibet: 

  

Tibet has many temples. You can hear some legends in temples and listen to the preach, 

which is quite interesting. And in that environment--the natural environment is also 

very important--being in that natural world, people will have a very pure and surreal 

feeling. And then they’ll feel that the purification of mind is very sacred and wonderful. 

Then they’d like to get closer to such things. They hope to get some purer spiritual 

inspiration. (YZHJT002) 

 

Among our respondents, information and knowledge is thus not only explored via different 

forms of texts, but also via personal engagements and interactions. 

 

Conclusion 

Our moderately to highly religious respondents make up a mixed group. Some come from 

religious backgrounds, while others have found their ways to an interest in religion largely on 



their own. Though different, they also note some similar influences and sources that they prefer 

turning to in religion-related matters. New media, however, seems to play a rather limited role. 

The Internet and social media are seldom cited as particularly important sources for information 

about religion, though they are otherwise actively used. Reading, in the form of religious 

scriptures, course literature, and fiction, emerges as more essential. Most of our respondents 

reported combining different sources in very active and reflexive ways. Our respondents thus 

articulate a great deal of agency in their media use in religion-related matters. However, when 

religion is the topic, new media only to a limited extent seems to provide them with a space for 

interaction and exploration. 

 Several previous studies have highlighted the large degrees of agency that young adults 

tend to be able to exercise regarding their own media use. They are thus argued to be able to 

“self-socialize” – to play an active role in directing their own socialization – via their media 

choices and engagements (Arnett 2007; cf. Moberg et al. 2019). We also see this taking place 

among our Chinese respondents. They frequently turn to media for information, while also 

remaining aware and critical of what they find. Yet, at least when it comes to the media habits 

of our small group of religious respondents, social media was seldom cited as an important 

source for information in religion-related matters. This does, however, need to be viewed 

against the broader backdrop of continuing government restrictions on both the religious and 

digital media sphere in China. This further illustrates the importance of always approaching 

the relationship between young peoples’ religious views and Internet and social media use in 

relation to particular social, socio-political, and cultural contexts. Our brief exploration in this 

chapter also underlines the need of further and more sustained research on contemporary modes 

of religious socialization in China. Our group of respondents are interesting in this regard not 

least many of them have not grown up in religious homes or been socialized by traditional 

religious socialization agents such as the family and religious communities. Studies in other 



contexts have pointed to growing role played by the Internet and social media for finding 

information about religion particularly among younger people with weak connections to 

organized religion (Sjöborg 2012; Moberg and Sjö 2015). Our respondents in China do not 

quite fit this mold, however. Considering their active engagement with traditional religious 

texts and scriptures, they are best described as primarily using new media to supplement rather 

than to supplant traditional religious sources (Moberg et al. 2019). Still, compared to nearly all 

other contexts studied in the YARG project, our Chinese respondents reported only very low 

levels of Internet and social media use for religion-related purposes. Although this study 

obviously provides only a partial answer to the question of how young people find their way 

to religion in China, it nevertheless highlights the need to factor in the influence of multiple 

types of potential socialization agents (cf. Klingenberg and Sjö 2019). While our respondents 

clearly indicate that religion is of great personal interest to them, it is also something that they 

have chosen to explore in ways that they feel suit them best. 


