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Abstract

This thesis contributes to geographies of secularity and postsecularity by examining Christianity and the
experiences of rural-urban migrants in Shenzhen, China. In the post-reform era, China appears to be caught in
a contradictory dual process - the entrenchment of secular values and, simultaneously, the notable revival of
Christianity. Bridging existing postsecularity literature with the discussion of the migrant experience, this
thesis focuses on the everyday construction of religiosity and subjectivity of rural-urban migrants within the
secular world and possible urban faith-based support for them. Drawing on in-depth ethnographic data
collected in Shenzhen, I argue that rather than being an active social movement, the emerging postsecularity
in China works as an ethical and self-reflective project involving hybrid subjectivities in response to the
conditions of being in post-reform China. Four empirical chapters develop this argument further. The first
elucidates the emerging young migrant Christian group in Calvinist churches in Shenzhen and argues that
neoliberal principles inevitably influenced their attitude toward Christianity. Meanwhile, Calvinist Christian
resources and ethics also engage in the process of mediating with, and even counteracting neoliberal
secularity, showing that religiosity as praxis is negotiated and ongoing, and that neoliberalism and emergent
Calvinist theology in urban China provide new maps for us to reconsider the interaction of religiosity and
secular metrics. The second chapter examines urban Christian churches and the lived experience of migrant
workers within them, showing how these faith-based communities become emotional spaces and social
infrastructures for migrant workers and how theo-ethics emerge within and then reshape these urban
infrastructures. The third chapter explores young migrant women'’s religious agency and their subjectivities
of nonconfrontational negotiating within gendered social norms, foregrounding an intersectional approach to
the study of post-secular feminism and women's religious agency. Drawing on Peter Sloterdijk’s sphere
theory, the final empirical chapter focuses on the development of spheres of online religious community and
examines how Chinese Christians use the social app WeChat for religious practices. Examining how these
foam-like online religious communities developed, and finally disappeared, on WeChat during the COVID
lockdown, this chapter explores the changing spatiality of online religious communities and how senses of
possibility and connection are forged during this process. To conclude, [ show how the findings not only
contribute to the discussion of the geographies of secularity and postsecularity in a non-western context but
also highlight the value of the everyday and of intersectional perspectives toward rural-urban

migrants’religiosities and subjectivities within the neoliberal secular condition.
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Chapter1. Introduction

In an unassuming office space within an industrial district, approximately two hundred chairs were arranged for
the annual conference of A Church. As a seeker, I received a gracious invitation from the pastor of A Church to
participate in this conference. This opportunity was invaluable for gaining a deeper understanding of the
church’s organizational structure and how individuals engage in decision-making processes. Notably, only
formal members of the church are eligible to participate in these decision-making activities during the assembly.
On that day, about 230 members from various gathering sites of A Church around Shenzhen attended this
significant event. From 9 in the morning until 4 in the afternoon, congregants witnessed the baptism and
initiation of new believers, the announcement of significant church decisions, the appointment of new employees,
and votes on budget proposals. During this process, members actively engaged in discussions on these matters
and exercised their voting rights with due diligence......For many members, the congregational meeting evoked a
deep sense that the church was not merely a place for worship where they embrace their faith, but a genuine

shelter for them in an unfamiliar urban environment.

Fieldwork notes on 2019/11/17

Within “one of the most secular societies on earth,” Christianity appears to hold a very marginal place in
Chinese public life under the governance of a totalizing party-state fundamentally built on secularist and
communist ideologies (Casanova, 2013, p.42). However, as shown in the field notes above, in Shenzhen,
migrant Christian churches appear in a vibrant and dynamic condition that contrasts with this traditional
perception, as they increasingly draw in rural-urban migrants and build up grass-rooted faith-based
communities. In the post-reform era, China seems to be experiencing what religious sociologist Yang
Fenggang describes as a “desecularizing reality” under state-led secular ideologies (Yang, 2004, p.102),
namely the simultaneous entrenchment of secular values and state-sanctioned neoliberal-capitalist ideologies
alongside a significant revival of various forms of religiosity and faith (Cao, 2010; Gao & Qian, 2020; Yang,
2005). Rather than being dismissed by secular neoliberalism, the flourishing of Christianity among rural-
urban migrant communities has created a vivid scene in Shenzhen. This unusual phenomenon containing
more broad-based spatial, political, economic, social, and cultural processes provides a new opportunity for

geographers to engage in rethinking Christianity in post-reform China.
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Located in the southern part of Guangdong Province in China, Shenzhen is a vibrant and rapidly growing city
that has transformed from a modest fishing village to a bustling metropolis in just a few decades. Since being
declared a Special Economic Zone (SEZ) to attract foreign investment in the 1980s, Shenzhen has established
the alliance of the state and capitalism and enforced the economic and profit-centred governance of migrant
workers that created the new urban phenomenon of migrant workers in Shenzhen, the economic growth of
whose SEZ was propelled by those rural-urban migrants forming around two thirds of the city’s 17.8 million
inhabitants?. On the one hand, these migrants experienced the institutional discrimination inflicted by China’s
urban-rural duality and the hukou (household registration) system,outlined in the next section, that denied
them rights to the city and threw them back upon the land if times got hard (Chen & Fan, 2016; Zhang, 2001).
On the other hand, they suffer from a sense of uncertainty and uprootedness, disembeddedness from social
networks, and the discontinuity between urban and rural lifeworlds. In contrast to urban areas with a well-
established Christian cultural heritage, such as Wenzhou, Beijing, and Shanghai, the Christian revival among
the rural migrants in Shenzhen will demonstrate a distinct focus on the dynamic and intricate interplay
between religious beliefs and the prevailing neoliberal ideology and capitalism that are currently shaping

urban China.

Therefore, this thesis develops a more comprehensive understanding of this religious revival among the
rural-urban migrants by focusing on these phenomena: the rising social support from urban churches to
rural-urban migrants and the interaction of rural-urban migrants’ religious subjectivities, ethics, and agency
with new theological interpretations and the complex experience of Christianity in highly secular China. In
order to achieve it, this thesis draws on the burgeoning literature on postsecularity in geography aiming to
provide new insights into the role of Christianity in contemporary urban transformations and the lived

experiences of migrant communities in a rapidly changing socio-political environment.

Given that, the rest of the chapter will introduce the context and theoretical background of this thesis whilst
providing the research questions and framework of the thesis. It is organized into three main sections: firstly,
a critical review of the revitalization of religious practices and changes in the religious landscape in post-
reform China, providing a foundation for understanding possible postsecularity among rural-urban migrant
groups in the city, aiming to develop a more comprehensive understanding of emerging faith-based activities
within urban migrant churches. Secondly, in conjunction with the geographies of postsecularity, this chapter

presents two additional theoretical registers—intersectionality and lived religion—that this research will

1 According to the statistical bulletin released by the Shenzhen Municipal Bureau of Statistics in 2024, the number of
inhabitants in Shenzhen in 2023 was approximately 17.79 million. Among them, migrant residents accounted for about
11.73 million, representing 65.9% of the total population.

For more information, see: https://tjj.sz.gov.cn/zwgk /zfxxgkml /tjsj/tigh /content/post 11264245.html
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engage with, examining how rural-urban migrants’ religiosities and religious subjectivities interact with the
complex, everyday secular world they inhabit. Thirdly, based on the arguments above, the research questions

are clarified, and the structure of the thesis is presented.

1.1 Reconceptualizing Christianity in post-reform China

1.1.1 Religious revival and changing rural-urban religious landscapes

There is now a noticeable renaissance of all forms of religious faiths and practices in the post-reform era of
China. Economic reforms, along with significant ideological relaxation, have led to a shift in religious policy,
creating some space for the resurgence of various religions and belief systems (F. G. Yang, 2011). Within this
nationwide religious resurgence, we observe distinct and diverse religious landscapes. For instance, the large
coastal cities in eastern China have displayed a variegated and varying religious fabric (Cao, 2007; Hingley,
Vermander & Zhang, 2016), while the Islamic faith has gained renewed vigor in the north-western regions of
the country (Stewart, 2016). Additionally, the model of local development that integrates tourism with the
cultural heritage of Buddhism has become more prevalent (Qian, 2019), and various forms of folk religion
continue to thrive in rural areas (Chau, 2008; Liang, 2017). Even Confucianism has experienced a notable

resurgence, particularly in the cultural sphere (Fan & Chen, 2015).

Notably, a Christian revival has emerged in the south-eastern city of China—Shenzhen, providing both
spiritual care and social services to those in need, particularly a large number of rural-urban migrants. The
relatively relaxed political environment and flexible implementation of religious policies in Shenzhen have
created enough room for the growth of Christianity and in particular for evangelizing among migrant
workers. Official reports indicate that by 2018, Shenzhen was home to approximately 380,000 Christians,
second in number only to Buddhists of those declaring a religious belief2. The majority of these Christians
were rural-urban migrants. This growing phenomenon in Shenzhen insofar as reflects a broader trend of
“Christian fever” in post-reform China (Aikman, 2006; Fiedler, 2010; Johnson, 2017). Since the reopening of
churches in the late 1970s, Christianity, and specifically Protestantism, in China has been growing rapidly
and, especially at the beginning, grew “markedly faster than other religions” (Fiedler, 2010). According to the
White Paper titled “China’s Policies and Practices on Protecting Freedom of Religious Belief,” released in April
2018 by the Information Office of the State Council, there are approximately 38 million Protestant Christians
in China today. As a result of an “advantageous” religious situation, including the official churches, the

number of house churches, religious organizations, and religious NGOs has increased rapidly in recent years.

More specifically, the noticeable revival in Shenzhen highlights the changing dynamics of rural-urban

Christianity as hundreds of millions from the rural population have migrated to cities in search of a livelihood

2 http://www.szzx.gov.cn/content/2018-04 /09 /content 18840727.htm
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over the past three decades (Zhang, Cui & Sheng, 2022; Duan, 2014; Gao, 2011). Before the 1970s, it was
generally believed that the majority of Chinese Protestantism was in rural areas, where the state’s
surveillance found monitoring challenging and was driven by the hardship and poverty of the Chinese
countryside (Huang & Yang, 2005). The substantial rural-urban migration fuelled by the drastic urbanisation
and industrialisation over the last four decades in China has generally shifted the traditional geographical
distribution of Christians. China’s National Bureau of Statistics shows that the number of rural migrant
workers has reached 297.53 million in 20233. Urbanization brought not only a shift from rural to urban but
also a large amount of cheap labour relocating to the eastern cities of China, enabling China to become the
“workshop of the world” during the last three decades (Pun, 2016). It also profoundly impacted the spread of
Christianity in China as more and more rural migrants were moving into the cities to seek better job
opportunities and improved livelihoods. Some of these are rural Christians who now participate in urban
churches or organize their own Christian congregations in the cities, while others are new converts seeking
spiritual coherence (Huang, 2012; 2014). This religious renaissance, in conjunction with massive rural-to-
urban migration fuelled by urbanization, has therefore profoundly influenced the landscape of Christianity in

China.

Within the changing rural-urban religious landscape, two characteristics are especially significant. First of all,
this movement has given rise to a distinctive religious group of migrant Christians*. China’s rapid
industrialization and urbanization have established precarious and disciplined labour regimes, exacerbating
inequalities posed on the vast population of rural-urban migrants. Although rapid urbanisation brings
geographical mobility and better job opportunities, the assimilation and acceptance of rural-urban migrants
remains the core issue troubling them, which relates to the hukou system in China. China’s hukou (household
registration) system, which divides the Chinese population into the privileged urban and marginalized rural,
is widely portrayed and understood as a significant tool for obstructing internal physical movements
employed by the state (Chan, 1994; Chan & Zhang, 1999; Chan, 2009) or a source of rural-urban disparities
(Chen & Fan, 2016). More recently, it is increasingly aware that the hukou system has worked as a social
control mechanism pegging to the urban welfare and service system, meaning that most basic urban social
and economic benefits provided by the urban governments have hardly been extended to rural-urban
migrants and their accompanying family members (Chan & Ren,2018; Liu, He & Wu, 2008). In this sense,
excluded as “strangers in the city” (Zhang, 2001), most of the rural-urban migrant grassroots classes, on the
one hand, experience the institutional discrimination inflicted by China’s urban-rural duality and the hukou

system. On the other hand, they suffer from a sense of uncertainty and uprootedness, disembeddedness from

3 https://www.stats.gov.cn/xxgk/sjfb /zxfb2020/202404 /t20240430 1955166.html

4 The term “migrant Christians” in this thesis refers to rural-urban migrants who have been baptised as Christians or who
self-identify as Christians. They can be primarily classified according to the timing of their conversion: roughly two-thirds
were converted before their move to the city, while the remaining one-third were converted after their migration.
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social networks, and the discontinuity between urban and rural lifeworlds, which left a huge void of spiritual

needs and social support for adapting to new forms of urban living.

It is against this background that many urban churches, especially migrant churches, provide some social
services and spiritual shelter to the rural migrants, aiding members to fashion life in the city. In Ley’s (2008)
studies of immigrant Christian churches in Vancouver, the immigrant churches have served as an urban
service hub, providing a wide range of personal and social services, such as counselling and language training,
significantly aiding co-ethnic or even different ethnic new members to adapt to their new conditions. Similar
cases also happen in urban Christian churches in China, as they increasingly see rural-urban migrants as
important targets for mission work and social services (Cao, 2010; Huang 2014; 2015). Sharing a similar
social background and religious interests, members of migrant churches can generate a “sense of home” and
belonging to the religious community in the process of religious praxis. In other words, these churches
offering social cohesion and security for migrant members have become one of the hubs welcoming those

strangers moving from rural areas to Shenzhen.

Meanwhile, the massive influx of migrant labourers from rural areas has re-invigorated the church. As Gerda
Wielander (2013, p. 17) posits urban young people “who have grown up with Christianity and have attended
churches with their parents, are now uninterested and are leaving the faith behind, being lured by the
pleasures and entertainment offered by the secular world.” However, migrant workers have subsequently
replenished church membership and re-invigorated these almost defunct churches. Christian faith has
become an anchor of identity and community for rural migrant workers alienated by a highly exploitative and
precarious regime of labour (Gao, Qian & Yuan, 2018; Zhu & Guo, 2009). As a result, the proportion of migrant
Christians in urban churches has grown as there are more and more rural-urban migrants in the city
churches. Believers from different education and income backgrounds owning different understandings and
practices of the same faith create new social-cultural encounters in migrant churches. Against this
background, Christian values and fellowships can provide a sense of safety, identity, and community for many
rural-urban migrants in negotiating social inequalities and alienation in a new and volatile socio-economic

environment.

Secondly, this population relocation has also resulted in a shift in rural-urban Christian theological discourse.
Debates about the urban-rural contrast in Chinese Christianity are not new (Goossaert & Palmer, 2011, p.
123). Madsen (2012) posits a polarization between “traditional” rural/underground churches and “modern”
urban/official churches, suggesting that rural churches are more traditionalist and resistant to modernity
than their urban counterparts. Similarly, Cao (2010, p.61) identifies a typological contrast in Chinese
Christianity, characterizing urban Christianity as “Christian—modern—elite masculine” and rural
Christianity as “superstitious—backwards—rural feminine.” The differences in theological discourse are

embodied in the expansion of history and socio-cultural backgrounds. Historically, the Christian movement’s
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epicentre was in rural areas rather than urban ones (Lee, 2007). The rural churches tend to present a kind of
quasi-Pentecostalism form which features a belief in miracles, divine intervention in people’s lives for
physical and spiritual healing, and certain direct communications with God and Jesus, including speaking in
tongues, dreams, and vision (Wielander, 2013,p.14). This “grassroots” expression of rural Christianity
embodies a practical folk piety that aligns more naturally with rural life than the more intellectualized forms

of urban Christianity.

However, the theological scenario is now beginning to be re-mapped within this Christian revival as so-called
“liberal” or “modern” theology has been more accepted by urban churches (Kang, 2016; 2019). When the
migrant Christians were entering the city, their original rural theological thinking encountered the urban
religious discourse, which was evident in Huang Jianbo’s (2014) research on Christian urban migrants’ beliefs
and how they adapt their lives and relationships to city dwelling. In his study, Huang suggested that
urbanization has changed the church structure from the pre-existing dualism of rural and urban churches to a
third type of church, which stands somewhat between rural and urban, and can be called the “rural church in
the city”. Although the members from rural villages are not satisfied with the highly intellectual
understanding of the faith of urban Christianity, which emphasizes more rational thinking and the solemn
order of meetings, they have to find a feasible way to make some adjustments in the city. Although sometimes
still influenced by their original rural theology, they always seek to access the urban-modern religious system
to adapt to the cities’ brand-new social and religious networks. Cao Nanai’s (2010) work equally recalls this
trend, arguing that urban-oriented Christian groups are distinguished from rural Chinese Christians in
Wenzhou City because these Christians serve “more as a symbol of Western modernity than as a symbol of
salvation or a medium of resistance” (Cao, 2010, p.35). By “distancing themselves from traditional rural
Christianity”, Wenzhou Protestants have successfully solved the conflict between a professional role in
pursuing economic growth and enhancing their religious commitment (Cao, 2011). In fact, many migrant
Christians from rural areas increasingly develop their beliefs and behaviour to adjust to modernized urban

life, in anticipation of negotiating the spiritual and personal crises they would encounter as urban dwellers.

Moreover, with the rise of more educated and younger rural-urban migrants becoming new believers, it will
be easier for them to accept the systematic urban theological discourse (Cao, 2010; Huang, 2015; Yoo, 2021).
Compared to the earlier wave or their parents’ generation of migrant workers, whose primary concern was to
seek a livelihood, today’s young migrants with better-educated backgrounds and more variety of employment
options are strongly motivated to seek socioeconomic success and have an increasing demand for equality,
and a strong desire for upward mobility and integration into urban life (Luo & Wang, 2003). Just as Kang Jie
(2016) suggested in her ethnographical research of foreign missionaries and indigenous Christians in Linyi
City, China’s policies of rapid urbanization and accelerated capitalist development have created conditions for
the emergence of an urban-based “rational” Christianity, which might refashion the migrant Christian identity

as they empower themselves by obtaining theological training. Especially currently the neoliberal transition
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in the post-reform era, on the one hand, involves a reconfiguration of the politico-socio-economic complex,
and the refashioning of individual selfhood on the other hand. Youth migrants’ religious subjectivities and
ethics are more engaging in articulating and co-evolving with these secular conditions of beings. For example,
spiritual experiences and practices help migrant workers to come to terms with vicissitude, but also
sometimes to resist hardships and state discourses in the economy and society in the new and volatile socio-
economic environment (Gao & Qian, 2020). Meanwhile, Christian values and theology provide the vocabulary
for young believers, helping these migrants to reconfigure the capitalist logic of work, success, and prosperity

during daily work (Yoo, 2021).

With these foundations in place, this thesis focuses on the Christianity revival among rural-urban migrants in
Shenzhen and aims to develop a more comprehensive understanding of the evolving religious landscape by
focusing on two key phenomena: the increasing social support provided by urban churches to rural-urban
migrants and the potential interaction of these migrants’ religious subjectivities, ethics, and agency with new

theological interpretations and the complex experience of Christianity in a highly secular China.

1.1.2 The possibilities of postsecularity among migrant Christians

A substantive body of research has been documented to interpret this remarkable revival in the post-reform
era, which includes the moral and spiritual vacuum caused by a drastic social change (Bay, 2003; Lee, 2007),
alternative or antidote to problems caused by modernization (Yang, 2005), the change of state-society
relations (Feuchtwang, 2000; Potter, 2003; Yang M, 2008), and the well-known triple religious market theory
(Yang, 2006). F.G. Yang (2006) develops a triple religious market model arguing that religion in China often
functions according to a market mentality and that the religious market can be divided into the red (officially
recognized area), gray (ambiguous legal area), and black (legally suppressed black area) markets. His
analyses intriguingly reveal that the strong regulative power imposed by the state apparatus “cannot
effectively reduce religion;” rather, it “complicates the religious market by pushing religious organizations

and believers into the black and gray markets” (F.G. Yang, 2011, p.117).

Though these explanations indeed provide a general overview of revivalism in reform-era China, they may
lead to specific theoretical difficulties in understanding the role of religion among rural-urban migrants
within the context of rapid modernization and neoliberal ethics. Each of these theoretical reflections does not
move beyond a macro-structural narrative of religious revitalization under state dominance, lacking a more
nuanced understanding of how the complex spaces and subjectivities of religion are lived out in the everyday
practice of ordinary life. Indeed, while religious resurgence can be viewed as part of macrosocial changes,
religion operates more at the micro-level within daily praxis, being felt, performed, and even negotiated at the
local and everyday levels (Chau, 2008; Cao, 2010; Kang, 2016). Moreover, these reflections presuppose a

separation between state ideologies and the sacred, attempting to map out discrete, mutually exclusive
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spheres. In this sense, religion is often reductively interpreted as a “preconceived system of meanings and
cosmologies” that naturally opposes the hegemonic state-capital coalition (Gao & Qian, 2020, p.2). This is
particularly the case for those rural-urban migrants as Shenzhen is the city experiencing entrenchment of
secular modernity and simultaneously Christian revival, therefore such interpretations leave a significant gap
in understanding how religion contributes to the formation and consolidation of new socio-economic

relations, values, and experiences, and what possible new religious subjectivities emerge in this process.

In light of this, the recent rise of postsecularity in geography may offer new perspectives for understanding
the current religious revival among rural-urban migrants in Shenzhen. The geography of secularity and
postsecularity has emerged as a burgeoning field over recent years as a normative description of the re-
emergence of religion in public spheres and as a critique of the secularization thesis (Beaumont & Baker,
2011; Cloke & Beaumont, 2013; Olson et al., 2013; Gao, Qian & Yuan, 2018; Tse, 2014; Cloke et al,, 2019). As
Habermas (2006; 2010) posits, the postsecular present marks a notable shift towards the resurgence of a
public, collective consciousness of religiosity and the heightened visibility of religions in the public sphere.
Postsecular theories do not assume the cessation of secularization; rather, they underscore the necessity of
critically re-examining secularist ideologies and the secularization paradigm to accommodate new religious
realities (Olson et al, 2014). In other words, the postsecular approach serves as a self-reflective, critical
rethinking and reformulation of the secularization theory revisiting religion as an ethical and self-reflective
project that supplies key building blocks for the values and ideologies of secular modernity, rather than
merely advocating for the revival of religious practices (Cloke et al, 2019). Within this geographical research
into postsecualrity, two analytical paths can be applied to examine the interplay between Christianity and
secular modernity in urban churches for rural-urban migrants and how Christianity shapes migrant

Christians’ everyday subjectivities, embodied experiences in the city, and the meanings of living.

One line of inquiry, informed by Habermas’s postsecular critiques, investigates the increasingly prominent
role of faith-based organizations (FBOs) as a sign of emerging postsecualrity (Beaumont, 2008; 2019; Cloke,
May & Williams, 2020; Williams, 2015). While many FBO activities operate within the religious-secular
divide, they actively create new spaces for care and welfare and protest against poverty, social
marginalization, austerity governance, and neoliberal capitalism. On the one hand, faith-based organizations
could negotiate neoliberal economy and governance through the provision of social welfare and care to
people in need but sometimes are co-opted into the latter. The state not only channels the risk and
responsibility of welfare provision into enlisted FBOs but also extends its control of marginalized and socially
excluded people through theologically mediated discourses of social equality and institutional arrangements
(Hackworth, 2012; Williams, Cloke, & Thomas, 2012). Moreover, recent studies have focused on the
examination of postsecular rapprochement, reflecting a particular form of “crossing-over” in the public arena
between the religious and the secular(Cloke & Beaumont, 2013; Williams, 2015), as religion provides ethical

impulses (for example, universal love) that subvert, resist and rework neoliberal forms of care, thus restoring
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ethics and hopes beyond the logics perpetuated by the state and the market (Cloke et al.,, 2019). In some
cases, it is suggested that these spaces of postsecularity have not only blurred boundaries between the
religious and the secular but have also opened up alternative imaginaries and practices with a capacity to

generate the possibility for new kinds of ethical spaces and subjectivities.

Another critical path in the critique of secularization explores postsecular ethics as a self-reflective project,
shedding light on how postsecular subjectivities are formed and embedded within secular contexts. This
approach aligns with Taylor’s (2007) notion of the “disenchantment” of secular societies, which makes way
for hybrid and flexible religiosities. This body of literature highlights the emergence of new forms of
ethicality—both spatially and subjectively—in which specific postsecular technologies operate, thereby re-
examining social relationships between the sacred and the profane (Olson et al., 2013). In this sense, religion
is understood as subjectivity shaped by and embedded within a field of diverse social meanings. Such
analyses draw on poststructural and feminist contributions to ethics (Braidotti, 2008; Vasilaki, 2016) to
challenge liberal conceptions of the subject as a self-contained moral agent, instead emphasizing the
relationalities that shape the process of becoming ethical subjects. In doing so, they frame ethicality and
religion as something people “do,” not merely a demographic category. Overall, this focus on ethicality
foregrounds an analysis of the spaces, technologies, and contested politics through which ethical sensibilities
are constructed, deconstructed, and reconstructed. Crucially, it explores how ethical subjectivities connect to
political mobilization. In this context, postsecularity offers a conceptual tool to discern how subjectivities are
shaped by neoliberal logic in late-capitalist societies, as well as how more hopeful and insurgent ethical
sensibilities can emerge through religious and secular collaboration (Cloke & Williams, 2018). Moreover, the
experience of religious migrant labourers suggests postsecularity could be found in the interstices of austere
neoliberalised governance and popular state-led atheist ideology, where subjectivities of religious individuals
negotiate between the secular and the religion, and in this case, secular conditions are not the antecedents to
postsecular impulses, but rather co-exist and co-evolve with the latter, relying on secular conditions to frame

religious interpretations, ethos and identities (Gao et al., 2018).

Grounded on the theories mentioned above, the central aim of this thesis is to open up a new paradigm in
China’s studies of religion by bringing existing research on religious revival in China into dialogue with the
emerging scholarship of postsecularity. Broadly speaking, central to the scholarship of postsecularity is the
common concerns approach about how new religious subjectivities, theo-ethics, and agency are made
possible under the secular condition of being. In this thesis, I carefully examine the possibilities of
postsecularity in Shenzhen from the following two theoretical perspectives. First, as urban churches,
particularly migrant churches, have increasingly assumed the role of providing social services and care
amidst the state’s neoliberal reforms, I interrogate the possible theo-ethics within migrant churches and

examine how migrant workers interact with Christian Churches through the lens of lived religion, which
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present the lived enactment of Christian theo-ethics (in Chapter 6) and potential encounters of migrant

Christians off/online within the religious community (in Chapter 8).

Second, the rise of Christianity among rural-urban migrants opens a path for us to explore the malleable and
hybrid religious subjectivities and agencies co-produced by the religious and the secular. Alongside the trend
that migrant Christians increasingly turn to theological discourses and interpretations, as well as spiritual
experiences, to constitute their everyday, lived, and embodied subjectivities. Religions supply ordinary
people with a system of vocabularies to make sense of and negotiate intersectional secular processes, such as
changing economic conditions, gender, family, mobility and migration, and multicultural encounters. By
focusing on the recent rise of Calvinist theology among young migrant Christians, this research examines how
these postsecular subjectivities, ethics, and agency are formed and re-configured in the intersectionality of
state ideologies, capitalism, and religious sensibilities (in Chapter 5). For example, in Chapter 7, [ focus
specifically on the non-confrontational religious agency of female migrant Christian groups through a
postsecular perspective, exploring the embodied and emotional interacting process of religious agency and

the intersectional power matrix.

Building on this contextual and theoretical foundation, this thesis contributes to the geographies of secularity
and postsecularity, moving beyond the normative trajectory of Western modernization by examining the
potential emergence of new forms of religiosity, subjectivities, agency, and networks among rural-urban
migrant Christians within China’s neoliberal secular context. Additionally, this research addresses recent
scholarly calls to investigate “lived religion” and adopt an intersectional approach in the study of religious
groups. This allows for a more comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the multifaceted and complex
everyday lives, as well as the embodied experiences, of these groups within highly secularized social

environments (as will be elaborated in subsequent sections).

1.2 Mapping migrant Christians in Shenzhen

1.2.1 Towards an intersectional framework

Notwithstanding this thesis’s focus on the discussion of postsecularity in post-reform China, I do not
presuppose postsecularity as an ontological condition. Instead, I carefully examine the spatial conditions and
multiple layers of power relations, lived experiences, and identities in which new religious subjectivities and
agency are conditioned and engendered. Rather than taken-for-granted singular categories of “ethnic
communities” or “marginalized subgroups,” the migrant Christian communities are experiencing the social
construction of multiple identities, including rurality, ethnicity, and gender, which shapes how social
inequalities are experienced and manifested in migrants’ everyday lives. These communities arise from the
complex interplay of various opposing social forces, such as the nationwide “Christian fever,” substantial

rural-to-urban migration driven by China’s reform policies, and the state’s regulatory barriers concerning
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religion and rural migrant labor. These intersecting power structures have interlocked and produced a
productive and governable body (Cao, 2010; Gao & Hopkins, 2022; Pun, 2005). Simultaneously, their multiple
identities and subjectivities, particularly their religious identities, continually negotiate and interact with
social inequalities in their urban daily lives (Gao et al., 2018; Gao & Qian, 2020). This phenomenon calls for a
more nuanced analysis of the complex and contingent intersecting power relations migrants experience
within situated social contexts in their daily lives (Collins, 2019). In this thesis, I argue that the intersectional
approach provides a vigorous analytical tool to address and advance the understanding of postsecular
subjectivity within secular conditions by acknowledging how different forms of powers and lived experiences

mutually constitute.

Over the past decade, the concept of intersectionality has worked beyond being a merely abstract concept to
offer a framework for understanding and analysing the complexity in the world, in people, and in human
experiences (Anthia, 2012; Cho, Crenshaw, & McCall, 2013; Collins & Bilge, 2016; Hopkins, 2019). Drawing
from and carrying the legacy of academic black feminism and social movements (Crenshaw, 1989; 1991),
intersectionality now has engaged in the discussion of the dynamics of difference and sameness, facilitating
consideration of gender, race, and other axes of power in a wide range of political discussions and academic
disciplines such as history, sociology, feminist studies, anthropology, as well as geography. Within the field of
human geography, recently, we have seen significant growth in work employing intersectionality in varing
fields, such as masculinities (Hopkins & Noble, 2009), gender and race (Fisher, 2015), the experiences of
young people (Gutierrez & Hopkins, 2014), the family migrant (Gao & Hopkins, 2022), feminism and animals
(Hovorka, 2015). These contributions to intersectional geographies have widely engaged in the issues of

sexuality, gender, race, and other matters of inequality and politics.

Yet, as Knapp (2005) contends, intersectionality often becomes a term without being concretised, “a formula
merely to be mentioned, being largely stripped of the baggage of concretion, of context and history” and a
“fast-travelling concept” (Knapp, 2005, p.255). Although this is a noteworthy perspective and one with which
I concur, Hopkins asserts that “geographers are permitted to use intersectionality but must do so ethically
and with care” (2019, p. 939). As a cultural geographer, I attend to the theoretical framework
intersectionality would provide in interpreting the complicated phenomenon that contains multiple identities
and social divisions within specific geographic settings. Following this, I will elucidate the necessity and

importance of employing intersectionality in research on migrant Christian communities in Shenzhen.

Firstly, utilizing the framework of intersectionality provides a valid approach to look into the
interconnectedness of various social categories relating to migrant’s experience (Cho et al., 2013).
Rather than seeing the social inequality as unconnected to categories such as race, gender, age, and
citizenship, an intersectional lens posits that differences in social justice reflect interlocking systems of

power. As an analytical tool, intersectionality considers categories such as race, class, gender, sexuality,
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nationality, ethnicity, and age, while often invisible, to work together and mutually shape one another,
providing a powerful way of analysing how intersecting power relations produce social inequalities migrants
meet. As Patricia Hill Collins (2000) states, identity categories intersect with one another to create an
interlocking structure of inequalities and power that she calls the “matrix of domination.” In this way,
intersectionality provides insight into the intricate nature of social inequality, emphasizing that “when it
comes to social inequality, people’s lives and the organization of power in a given society are better
understood as being shaped not by a single axis of social division, be it race or gender or class, but by many

axes that work together and influence each other” (Collins & Bilge, 2016, p.2).

Although intersectionality engages in the exploration of the multi-faceted nature of identities, it does not
reduce the complexity of power constructions into a single social division, as has been customarily the case in
stratification theories (Yuval-Davis, 2015). Lesley McCall (2005) conceptualizes the intersectionality as anti-
categorical, intra-categorical, and inter-categorical complexities, which presents the complexity of
relationships among multiple social groups within and across analytical categories within the intersectional
methodology. In light of it, McCall (2005) suggests the unevenness of the forms of inequality, in which some
forms of inequality are more salient than others, rendering visible the central role in shaping the experiences
of oppression. Meanwhile, she also points out that different social inequalities mutually shape and interact
with one another thus intersectional inequalities are not additive as some forms of inequality might condition
other forms (McCall, 2005). In this sense, as Yuval-Davis (2015, p.94) argues, within the framework of
intersectionality, different social divisions may “constitute each other” and, at the same time, be “irreducible

to each other”. As such, intersectionality is a lot more than simply multiple identities.

Secondly, intersectionality is not simply about identity politics; it also provides a relational and situated
context to understand the ways migrant Christians inhabit and navigate their multiple subjectivities (Collins,
2015; 2019). Collins and Bilge (2016) discuss the key ideas that underpin intersectionality and identify six
key characteristics: social inequality; power relations; relationality; social context; complexity; and social
justice. By social context, they refer to the examination of intersecting power relations, specifically
emphasizing the importance of considering the different historical, intellectual, and political contexts that
shape these relations. In light of this, “attending to social context grounds intersectional analysis” (Collins &
Bilge, 2016, p. 29). Anthias (2002, 2008) also uses the notion of “translocational positionality” to theorize
intersectionality in migration studies, which emphasises the intersections of different social positions of
migrants, which may vary and be reconfigured in translocational contexts. A migrant may be in a
contradictory position of advantage and disadvantage, exclusion and inclusion, simultaneously at different
locations (Anthias, 2012). In this sense, intersectionality serves as a tool that is “highly sensitive to the
geographical, social, and temporal locations of particular individual or collective social actors” (Yuval-Davis,
2015, p. 95), aiding in framing migrant studies “within a contextual, dynamic, and processual analysis that

recognizes the interconnectedness of different identities and hierarchical structures” (Anthias, 2012, p. 102).
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Ultimately, these arguments suggest that intersectionality enables a deeper exploration of the complexities of
the migrant experience, embodied within social context and relationality, particularly in understanding the
role of place, space, and scale when working with intersectionality (Hopkins, 2019). In studying migrant
Christians, we also pay attention to situate rural-urban migrants within a specific social setting in which they
are affected by, or negotiate with, marginalised policy settings, highly secular values, and the neoliberal

labour regime in Shenzhen.

1.2.2 Experiencing the intersectional inequalities in the city
In this section, I will list three major social injustices that migrants, Christian or otherwise, will encounter in

their urban life: hukou system, neoliberal governmentality, and the gender issue.

Hukou system

The Hukou system, as an institutional legacy left from the former socialist system, still works as the most
important institutional mechanism, rendering most basic urban social and economic benefits provided by the
urban governments inaccessible to rural-urban migrants in the present (Solinge, 1999; Chan, 1994; 2009;
2019; Chen & Fan, 2016). The Chinese hukou (household registration) system used to serve as a significant
state tool for restricting internal physical movement (Chan & Zhang, 1999), and has now become one of the
most important mechanisms, determining entitlement to public welfare, urban services and, more broadly,
full citizenship. Under this system, population in China was divided into the privileged urban-hukou and
marginalized rural-hukou. Even while bearers of rural-hukou, through rural-urban migrations, became the
backbone of the manufacturing sector and basic service industries, they are treated as second-class citizens,
without the right to settle in cities as permanent residents or access to most public benefits and welfare
enjoyed by urban residents (Chan & Ren, 2018; Chen & Fan, 2016). In this sense, with the implementation of
the hukou system, current urbanization, which counts those migrants working in the city as urban residents
in the statistics, but deems them as “temporary” by law, is de facto a “limited urbanization” or “semi-
urbanization” for it has not achieved long-term settlement (Wang, 2006; Chan, 2009). This is signified by the
term for rural migrant laborers “nongmingong,” which translates as “peasant worker.” This system, as Pun
(2005) trenchantly criticizes, facilitates the creation of a highly exploitative mechanism of labour
appropriation, as it justifies the extraction of migrant labour without obligating the state and employers to
secure migrants’ survival and welfare in cities. Because of the existence of an institutional regime and the
absence of radical reform addressing this institutionalized marginality, excluded as outsiders in the cities,
most of the rural-urban migrants have lacked social supports that are vital in helping them settle and make a

living in the modernized city.

Neoliberal governmentality
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In the post-Mao era, the neoliberal narrative generated by economic reform has extensively expanded into
wider socio-economic aspects of life, significantly impacting rural-urban migrants. Within this trend, migrant
labourers have increasingly become the “object targets” for neoliberal governance that facilitate and justify
the global division of labour and the transnational movement of capital (Buckley, 2013; Ong, 2007; Pun & Lu,
2010). Regulating the bodies of migrant labourers, viewed as one of the primary mechanisms of neoliberal
governance, not only works on the utility and bodily needs of human beings but also involves the process of

subjectivization through which neoliberal ideologies are articulated.

First, the alliance of the state and capitalism enforces economy-centered governance on rural-urban migrants
to accommodate and govern migrant workers’ everyday lives, thereby obtaining a large amount of cheap
labor thus diminishing capital’s costs. Though the spatial-temporal processes of neoliberalization are
variegated, the core emphasis on market utility justifies the curtailment of social welfare, the dismantling of
public services, and the persistent disregard for labour rights claims (Brenner & Theodore, 2002). In China,
the state compels rapid economic growth by prioritizing the market in policymaking, creating a much more
flexible and precarious labour regime. This coalition of the state and global capitalism has imposed coercive
regulation and discipline on migrant laborers to shape their neoliberal adaptability. For instance, the
intensive expansion of factory dormitories encouraged by the local government has created a “factory
dormitory regime,” which accommodates the large number of low-skilled and low-paid migrant workers yet
simultaneously detaches them from the urban welfare system to minimize the burden on urban public
housing (Pun, 2005; Smith & Pun, 2006). This modern dormitory regime also implemented a series of strict
disciplines and sophisticated surveillance technologies of everyday lives to effectively manage migrant

workers and enhance their productivity (Smith & Pun, 2006).

Second, the hegemony of neoliberalism can also circulate and reproduce at the micro level, refashioning new
subjective forms and manipulating belief, desire, and affect, which may be more evident among migrant
Christians. The Chinese notion of suzhi (quality), for example, has been analyzed as emblematic of the state’s
agenda of cultivating personal quality. Kipnis (2007) posits that the state-endorsed discourse of suzhi
embodies the neoliberal logic of class differentiation. Typically, suzhi is equated with an individual’s economic
utility, determined by market value and human capital. Consequently, the suzhi discourse is perceived as a
“blame the victim” governance strategy, which by categorizing rural-urban migrants as possessing low suzhi,
the discourse ascribes their marginalization to individual quality, thereby actually depoliticizes class and
other hierarchical differences that legitimate institutional marginalization through neoliberal ideologies
(Anagnost, 2004; Jacka, 2009). Meanwhile, neoliberal discourses of development and competition have been
“internalized as a fable of self-making” (Anagnost, 2004, p. 197), replacing Maoist class vocabularies.
Individual bodies are now regarded as sites for educational investment and human capital development. In
this sense, individual success and improvement mean self-improvement, continual attainment of human

capital, and the realization of one’s economic potential (Anagnost, 2008). Overall, neoliberalism in China has

23



served as “a set of malleable technologies and practices,” operating within a local socio-economic
environment (Zhang, 2012, p. 660), and has had a profound impact on rural-urban migrants at both macro

and micro levels.

Gender

The inequalities experienced by rural-urban migrants in China are not only institution-based but also
gendered. Female rural-urban migrants endure “double exploitation” in the urban labour market, as they are
doubly marginalized due to their identities as both women and rural residents (Fan, 2004; Wang, 2015).
Despite the Mao era’s efforts to integrate women into public labor for socialist economic development,
patriarchal relations remained intact, primarily perpetuated through the unequal sexual division of domestic
labor within families (Zhang, 2014). This patriarchal inequality has persisted into the post-Mao era.
Moreover, outside the family, traditional gender expectations and the division of labour have continued to
impede women'’s career development (Fan, 2004; Jacka, 2006; Wang, 2015). As they age, women face
worsening disadvantages in the labor market. Pun’s (2004; 2005) study of Chinese “dagongmei” (working
girls) reveals that young, single women are more congruent with the neoliberal factory regime, which relies
on docile, productive, and flexible young labor. Given that, compared with males, female migrants are
burdened with the “double burden” of labour, working both outside and inside the home and simultaneously

suffering from discrimination in the job market.

Overall, an intersectional approach to migrants attends to the multiple social structures and inequalities that
interact to shape the specific positions and identities of migrants within the social context (Anthias, 2012).
Given the multiple identities and social injustices on migrant Christians, in this study, rather than abstractly
conceptualizing the group of migrant Christians experiencing various social injustices as a singular oppressed
entity, we adopted a more grounded approach by employing intersectionality to examine the range of social
issues they encounter within lived experience. In the subsequent empirical chapters, | will elaborate on how
this “power matrix” interplays or even shapes their subjectivity and religiosity through their everyday

religious practices.

1.3 Being a Christian: lived religion and rural-urban migrants’ everyday faith

In this thesis, [ also draw upon the concept of lived religion to further explore and capture migrant Christians’
sensual, affective, embodied, and other nuanced complexities of their daily religious practice within or
outside Christian communities. As mentioned above, the migrant Christian community in Shenzhen is
experiencing intersectional social injustices in their daily lives. To deeply understand how their belief is
“lived” and practised within the context of a highly secular city, and to provide a grounded narrative of the

potential postsecularity among them, an approach regarding their emotional and personal life, embodied and
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various practices that compose everyday religious life is required. Given this, a lived religion approach
presents a useful analytical lens to understand how their religious world-making has been practised and
embedded in their lived experience in Shenzhen. In this section, I do not intend to offer an extensive overview
of the history and trajectories of the concept but rather highlight a few central ideas on lived religion and
bring them into conversation with the religious geographies of migrants, looking for what this approach can
offer scholars interested in migrant Christians in China, and more broadly identity-making, religion, and place

in the rural-urban migrant’s everyday lives.

1.3.1 Lived religion in Human Geography

Over the past two decades, the concept and approach of lived religion has spread from the discussions of
scholars based in North America (Ammerman, 2007; Hall, 1997; McGuire,2008; Orsi,2010) into work across
many countries and continents. Rather than receding into the fragmentation of a differentiated society under
secularization theory, lived religion—as identity, belief, practice, and cultural process— continues to create
meaning in everyday life. This shift goes beyond standardized survey questions about beliefs and
memberships to the everyday experiences of ordinary people, particularly those previously excluded and
marginalized, such as women, populations of color, and people in the Global South, who may not necessarily
rely on any religious group or institution for support (Ammerman, 2014). The study of lived religion also
emphasizes the necessity of understanding the complexity, diversity, and fluidity of religion-as-practiced by
real individuals (see Ammerman, 2007; McGuire, 2008), as “religion comes into being in an ongoing, dynamic
relationship with the realities of everyday life” (Orsi, 1997, p. 7). In line with this perspective, increased
attention has been paid to the embodied, emotional, and other aspects of everyday religious practice in the
real world. Overall, a focus upon the lived religion signifies an epistemological shift towards the everyday

world of material culture and spiritual practice (Ammerman, 2014).

Since Kong’s (2001) call to study religious practices beyond the “officially sacred,” geographers of religion
have contributed significantly to understanding the lived, embodied, and affective dimensions of religion
(Hopkins, 2009; Hopkins, Kong & Olson, 2013; Olson et al., 2013; Taylor, Falconer & Snowdon, 2014).
Geographic approaches to lived religion have been applied to the investigation of a wide array of topics,
ranging from digital prayer (Gao et al., 2021), Christian therapeutic worship (Williams, 2016; 2020), and
veiling practices (Gokariksel, 2009). Within this body of work, geographers have turned to material,
embodied, emotional, and sensory geographies, focusing on the affect, smell, sight, sound, and materiality of
worship and seeking to delineate the spatial dimensions involved in how individuals imagine, construct,
negotiate, perform, and experience religion and religious spaces, identities and practices. In geographical
studies, considering the concept of lived religion expands the scope of inquiry beyond institutional domains
to explore novel forms of religious experience. Geographical analyses of lived religion have primarily
concentrated on embodiment and affect, highlighting that religiosity is not merely dictated by institutional

beliefs and teachings but is instead shaped by emotional processes and embodied practices (Olson et al.,
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2013; Holloway, 2013). A non-representational and phenomenological approach has been employed by
religious geographers to advance the understanding of the performative and affectual nature of personal
religious experience and to consider the “poetics” of place (Finlayson, 2012; Holloway, 2006). Within this
trend, many interests also turn to new spiritualities, such as New Age, yoga, and Taoist tai chi (Finlayson,
2012; Rose, 2010) that emerged in everyday modern life and function as critiques of the homogeny of secular
rationalities (Bartolini et al,2017; Finlayson, 2012; Holloway, 2006). Moreover, capturing the emotional and
everyday aspects of lived religion does not equate to abandoning discussions on institutional religion; rather,
it calls on a more comprehensive analysis of religious practices that happen in daily life. Recent
advancements in the sociology of religion advocate for moving beyond the binary opposition of institutional
versus everyday religion to provide a more nuanced understanding of the lived religious experiences of
ordinary individuals (Ammerman, 2016; Bender et al., 2012; Edgell, 2012). As Edgell (2012,p. 254) argues,
institutionalized religion supports everyday religious practice by offering “the resources (e.g. organisational
infrastructure) as well as the cultural coherence (e.g. norms and doctrines). Similarly, Ammerman (2016)
highlights the overlap between everyday religion and institutional religion, emphasizing the need to
incorporate an institutional layer of analysis into the study of lived religion. In this way, the focus shifts to
“the substance of lived religious practice, rather than what it excludes” (p. 9). This study, therefore, seeks to
depart from the traditional research perspective of binary oppositions of the everyday and the formal
organization by examining migrant Christians’ religious practices in both mundane practices and religious
organizations, encompassing their practices and interactions with and within religious organizations. In

doing so, I investigate how sacred experiences are produced and negotiated in the context of real urban life.

Meanwhile, the emphasis on the practised aspects of religion in lived religion studies has enabled
geographers to expand their understanding of religion in the world. This approach moves beyond transcend
the clear-cut distinction between immanence and transcendence by positioning religion within “a field of
diverse social meanings to re-examine social relationships between the sacred and the profane” (Olson et al.,
2013, p.1432). As Tse (2014, p. 209) argues, the current manifestation of lived religions can be understood as
what Taylor (2007) describes as the “nova effect”—the emergence of new religious subjectivities made
possible by secular conditions of belief. Lived religions, therefore, are integral to these new religious
subjectivities within the modern moral order, reflecting the fragmentation characteristic of a differentiated
society. In this sense, studying lived religion involves recognizing the agency of individuals within religious
communities to construct their own intersectional (religious or secular) identities (Tse, 2014). Against this
backdrop, lived religion, by emphasizing the embodied and practiced nature of religion (see Ammerman,
2014, 2020; Edgell, 2012; McGuire, 2008; Neitz, 2011), challenges the certainties of traditional religious
categories and their assignment to clearly fixed spaces and sheds light on the fluidity of the boundaries
between sacred and secular, or rather, on the complex coexistences and intersections between the two, at the
same time, urges geographers to pay closer attention to the social contexts in which lived religion is

constituted and embedded (Gao et al.,, 2021).
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Given that concerns with lived religion delve into the intricacies of how religion is “lived” in the everyday
lives of individuals, [ argue that a lived religion approach is essential for examining the religious experiences
of migrant Christians in China. Their lived religiosity represents a situated assemblage of neoliberal social
order, embodied and affective practices, subaltern subjectivity, and church teachings, which yearn for
spiritual experiences and fulfilment in response to, or mediation of, the highly secular world in which they
live (see Cao, 2010; Gao et al., 2018). Previous studies on religious house churches and migrant Christians in
China have primarily focused on analyses of church-state relations, religious policy, or the roles of church
leaders (Dunch, 2008; Feuchtwang & Wang, 2001; Goossaert & Palmer, 2011; Huang, 2014; Qu, 2011). In this
study, I focus on the emerging postsecularity among migrant Christians in Shenzhen—manifested mainly in
their everyday practice and the construction of religiosity both within and outside the church. Therefore, it is
significant to provide nuanced understandings and sophisticated accounts of diverse embodiment,
intersectionality, practices, and encounters in their everyday religious lives through the lens of lived

Christianity.

Against this backdrop, in this research, I place emphasis on the notion of lived religion and enquire into the
complex and dynamic dimension of religious identity through the lens of lived Christianity. The term “lived
religion” has long been criticized for often lacking explicit definition and relying on assumed shared
understandings among scholars; therefore, scholars need to critically assess the scope of lived religion
scholarship in their research (Ammerman, 2016; Knibbe & Kupari, 2020). In this research, the scope of the
investigation into the lived religion of migrant Christians in Shenzhen primarily includes their participation in
various church activities (including online ones). I also pay special attention to exploring unofficial spaces and
alternative modes of daily religious praxis, such as workplace, home, WeChat, and other social media, which
are crucial for us to reveal how religion is encountered and experienced in everyday among migrant
Christians. Moreover, I primarily elucidate two aspects of the lived religion of rural-urban migrants: (1) the
examination of the emotional and embodied aspects of daily religious life, focusing on experiences of
immanence within migrants’ embodied transcendence; (2) the investigation of the social interactions that
facilitate lived religion, analysing how religion is (co-)produced and utilized in urban-rural migrants’ social
context. By doing so, I explore how migrants’ sacred experiences are produced and negotiated in urban life.

These two dimensions will be further elaborated upon in the subsequent section.

1.3.2 Lived Christianity: embodiment, emotion, and social interaction

In lived religion studies, a particularly important characteristic is a focus on the embodied, affective, and
emotional aspects of the spiritual and the transcendent (McGuire,2008;2016; Orsi,2010). Geographers of
religion have noted that religious subjects “are (re)produced through a variety of embodied acts and bodily
practices,” with the body understood as both a subject and an agent of religious practice (Holloway & Valins,

2002, p. 8). Meanwhile, affective experiences participate actively in the expression and production of
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religious spaces and subjectivities through, for example, experiencing “inner warmth” or breaking down in
tears during prayer, which serves as “physical marks of the Holy Spirit at work” (Williams, 2016, p. 50). A
study of lived religion can contribute to a better understanding of migrant-lived religious practices through,
for instance, examining participation in the performance of rituals (such as comportment during prayer) and
by considering emotion and affect within this sacred experience. I specifically focus on the female migrant
group, as well as their emotional constructions both within and outside the church, and their embodied
religious practices. Moreover, this new understanding of religion through embodiment and emotion may
present a promising avenue for re-evaluating the traditional dichotomy of sacred versus profane spaces, as it
emphasizes the relational nature of spatial construction, challenging dominant religious categorizations and
disrupting assumptions about the “wholly sacred or wholly profane” of particular sites (Olson et al., 2013, p.
1424), which helps us to better analyse the variegated and “unofficial” religious spaces for migrant churches

within urban everyday life.

Alongside embodied and affective thinking in lived religion, attention also needs to be paid to the social
contexts in which religious individuals’ lived religion is constituted and embedded. The examination of lived
religion not only involves examining how individual practices contribute to the construction and reshaping of
religious spaces and authorities, but perhaps more is needed on simultaneously, how everyday realities

influence individuals’ understanding of faith per se through daily religious practices.

The relationship between the sacred and everyday social reality has been fruitfully elaborated in theoretical
and empirical writing in religious scholarship. McGuire (2008), for example, points out the multifaceted
nature of religion and argues that it comprises “diverse, complex, and ever-changing mixtures of beliefs and
practices, as well as relationships, experiences, and commitments” (p.185), underscoring its foundation in
social reality. According to Taves (2009), the process of sacralization does not arise spontaneously from
experiences of awe, and the objects or concepts that become sacralized are not merely idealized
representations of society. Instead, the act of designating something as sacred is embedded within a broader

framework of social practices.

Among these discussions, the elaboration of historian Robert Orsi on the interaction between lived religion
and everyday life is particularly noteworthy. In his interpretation (1997; 2010), the lived religion approach
regards religion as intricately embedded within the ‘life-world’ framework of existentialist philosophy and
phenomenological anthropology (Knibbe & Kupar, 2020), and religion is “the juncture of intimate experience
with political and social realities” (2003, p.173). For Orsi (2003), the study of lived religion needs to pay
attention to the “ongoing” and interactive nature of religion. Lived religion is inseparable from everyday
practices and the relationships constructed around them, and therefore sacred spaces must be understood in

the context of real specific sites and relationships (Orsi, 2003).
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Similarly, Ammerman (2014) contends that the concept of lived religion denotes the interweaving of religious
practice with the everyday lives of people, suggesting that “if finding religion requires finding places where
there is only religion, then there is little for us to do” (p.195). In this sense, lived religion cannot be reduced to
either simply the grounded enactment of embodied or emotional practices of religion; rather, it is articulated,
perceived, negotiated, and renegotiated in the different relationships and social interactions and thus
understanding the presence of lived religion depends on recognizing it in the social processes where it is
created and deployed (Ammerman, 2014, 196). Recently, social and cultural geographers have also taken
note of these interactions, particularly in migrant daily religious practice. For example, the study of the lived
religion of migrant workers in South China examines how workers practice their belief as a form of communal
life and leisure and, especially, how this daily “religious leisure” interacts with the neoliberal labour regime
reality (Gao et al., 2021). A new example from McGinty (2023), drawing on two young American Muslim
women’s everyday lives, shows how migrants’ religiosity is integral to different kinds of nonreligious
identities and practices in different secular and nonreligious spaces within specific social and political
contexts. For these Muslim women, Islam is lived through traditional religious practices like prayer and
fasting, but also through activities like painting, teaching art, and participating in political and social activism
for social justice and reproductive health, all of which create religious worlds in and through various

everyday spaces.

The articulation above encourages an understanding of lived religion not merely as a separate sphere or
category, but as inherently intertwined with various everyday practices and social environments. When
examining the everyday religious practices of rural-urban migrants, it becomes imperative to take into
account the surrounding social context. Their religiosity is often overlooked or underestimated, while
simultaneously, these migrants find themselves amidst intersecting pressures within urban life (as
mentioned above), which continuously compel their religiosity to negotiate between the sacred and various

neoliberal values in this highly secular society.

Therefore, in this study, our analysis will include the vivid words of migrants themselves as narrators and
interpreters of their own experiences and histories, expecting those stories to be “both sacred and profane”
(Ammerman, 2014, p.201) at the same time, and carefully recognizing that social relations and power
structures existing in the varied stories they tell of themselves (Ammerman, 2014; Orsi, 2003). These
collections aim to present a grounded and comprehensive landscape of religious practices of migrant

Christians, which is not only deeply personal but embedded in specific social and cultural contexts.

Drawing on the approach of “lived religion,” this analysis explores the everyday religious practices of migrant
Christians in Shenzhen, moving beyond a focus solely on formal religious structures and doctrines to capture
the affective and embodied ways in which migrant Christians navigate their faith within the complex urban

environment of China. Through our empirical analysis, I contribute to two areas of theoretical development
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that are of interest to geographers. Firstly, this research aims to contribute to the religious geographies of
migrants and feminist geographies by grasping the affective, emotional, and embodied dimensions of daily
religious practices among rural-urban migrants (in Chapter 6) and women migrant Christians (in Chapter
7). Simultaneously, by providing an empirical description and analysis of the religious practices of rural-
urban migrants interacting with the social context they encounter in urban everyday life, I offer a detailed
depiction of how their religious subjectivities are shaped and reshaped through the Calvinist theology
learning (in Chapter 5). Secondly, this research also contributes to recent discussions about rethinking
religious space, moving from formal and institutional spaces to everyday practices (Holloway, 2006; Kong,
2010), especially in the digital realm (Gao et al.,, 2024). By examining online worship, I demonstrate how
digital prayer blurs institutional boundaries between individuals, religious groups on social media, and the

dynamic micro-spatial politics of online religious communities within this process (in Chapter 8).

1.4 Research themes and questions

Based on the arguments above, there are two main themes concerning the possible postsecularity of China in
this thesis. First, is how to comprehend the complex and lived process of faith-making and subjectivity-
making among rural-urban migrants within intersectional secular conditions of being, religious values, and
nation-secularization. Second is what exactly the configurations of secularity and possible postsecularity look
like in urban China and the extent to which these are shifting in response to migration and other social
pressures. Given that, the following research questions are examined in an effort to address the research

themes of this thesis:

(1) What are the distinctive configurations of secularity and postsecularity in post-reform China?

(2) How do migrant Christians articulate and construct their religious subjectivities within the neoliberal
transition in Shenzhen?

(3) How do urban churches contribute to the social inclusion of rural-urban migrants, and in what ways might
postsecularity emerge from this process?

(4) How can an intersectional approach and the concept of lived religion offer new insights into the study of

postsecular subjectivity in China?

1.5 The structure of the thesis

Following this introductory chapter, Chapter 2 presents a theoretical outline concerning the geography of
postsecularity, reflections on the secularity and postsecularity of China, and the spatial conditions of
postsecularity in Shenzhen. Chapter 3 provides the essential political background and policy environment of

Christianity in China. In Chapter 4, the research context, including local history and political-economic
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conditions, is discussed, along with methodological reflections on research methods, procedures,

positionality, and reflexivity.

The following four chapters describe and analyze empirical material, each focusing on distinct phenomena
that collectively represent a comprehensive picture of the religious lives of rural-urban migrants. These
chapters are organized around four prominent themes: Calvinist theology, care infrastructures, female
religious agencies, and online religious communities. Each empirical chapter can be read independently, with

its specific theoretical framework.

Chapter 5 examines the growing popularity of Calvinist theology among young migrant Christians in
Shenzhen, demonstrating how Protestant Christianity provides opportunities for migrant Christian believers
to construct “new narratives” that enable them to reconcile their faith with secular pursuits within the
context of their new and uncertain urban lives. Through the discussion of complex relationship between
theological discourse, neoliberal ethics, and the labor regime, this chapter sheds light on the increasingly

blurred religious-secular boundary within the spiritual landscape of postsecular China.

Chapter 6 provides an in-depth look at the social infrastructure of migrant churches in Shenzhen through the
lens of theo-ethics, exploring how urban churches function as social infrastructures in a neoliberal megacity
and how Christian theo-ethics offer care and justice to marginalized migrant workers through their lived

religious practices.

Chapter 7 focuses on the lived experiences of female Christians, examining their participation in church life,
choice of marriage partners, and family dynamics. It offers a detailed investigation of women's religious
agency, specifically “non-confrontational” agency, within the intersection of secular values, traditional

culture, and church teachings in Shenzhen.

In Chapter 8, the research perspective shifts to the online realm. Using Peter Sloterdijk’s sphere theory as a
conceptual framework, this chapter elaborates on the development of online religious communities and the
use of the social application WeChat by Chinese Christians for religious practices during the Covid-19

lockdown.

Chapter 9 concludes the thesis by summarizing the key research findings, central arguments, and

contributions of this study.
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Chapter 2. Literature review

2.1 Introduction

In this chapter, [ present the theoretical framework of this thesis by offering a grounded dialectical analysis of
secularity and postsecularity, examining their geographical implications, and mapping the emergence of
postsecularity within the context of China. By grounded dialogue with critiques of the secularization theory
and discussion with postsecularity theory, I argue that the postsecularity in this study can serve as a critical,
self-reflective reconsideration and reformulation of the self-assured secularization thesis within the specific
social-cultural context. The boundary between the religious and the secular become more fluid and
constantly re-produced. I propose two possible theoretical registers relevant to this inquiry within
geographical studies of postsecularity. The first draws on Cloke et al. (2019) to examine how postsecularity is
spatially, affectively, and performatively contextualized through the interactions between religious actors and
the non-religious within faith-based spaces in order to deal with neoliberal welfare and ethical crisis. The
second framework focuses on postsecular subjectivity, emphasizing the need to analyze the “conditions of
belief” that underpin the compatibility of postsecular practices and subjectivities within specific socio-
cultural and spatial contexts. After mapping the Chinese context of secularity and possible postsecularity, I
argue the exploring postsecularity in the city of Shenzhen will focus on the theo-ethical praxis of urban
migrant churches and the rural-urban migrants’ religiosity and subjectivity within their intersectional

experience.

2.2 Secularization theory and postsecularity

Classic secularization theory describes three key ways in which religion interacts with modern society
(Casanova, 1994; 2007): the decline of religious beliefs and practices; the privatization of religion; and the
differentiation of the secular spheres (state, economy, science). However, this theory has faced growing
criticism in the academic community in recent years. As Beaumont and Baker (2011, p. 5) observe,
“globalized societies on all continents find themselves caught in a series of contradictory dynamics, including
simultaneous and dialectical processes of secularization alongside the growing deprivatization of faith and its

re-emergence as a shaper of cultural, political, and economic processes.”

Some scholars have sought to reformulate the secularization thesis and redeem its explanatory value instead
of dismissing it. Charles Taylor’s (2007) A Secular Age is one of the most widely cited attempts to critically

reframe secularism, offering a nuanced exploration of its historical development and contemporary
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manifestations. Taylor (2007) focuses on the cultural conditions of secularity; in his view, secularization does
not mean the end of religion but means the redefinition and recreation of faith, as faith in modern society is a
complex process involving multiple factors, such as the individual’s inner life, social culture, and historical
traditions. Taylor (2007) argues that we are living within the “immanent frame,” in which individuals make
sense of the world entirely or mainly based on a secular worldly order, devoid of transcendent knowledge
and values. Rationalization, democracy, market economies, and disassociation from religious authority
together create new cosmic, social, and moral orders. Modern subjects—religious or otherwise—are
constrained by a “stadial consciousness,” focused on rational calculation and this-worldly concerns.
Therefore, secular modernity creates a system of phenomenological conditions that lead individuals,
including religious ones, to adopt non-transcendental mindsets, values, rules, and practices. Meanwhile, he
posits that modern individuals are encountering a “cross-pressure” situation, where there is a lived
experience of striving to establish new modes of existence within or beyond the “immanent frame.”
Therefore, in this secular age, we can interpret the rise of individualized spiritualities as a manifestation of
what Taylor refers to as the "nova effect," which is the simultaneous emergence of personal spiritual quests

and novel religious subjectivities, facilitated by the cross-pressures of secular existence (Tes, 2014).

For Casanova, secularization involves three dimensions: the decline of religious beliefs and practice for
individuals, the privatization of beliefs, and the differentiation of the religious from other social spheres
(Casanova, 2006). As shown in many social situations, modernity does not always lead to the decline and
privatization of religion. For this reason, Casanova (2006, p. 9) agrees with the idea that secularization is “a
process of functional differentiation and emancipation of the secular sphere—primarily the modern state, the
capitalist market economy, and modern science—from the religious sphere.” This idea is still widely accepted
in social science. However, the decline in institutional functionality and the trend toward individualization do
not necessarily indicate that religion loses influence and relevance either in the political arena and the culture
of a society or in the personal conduct of life (Casanova, 2013). Phenomenologically, the religious and the
secular are always and everywhere mutually constituted: they are mutually competitive in some cases and
reinforce each other in others (Casanova, 2011, p. 54). Meanwhile, rethinking the secularization theory needs
to transcend the European core and embrace global comparative perspectives (Casanova, 2013). A proper
rethinking of secularization and secularity will be more critically reflexive of the stadial consciousness built
into our “secular self-interpretation of modernity” (Casanova, 2013, p.89), which requires “a critical
examination of the diverse patterns of differentiation and fusion of the religious and the secular and their

mutually constituted across all world religion” (Casanova, 2006, p.10).

In addition to Charles Taylor and José Casanova, Jiirgen Habermas has made significant contributions to the
discourse on secularity and religion, particularly emphasizing the gradual re-emergence of religion as a
relevant force within the public sphere (Habermas, 2006; 2008). Habermas (2010) notes that the

differentiation of functional social systems in the twentieth century led churches and religious communities
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to retreat to pastoral care and fostered individualized faith practices focused on private ritual, withdrawing
from broader societal engagement. However, social changes have arrested and even partially reversed these
privatization trends. In the context of postcolonial immigrant societies of the West, social integration of
immigrant cultures has been at least partially tied to the question of how to achieve tolerant and hospitable
coexistence among diverse religious communities. Furthermore, as Habermas argues, cultural and social
modernization does not inherently necessitate depleting religion’s public and personal relevance. Under
these circumstances, he notes that religion is gaining influence in the public sphere at both national and local
levels, both as a community of interpretation—contributing to public opinion on moral and ethical issues—
and as a community of service and care, carrying out welfare tasks both without and outside of formal
systems of governance (Cloke & Beaumont, 2012, p.36). Habermas (2008) underscores the role of religion in
shaping public consciousness regarding immigration and asylum-seeking, addressing the integration of
immigrant cultures into postcolonial societies and fostering the coexistence of diverse religious communities

within urban spaces.

Overall, these perspectives fundamentally refute the idea of secularization as a singular and linear ultimate
telos, detached from geographical and historical contexts. They acknowledge that the social relevance of
religion has diminished in modernity to differing extents, although they do not perceive this as a uniform,
uncontested phenomenon; instead, they believe there are more intricate and dynamic interactions between
the religious and the secular within the current social context. This agenda also argues that scholars must go

beyond the Eurocentric assumptions of secularization theory and embrace global comparative viewpoints.

Then, in light of these multiple critiques of secularization, how do we understand the terms postsecular and
postsecularity? Currently, some scholars have entered into debates about secularization and the postsecular
theory for geographical analysis. For example, Wilford (2010) has tried to rethink the social differentiation of
secularization theory through a multidimensional perspective. However, the term “postsecular” has also
received much criticism from religious geographers (see, for example, Beckford, 2012; Kong, 2010; Ley,
2011). Beckford (2012) critiques postsecularity, arguing that the concept risks simplistic notions of the

secular, and reduces all intricacies and contestations of what counts as “religion” to a single bland category.

Although I agree with these observations, I propose that postsecular approaches might be better seen

as critiques of the discursive, normative, and structural presuppositions of secular ideology, advocating for a
reevaluation of the role of religion in secularised society and the spatial and categorical premises of
secularisation theory. Here, [ think Habermas’s (2010) analysis of the postsecular offers valuable insight into
the implications of the “post-" prefix in this context. Habermas has attempted to chart a middle path between
the secular and the religious as potential resources for the normative principles of rights, justice, and
freedom. Habermasian postsecular theories do not presuppose the end of secularization, but emphasise that

secularist ideologies and the secularisation paradigm need to be thoroughly revisited in order to account for
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new religious realities and moral landscapes (Harrington, 2007). In his framework, secular reason, on the one
hand, must incorporate the ethical and integrative dimensions of religion as a means of social cohesion and
reflective engagement, while refraining from positioning secularity as the ultimate arbiter of religious truth
(Habermas, 2010).0n the other hand, religious actors are also exposed to the dual pressures of secular and
religious worldviews, necessitating to cultivate an epistemic stance reconciling both religious and secular
knowledge, leading to “a more reflexive form of religious consciousness” (Habermas, 2008, p.28). Therefore,
postsecularism will involve a “complementary learning process in which the secular and the religious sides
involve one another” (Habermas, 2010,p.21). In a postsecular context, the boundaries between the religious
and the secular are fluid and incessantly re-produced, and there is a mutual learning relationship between the
secular and the religious: secular citizens are expected to be more self-reflexive, while religious actors are
more sensitive to secular worldviews and concerns. In this sense, the cognitive dissonances between the
religious and the secular need to be dealt with by secular and religious actors on equal terms. For Habermas,
then, a postsecular society emerges through issues of “how public consciousness is changing as an adjustment
to the continued existence of religious communities in a supposedly secularized societal setting” (Cloke &

Beaumont, 2013, p.36).

Given that, my engagement with postsecular theory in this thesis is grounded in three key considerations:

(1) The idea of postsecularity reflects an ethical politics and “a normative desire to bring religion and
spirituality back into the centre of social concerns,” directed towards developing the public and
common good (Cloke et al. 2019, p.28). As Cloke et al. (2019) argue, the concept of the postsecular
signifies efforts to comprehend the significance of the coexistence and potential collaboration
between secularity and religion in perhaps new ways that relate to contemporary the context of
neoliberal politics and affect.

(2) Postsecular theory is also concerned with understanding the coproduction of the religious and the
secular in modern societies and the discourses, practices, and moral and political projects associated
with this coproduction (Olson et al, 2013). In this way, it emphasizes the need to understand the
boundary between the religious and secular is becoming fluid and constantly re-produced. This
approach resonates with Charles Taylor’s (2007) account of secular conditions of belief - that is, how
modern individuals inhabit secularity, and how the individuated quest for spiritual realisation and
the formation of new religious subjectivities co-exist with the secular condition of being.

(3) Influenced by Casanova’s (2009; 2013) call for global comparative studies of secularisation and
secularity, this approach also engages with the geo-historical patterns and fusion of secularity in

various institutional contexts (Wilford, 2010; Tse, 2014).

In general, the postsecular perspective in this study serves as a critical, self-reflective reconsideration and

reformulation of the self-assured secularization thesis. Rather than simply framing the revival of religious
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practices as a form of re-enchantment, it explores the broader possibilities for interaction between the

religious and the secular, particularly in the domain of migrant care.

2.3 Geographies of postsecularity

With recent increasing empirical and theoretical engagements with the conceptual umbrella of postsecularity
in human geography, there has been a growing examination of diverse empirical interests and approaches
exploring the emergence of various spaces of postsecularity (Beaumont, 2008; Beaumont & Baker, 2011;
Cloke & Beaumont, 2012; Williams et al., 2012; Olson et al., 2013; Gokariksel & Secor, 2015; 2017; Williams,
2015; Bartolini et al., 2017; Sutherland, 2017; Gao & Qian, 2018; Qian & Kong, 2018; Cloke et al., 2019).
Within these geographical scholarships, there are two strands of literature related to the examination of the

potential postsecularity among the group of rural-urban migrants in urban China.

One line of scholarship represented by Paul Cloke (2010; 2019), Justin Beaumont (2012;2022), and Andrew
Williams (2015) has engaged in “postsecular rapprochement” emerging in the contemporary city. Drawing on
ideas from Habermas (2010) and Eder (2002; 2006) that religion is being released back into society in such a
way as to reterritorialize public life in the areas of care, welfare and justice in the city, these researchers have
charted the increasingly high-profile role of faith-based organisations (FBOs) in the public sphere (Cloke,
2010; Cloke & Beaumont, 2013; Williams et al., 2012), looking for how these arenas of care, welfare, and
justice “have proved to be fertile ground for faith-motivated groups and individuals to forsake privatised
forms of religion and to engage in more public advocacy and action on behalf of socially and economically
marginalised people”(Cloke et al., 2019, p.37). The FBOs study in geography focuses on two main bodies of

literature that embody emergent postsecular collaborations.

(1) Spaces of care

In studies of religious geography, a major focus on faith-based organizations (FBOs) and other religious
actors is in relation to their role in welfare provision, civil services, and activism (Beaumont & Cloke, 2012;
Cloke & Beaumont, 2013). FBOs are both religious communities and agents of social change which can not
only be repositioned as an actor for combating social problems like poverty and social exclusion (Conradson,
2003; Conradson, 2008; Davelaar & Kerstens, 2012; Dierckx et al., 2012), but also supply immigrants with a
feeling of a “second home” (Ley, 2008; Ehrkamp & Nagel, 2014).

Within these works, some studies have noticed the ambiguous and variegated interconnections between
faith, secularism, and neoliberalism within the daily praxis of these care spaces (Beaumont & Dias, 2008;
Hackworth, 2012; Williams, Cloke & Thomas, 2012). Although faith-motivated practices could be seen to

embody pathways of resistance to the hegemony of neoliberal politics (Williams et al.,, 2012), some

36



organisations gradually develop some neoliberal tendencies, acting as neoliberal agents, viewing neoliberal
values of marketplace efficacy as the criterion for evaluating (Beaumont & Dias, 2008). In some cases,
although appearing to fulfil the criteria of “postsecular”, faith-based actors merely serve to reinforce a
characterisation of religion and even endorse socially regressive policies (Conradson, 2011). The Chinese
examples of faith-based praxis also highlight the intricate and dynamic relationship between faith-oriented
activities, secularism, and neoliberal politics of subject-formation (Gao, 2020; Gao & Qian, 2020). Faith-based
organizations, in these cases, somewhat serve as an active resistance to exploitative labour practices and offer
migrant workers support and relief, such as material support and emotional responses to alienation, but, in
another way, act like a more humanist and hopeful neoliberal order that legitimizes social inequalities they

suffer, thereby promoting they become durable, governable and self-reliant migrant bodies (Gao, 2020).

(2) Spaces of postsecular rapprochements

Alongside foci on non-statutory services of care and welfare offered by FBOs, currently, geographers have
turned to examine the emergence of “postsecular rapprochements” in the urban spaces, which is the
partnership between people of faith and secular individuals and organisations, seeking to come together to
offer care, welfare and justice to socially excluded people, within the context of neoliberalism austerity
“meantime(s)” (Cloke, 2011; Cloke & Beaumont, 2013; Cloke et al., 2019; Cloke et al., 2020; Williams, 2015).
Rather than easily engaging in a ritualistic dismissal of faith-based organization (FBO) activity as inherently
tied to the neoliberal subject formation(Cloke et al., 2020), the examination of postsecular rapprochement
aims to highlight the potential within these partnerships “to embody both an expression of resistance to
prevailing injustices under global neoliberal capitalism, and an energy and hope in something that brings
more justice for all citizens of our cities rather than simply rewarding the privileged few” (Cloke & Beaumont,
2013, p.32). In these cases, faith-based practices have created spaces of postsecular rapprochement within
urban settings, challenging the boundaries between the religious and secular (Williams, 2015; Williams et al.,
2012), and also fostered alternative imaginaries and approaches, generating possibilities for new ethical
spaces and subjectivities, thereby facilitating “shared citizenship, mutual tolerance, reflexive transformation,
and crossover ethical narratives” that transcend both secularist and faith-based fundamentalism (Cloke &

Beaumont, 2013, p. 41).

Within this line of work, the notion of “theo-ethics” (see Cloke, 2010; 2011), which refers to the significant
theological shift in Western Christianity from orthodox theologies towards a more socially engaged faith,
becomes crucial in articulating the role theological notions (e.g. around love in agape and caritas) play in
shaping the behaviour of faith-motivated actors. Theo-ethics is not equivalent to conventional theologies or
religious values; rather, “it follows an emerging post-phenomenological approach to religion which focuses
on conceptualising the lived embodiment of religion” and highlights the way lived religiosity or spirituality is
experienced and performed through faith-motivated praxis (Williams, 2015, p.195). Moreover, the

articulation of theo-ethics opens up “crossover narratives” between the religious and the secular beyond both
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religious and secular fundamentalism, particularly in spaces of care, justice, and protest, to present a more
hybrid formation of faith-related identity and practice based on the pursuit of the common good in the
process of religious and non-religious actors come together to provide care for excluded and marginalised
people (Cloke & Beaumont, 2013; Cloke et al., 2019). Additionally, as Cloke suggests, theo-ethics holds the
potential to counter neoliberal subjectification by promoting acts of unconditional love and care beyond
rational calculation, thus cultivating an alternative politics of hope that challenges the “cruel optimism”
inherent in neoliberal frameworks (Cloke, 2010; Cloke et al., 2019). In general, theo-ethics offers an analytical
framework for examining the intricate ways in which ethical action is shaped and motivated by narratives,
rituals, and principles rooted in religious experience and tradition (Williams,2015) and emphasises the
progressive ethical and political possibilities that reconcile religious and secular subjectivities, and
meanwhile, promote alternative sets of virtues in respond to neoliberalised politics and ethics(Cloke et al.,
2019). In Chapter 6, [ provide a comprehensive empirical examination of Cloke’s concept of theo-ethics,
elucidating how “postsecular caritas” operates through faith-based practices and the supportive role that

urban migrant churches play in addressing social inequalities within the rural-urban migrant community.

Another line of research within the geographies of postsecularity turns to examine the increasingly
individualized and subjective changes in the daily practice of religious and spiritual belief, where ethical
values are constructed through combinations of secular, spiritual, and religious frameworks (Holloway, 2013;
Ley & Tse, 2013; Olson et al., 2013; Bartolini et al., 2017; Gokariksel & Secor, 2010; 2017; Altay & Clark,
2023). This strand of work is deeply inspired by Charles Taylor’s (2007) account of secular conditions of
belief - that is, how modern individuals inhabit secularity, and how the individuated quest for spiritual
realisation and the formation of new religious subjectivities co-exist with the secular condition of being.
Bearing in mind this idea and drawing on McGuire’s (2008) and Ammerman’s (2006) work on lived or
everyday religion, this approach moves away from institutional, doctrinal, and belief-centered perspectives.
Instead, it emphasizes how religion is embodied and practised within everyday contexts, encompassing
aspects such as affect, emotion, spirituality, and the material and relational spaces through which individuals
construct and interpret their religiosity (Finlayson, 2012; Holloway, 2006; 2013). This emphasis on “religion
as expressed and experienced in the lives of individuals” (McGuire, 2008, p. 3) recognizes, on one hand, that
individuals form their religious subjectivity within the intersections of institutional religious spaces and
“unofficial” religious spaces (Kong, 2010, p. 756); on the other, by focusing on affective registers and
embodied sensibilities, it offers a new perspective for religious geographers to reconsider religious and
spiritual belief beyond the dichotomy of secularity and religion within lived place-making processes (Olson et

al, 2013).
Meanwhile, this focus on the subjective forming of religion foregrounds a conjunctural analysis of the spaces,

theology, and a field of diverse social meanings where the religious subjectivities are constructed,

deconstructed, and reconstructed, thereby promoting the re-examination of social relationships between the
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sacred and the profane (Olson et al, 2013). As Sutherland (2017, p.326) argues in the conceptualisation of
theography, although religious subjects can be constituted through either institutional theologies or the
affective and embodied presence of transcendence, it is through theology-as-praxis that religious actors can
reflexively “engage in recursive theorizing of transcendence, negotiating between discursive and affective
registers in order to make choices about and changes to practice.” Tse (2014) uses the term “grounded
theologies” to describe these kinds of new religious subjectivities that are formed within the interaction of
different affective and discursive knowledges that are encountered in different times and places, which
highlights the hybridity between the religious and the secular modern and recalls what Taylor (2007) calls
the nova effect—the increasing pluralization and fragmentation of belief systems in modern secular societies.
Continuing in this vein, there is increasing interest among religious geographers in the examination of the
religious women'’s agency and subjectivity in the context of the postsecular world, and in particular, how
embodied practices, theological ethics, and other secular orders constitute religious subjectivity, especially of
Muslim women (Altay & Clark, 2023; Avishai, 2008; Gokariksel & Secor, 2010; Secor, 2007). Drawing on
poststructural and feminist contributions to ethics (Braidotti, 2008; Vasilaki, 2016), such analyses challenge
liberal conceptions of the subject as a moral agent, instead emphasizing the relationalities that shape the
process of becoming ethical subjects. In Chapter 7, by considering lived religion and intersectionality of
female migrant Christians in Shenzhen, my attention is drawn to examining their religious agencies and their

religious praxis within the church and their family in the context of the postsecular present.

Overall, the discussion of postsecularity within human geography has moved beyond employing “the
postsecular” as a mere categorization to a more nuanced exploration of how postsecular possibilities arise in
the construction of religious meanings and processes. In this way, postsecularity offers a conceptual tool to
discern how subjectivities are shaped by neoliberal logics in late-capitalist societies, as well as how more
hopeful and insurgent ethical sensibilities can emerge through religious and secular collaboration (Cloke &
Williams,2018). In this thesis, I follow two key trajectories to investigate the emergence of postsecularity
within the context of the dual process of the revival of Christianity and rapid urbanization, as explored in the

following empirical chapters.

Firstly, following Cloke et al.’s (2019) work, this thesis offers a detailed exploration of how postsecularity is
contextualized spatially, affectively, and performatively within the interactions between migrant churches,
other faith-based institutions, and rural-urban migrants. Within these practices, postsecularity could serve as
“a third space where the blurred boundaries between religious and secular belief, practice, and identity can
undergo reflexive engagement and produce new ethical and political subjectivities” (Cloke et al. 2019, p.55).
Secondly, following Taylor (2007), I argue that the postsecular turn in human geography needs to consider
the conditions of belief with which postsecular subjectivities and practice are compatible. Accordingly, this

thesis critically examines how postsecular subjectivities are articulated and co-constituted within rural-urban

39



migrants’ lived religion and the intersectional power matrix of gender, class, migration, and other secular

conditions of being in the world.

2.4 Dialogue with (post)secularity in the Chinese context

Following the previous arguments that post-secularity studies need to emancipate from “the European core”
of the secularity theoretical system and adopt a global comparative perspective that rethinks postsecularity
in the local context (Casanova, 2006; Kong & Qian, 2018), this section aims to further discuss the agenda of
secularity/postsecularity in the context of modern China. One of the most salient characteristics of China’s
modernisation is that China appears to be caught in a contradictory dual process involving the entrenchment
of secular values and state-sanctioned capitalist ideologies and simultaneously the notable revival of all forms
of religiosity and faith (Gao & Qian, 2020). On the one hand, China has been perceived as an avowedly atheist
state and, in Casanova’s (2013) words, as “one of the most secular societies on earth.” The assumptions that
religion is not essential to the life of the Chinese and that the Chinese have always been secular, pragmatic,
and rational as modernisation advances are generally accepted and prevalent among not only intellectuals
but ordinary people. Yet, on the other hand, there is widespread interest in religious practices in response to
the publicly accepted discourse of “moral and spiritual crisis” in the post-reform area. In this chapter, by
illuminating the evolution and configuration of secularity and secularism, as well as the potential for
postsecularity in China and especially in Shenzhen city, I intend to offer contextual knowledge for the

upcoming chapters’ analyses.

2.4.1 Secularity and secularism in China: the state-led projects

As many scholars have pointed out, the dichotomous boundary between the religious and the secular was
historically absent from traditional Chinese belief systems (Kong & Qian, 2018; Madsen, 2010; C.K. Yang,
1961). The renowned sociologist C.K. Yang (1961) defined Chinese religiosity as “diffused religion,” in
contrast to “institutional religion,” in which the complex of religious beliefs, rituals, and cosmology was
deeply embedded within political, economic, and social institutions without a stand-alone organization. This
intrinsic interweaving made any strict dichotomy between the secular and the religious inapplicable to
Chinese history. However, this distinction gradually emerged as the Chinese state and political elites
assimilated and disseminated Western discourses and theoretical frameworks in the process of

modernization (M. Yang, 2011).

The process of secularization in China was more complicated than simply separation of religions and state,
but more like a deliberate policy in this historical narrative (Yu, 2005; Szonyi,2009). Szonyi (2009), for
example, characterizes the processes of secularization in China as a dual movement, to distinguish religion

from superstition and to reshape those aspects of religious life by state intervention that meet the new
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criteria, enabling them to benefit state development. The differentiation of secular from religious in China
was derived from the early twentieth century by Chinese intellectuals and political elites who prompted a
culture of self-critique to promote a new nationalism to counter the threats posed by the Western colonial
power (Kong & Qian, 2018). The Chinese elite embraced elements of the Enlightenment to address the dire
crisis of the nation, and they viewed traditional Chinese cultures, including religions, as the vital reasons
leading to China’s “backwardness.” As Mayfair Yang (2011, p.10) bitterly criticizes, this effort “produced
repeated waves of cultural self-laceration, religious destruction and state campaigns of secularization

throughout the 20th century.”

Accepting Western modernity as the model of civilization, indigenous elites in China initiated a project, aimed
at bringing about the fundamental transformation by enforced secularization (M Yang, 2008), which in some
way as “utopian” as the religion could be categorized and regulated(Szonyi, 2009). During this time, the term

“religion” was translated from the Japanese word shukyo into Chinese as “zongjia” (52#{). The construction of

religion as a category relied heaved on European ideas and the model of Christianity, leading to the notion of
religion was closely linked with the notion of Christianity from the first uses of this term in China (Ashiwa &

Wank, 2009; M. Yang, 2008). Thus, religion was conceptualized formally as the social organization associated
with a coherent doctrine that expressed both “a cosmology and an ethical system.”(Szonyi, 2009) Traditional

folk religions, however, were devalued as “mixin”(superstition 3£{Z) to be denounced and eradicated. During

this period, even institutional religions were gradually degraded to the private sphere of faith, and their
influence in the social and cultural field had to be subject to science and industrial modernity (M. Yang, 2008;
2011). Although secularism in China weakened attachment to the supernatural message of the religion
paralleled that taken in the West, there were important differences. First, the modernizing agenda in China
did not go nearly as deep as it did in the West. In van der Veer’s studies on The Chinese Protestant
universities, hospitals, and YMCA associations, he argues that these organizations only touched the surface of
Chinese urban life and had little impact overall on the terrible poverty and social disruption afflicting the vast
rural population, albeit some genuine, admirable contributions have made to local rural development.
Second, although secularity movements were deeply influenced by Western, enlightenment ideas, in this
process, intellectuals played a crucial role in reinforcing the secularist project of nation-building, enforcing

the stated-endorsed secularisation of everyday life. As Yang argues:

What made Chinese secularization different from the Western experience was the fact that it was a
top-down process engineered by the educated elites and the modern state, and that it was part of a
nationalist and centralizing process whereby local communities and their deity cults were shorn of

their identities and autonomy. (Yang, 2008 ,p. 7)
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The case in China suggests parallels with that of the situation in the West outlined by Asad (1993; 2003). In
Asad’s (1993; 2003) work on the history of the West shows that religion and politics are inevitably implicated
with, even mutually constitutive of, one another. Rather than being the natural byproduct of modernization
pressures, the fortunes of Chinese religious life can be understood as part of the internal transformation of
the state order—that is, as the effects of radical measures in the self-strengthening of the state. Against this
backdrop, the Western missionaries proselytizing for Christianity took root in the late-Ching and Republic
eras, as Christianity was conceived as a moral religion versus magic/superstition, in association with Western

modernity.

During the Maoist period, this top-down campaign reached its apogee, and the communist regime added
Marxist atheism as an extra layer into the meanings of secularization. Under this fundamental doctrine, the
state officially identified religions as the “opium of the masses” and conspirator of internal feudalism and
external imperialism(M. Yang, 2011; F.G. Yang, 2011). The anti-feudalism campaigns included Buddhism,
Daoism, and Islam as targets for revolutionary cleansing, with these campaigns insisting on both eliminating
feudalist exploitation and reducing the power and influence of the varied clergy. Some of the Buddhist, Daoist,
and Muslim clergy were penalized either as landlords or as anti-revolutionary and reactionary elements (F.G.
Yang, 2011). As part of the anti-imperialism campaign in the early 1950s, Christian churches and
organizations were required to sever foreign ties completely and immediately in order to become self-ruling,
self-supporting, and self-propagating (“Three-Selfs” principle). The Cultural Revolution witnessed the almost
complete disappearance of religion from the public sphere under militant atheism. Instead, the enchanted
cosmos and the spiritual life of the people were replaced by the sacralisation of communist utopia and
particularly by the Mao-cult that the sacralisation of the party and Mao operated through a regime of truth
that demanded that individuals should examine their inner world, emotions and attitudes through self-
reflection or public confession, such that they could defeat any trace of feudal or bourgeois thoughts hidden
within the inner self or unconsciousness (Duara, 1996; Goossaert & Palmer, 2011). In sum, the cumulative
effect of the anti-superstition movement in the Republican and Mao eras was “one of the most dramatic

secularization processes in the modern world” (M. Yang, 2011, p.7).

2.4.2 Religious vitality in the post-Mao China

In the post-Mao era, the situation has changed dramatically: China may now be one of the countries where
religion is flourishing, in the sense that all types of religions, whether old or new, institutional or folk, are
being revived and thriving (Cao, 2010; Overmyer, 2003; Yang, 2010), despite the continued strict regulation

of religion.

After the Reform and Opening policy in 1979, the state’s pursuit of market-oriented economic development
during the post-Mao era resulted in a relative weakening of political control in the local society. Local officials

were much more interested in demonstrating their capabilities in spurring economic development than
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controlling religious activities. The Chinese state also comes to recognize religions’ functions in
socioeconomic development. To rally the Chinese people around the central economic development task, the
CCP adopted a more “pragmatic” way of dealing with various aspects of social life and then began to loosen
control over religious affairs (F. G. Yang, 2011). Under the leadership of Deng, “enlightenment atheism”
prevailed over “militant atheism.” As a result, beginning in 1979, under the auspices of the Protestant Three-
Self Patriotic Movement (TSPM) Committee, the China Christian Council (CCC), the Catholic Patriotic
Association (CPA) and the Bishops Conference (BC), a limited number of Protestant and Catholic churches,
Buddhist and Daoist temples, and Islamic mosques reopened for religious services(F. G. Yang, 2011). An
increasing number of people tend to search for alternative spiritual support, such as Christianity, to negotiate
disasters and misfortunes in their daily lives (Huang, 2014; Yang, 2004; 2005). Protestant Christianity, in

particular, has attracted huge numbers of new believers in both rural and urban areas.

Given the amazing religious revival and practices in current China, scholars have taken various approaches to
explain this change, including citing moral and spiritual crises caused by the drastic social change (Hunter &
Chan, 2007; Yang, 2005; Bay, 2003), the renewal of traditional practices (Chao, 1999; Jing, 1996), changes in
state-society relations (Feuchtwang, 2000; Yang, 2008), and the famous theory of religious market (Yang,
2006). In his religious economic interpretation of religious decline and revival in China, F. G. Yang (2006;
2011) contends that religious regulation restricts the “religious market” and suppresses market mechanisms
of supply of and demand for religious goods. Nevertheless, this research suggests that China’s political and
economic reform in the past four decades has opened up new social spaces for religion, and there are more
hybrid and mutually constituted relationships between the religious and secular. I discuss the possibilities for
postsecular subjectivities to emerge from the political economy in post-reform China. Following the analysis
in the Section 2.2, [ consider postsecularity as an ethical and self-reflective project involving hybrid

subjectivities in response to the conditions of being in contemporary China.

Currently, religions in China are well positioned in this new agenda that is to say religions have been
incorporated into the state’s mission of constructing a “harmonious society.” The state emphasizes religions
as sources of morals and ethics that benefit the maintenance of social stability. One of the prevailing
explanations of the religious revival is that people in the post-Mao era are experiencing a spiritual vacuum
that is enlivening aspirations for various religiosities and traditional ethics. This thesis takes the view that
changes in lived experiences have been affected by drastic social changes such as the collapse of Maoist
ideology (Lee, 2007), the dismantling of traditional social, moral, and cosmic orders (Yang, 2008), and the
intensifying sense of uncertainty among individuals in the face of overwhelming market forces. A spiritual
anchor, therefore, is desirable. F.G. Yang argues that the “emerging market is exciting and perilous,
accompanied by widespread moral corruption, which prompts many individuals to seek a theodicy, or a
religious worldview, to put the seemingly chaotic universe into order” (Yang, 2005, p. 325). For example, a

recent special issue of The Asia Pacific Journal of Anthropology examined the moral dimension of religious
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revival in rural China and challenged “the current tendency to reduce religion into a politics or economy of
human need” (Liang, 2014, p. 394). Religion offers “a moral life devoid of state presence” for underprivileged
villagers in rural communities who appropriate religious ethics to re-imagine ill bodies under limited public
healthcare or construct a local cosmological system as an alternative moral order to instrumental rationality

and the market (Liang, 2014; Qi, Liang & Li, 2014; Tapp, 2014).

As for Christianity, it has also obtained official endorsement considering its increasingly significant impact on
spiritual cultivation and moral reconstruction of Chinese society (Zhuo, 2006; Wielander, 2013). Xinping
Zhuo, Director of the Institute of World Religions at the Chinese Academy of Social Science, argues that the
Christian notions of original sin and transcendence have opened up a new sense of the self and of
transcendence beyond the Confucian and Taoist traditions, since Christian transcendence emphasises the
ultimate transformation of oneself outside the bounds of this-worldly concerns, and therefore it serves as an
important moral resource for the pursuit of goodness by the Chinese (Zhuo, 2006). In addition, Zhuo (2006)
also points out that the Christian concept of agape based on Jesus Christ’s self-sacrifice emphasises the
unconditional nature of love, which is different from the Confucian understanding of love based on human
relationships. Instead of assuming that Christian values and ethics enable a space in which Chinese people
negotiate and reclaim their autonomy from an authoritarian state, Wielander (2013) critically argues that
Christian values in fact overlap with the party-state’s project of maintaining power and moral legitimacy.
Christian values, and particularly the concept of love, are compatible with the state’s efforts to construct a
“harmonious society” by propagating state-endorsed moral standards and filling gaps in social welfare and

services.

Despite loosening control over religion, it is critical to recognize that the state continues to play a
fundamental role in determining what “activities are appropriate to the religious sphere” (Dobbelaere, 2009).
The government has a bureau that is officially in charge of religious affairs—the State Administration for
Religious Affairs (SARA). The state claims the prerogative of determining what counts as “true” and “false”
religion and uses its police power to attempt the eradication of “false” religion (often termed, in the parlance
of Chinese officialdom, “evil cults” or “feudal superstition”). For example, Falun Gong and other gigong or
cultic groups were banned as “evil cults” by the “Legislative Resolution on Banning Heretical Cults” in October
1999. Likewise, the state has attempted to manage Islam by a nationality policy that recognizes certain
Muslim communities as official minority nationalities, which tries to limit the spread of radical Islam, prevent
separatism among Muslims on its northwestern frontier, and integrate its 21 million Muslims into the
broader Chinese mainstream (Gladney, 2009). The state also chooses the leaders of approved religions and
monitors many religious activities. In practice, the government’s policies on religion have constantly been
evolving, and unevenly implemented by the various local authorities, often resulting in inconsistency and the
creation of spaces for negotiation between the local state and religious groups (Lim, 2020), a situation that is

particularly evident in the case of Christianity. For example, in some southeast coastal areas, such as
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Wenzhou, grass-roots Christian activities are highly flourishing due to the relatively loose policies on
Christianity and the long-standing local Christian tradition (Cao, 2010); while, in some cities in northern
China, the regulation of Christian missionary operations is quite stringent. In particular, under the latest
religious principle derived from President Xi Jinping’s attempt to sinicize religions, that “religions in China
must be Chinese in orientation and provide active guidance to religions so that they can adapt themselves to
socialist society,”s the Communist Party to a certain extent will now exert greater control over religion in
China to conform to Chinese-style socialism. Vis-a-vis Confucianism or Daoism, the situation is quite different
in that the state has taken cautious steps to promote them or even has taken advantage of them as resources
for regional development. Not only have historical religious sites and shrines been opened to tourism to
generate local revenues, but religions increasingly figure visibly in flagship projects of regional development
and regeneration (Qian, 2019). Overall, just as the Chinese government actively intervenes to establish
(rather than reduce) market mechanisms for economic development (Wu, 2008), the state oftentimes
develops new elements and dynamics that shape, define, and direct religious markets to satisfy state

requirements.

So, how might we define the emerging postsecularism in post-reform China? When examined more closely
and through a comparative global lens, the transformation in China’s religious landscape reveals striking
parallels with developments in other regions, particularly the Muslim world and Eastern Europe. All three
regions—China, the Middle East, and Eastern Europe—underwent dramatic forms of state-imposed
secularisation: through communism in the Chinese and Eastern European contexts, and via postcolonial
nationalist regimes in parts of the Middle East (Gauthier, 2025, p. 3). Following the ideological decline of
these regimes and the onset of economic liberalisation, each experienced a notable resurgence of religious
activity. As Gauthier (2025) suggests, these developments are best understood as part of a broader global
transformation in which religion is being reconfigured in the shift from the “Nation-State” regime to the
“Global-Market” regime. In this context, the transition from state atheism to religious pluralisation does not
represent a simple return to tradition, but rather a complex and uneven process shaped by post-socialist
transformation, global neoliberalism, and the rearticulation of religious practices under new socio-economic

conditions.

Focusing specifically on the Chinese case, a closer examination of the post-Mao religious revival reveals two
key characteristics of postsecularity in urban China. First, secularity should not be understood as either a
macro-social process or a form of individual consciousness alone; rather, it operates simultaneously across
multiple scales. This process of secularization involves not only macro-level dynamics—such as the continued

dominance of atheist propaganda in the post-Mao era alongside corresponding religious policies and

5 Xi Jinping, Speech to United Front Work Conference on Religious Work, April 23-24, 2015 (Xinhua News Agency) ; Xi Jinping, Speech to
19th National Party Congress, Nov. 3, 2017 (Xinhua News Agency).
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regulatory frameworks (which will be discussed in detail in the following chapter)—but also the growing
influence and disciplinary effects of neoliberal rationalities(as mentioned in the introduction) on religious
individuals, particularly among rural-urban migrant populations (Gao et al., 2018; Gauthier, 2025; Yoo, 2021).
In the Chinese context, secularity does not function solely as an abstract, top-down project of governance; it is
also lived and negotiated through everyday practices of place-making, identity formation, and moral
reasoning. In this sense, secularity in the post-reform era operates as a political-economic ideological
formation embedded in national institutions and imaginaries while also being embodied, enacted, and

accommodated within the micropolitics of individuals’ everyday life.

Second, this hybrid and dispersed nature of the secularisation process gives rise not only to disengaged belief
and immanent consciousness but also to new aspirations for, and reconfigurations of, religiosity. Returning to
Taylor’s (2007) argument, modern individuals inhabit what he describes as a condition of “cross-pressure”—
a lived tension in which people seek to forge new modes of meaning and being from within, or even against,
the immanent frame. While the modern world is disenchanted, individuals nonetheless experience what
Taylor refers to as the malaise of modernity—a pervasive sense of loss associated with the absence of
transcendence. In this secular age, religion does not simply recede; rather, it persists and flourishes in new
forms, giving rise to what Taylor terms the “nova effect”: a proliferation of individualised spiritual quests and
increasingly fragmented religious subjectivities. As Casanova (2013, p. 66) reminds us, “the religious” and
“the secular” are always and everywhere mutually constituted. In the following empirical chapters, [ examine
how Christianity—within the neoliberal urban context of Shenzhen—is (re)interpreted by rural-urban
migrants and gives care to them, not only as a source of meaning and empowerment, but also as a constitutive
force in shaping secularity itself, becoming entangled in the formation and consolidation of new socio-

economic relations, values, and experiences, and giving rise to emergent forms of religious subjectivity.

Similar to the experiences of the Middle East and Eastern Europe, the postsecular landscapes in these three
regions reveal the complex entanglements between religion and the state outside the framework of Western
secularism, while also reflecting distinct geographical and social contexts. In addition, it is important to
recognise that the religious revival in China is largely characterised by fragmented, grassroots practices—
such as temple reconstruction, spirit mediums, and geomantic services—which typically operate outside
formal institutional frameworks and are embedded in the rhythms of everyday life (Gauthier, 2025, p. 307).
Beyond the state’s role in regulating religion, the nature of Chinese religiosity itself further complicates
institutional assumptions. As C.K. Yang (1961) famously argued, Chinese religion can be understood as a form
of “diffused religion,” dispersed across social life rather than concentrated in clearly demarcated institutions.
In this regard, Gauthier (2025) contends that religion in China should not be taken for granted as an
autonomous institutional domain; rather, it functions as a “total social phenomenon” (p. 208), interwoven
with kinship networks, local economies, moral orders, and modes of state governance. This stands in contrast

to the Eastern European context, where religion has been largely re-institutionalised through strategic
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alliances between the state and dominant churches. In Orthodox-majority countries such as Russia and
Romania, religion serves as a vehicle for ethno-national identity and moral conservatism, having regained
symbolic authority and public visibility after decades of Soviet repression (Gauthier, 2025, p. 188). By
contrast, the Middle East presents a hybrid model, combining elements of bureaucratic control with market-
oriented religiosity. The commodification of Islamic practices—such as halal industries, Islamic fashion, and
faith-based finance—reflects the growing integration of religion into the logic of consumer capitalism (pp.

116-137).

What makes the Chinese case distinctive is the coexistence of a grassroots, decentralized religious revival
with an increasingly assertive state apparatus that tightly regulates and reframes religion under cultural and
developmentalist narratives. This produces a uniquely postsecular condition—marked by bottom-up
religious vitality that remains subject to top-down governance and, in the post-reform era, increasingly
shaped by neoliberal values (Gauthier, 2025). This complicated religious landscape provides an important
social niche to ground and advance a discussion on secularity and postsecularity in a non-Western context.

In this thesis, [ am not concerned with the question of whether Chinese society is becoming more or less
religious; instead, my focus lies on examining how religion is embedded in and interpreted within the fabric
of an increasingly secularised context. Moreover, as outlined in the introduction, any meaningful analysis of
postsecularity in urban China must attend to the dispersed, grassroots, cell-like Christian communities—most
of which take the form of unregistered house churches—and their core constituency: rural-to-urban
migrants. How these faith-based communities have actively positioned themselves within urban life—by
filling gaps in social support and welfare provision—as well as how migrant Christians navigate and inhabit
the space between “the secular” and “the religious” in their everyday urban experiences, are crucial to
understanding how secularisation and postsecularisation unfold under the specific socio-spatial conditions of
contemporary urban China. In the chapters that follow, I offer a detailed empirical analysis of both faith-based
communities and the lived experiences of migrant Christians, through which the complexities of China’s

postsecular religious landscape are brought into sharper focus.

2.4.3 Mapping the possible postsecularity in Shenzhen
In five days’ time, both the airport and the subway were completed...... Overnight, Explosion would become one of
China’s megalopolises.

(Yan, 2013, p.459)

Inspired by the Shenzhen experience in past 30 years, renowned Chinese writer and novelist Yan Lianke

published the novel Explosion Chronicles (YEZLE Zhalie Zhi)in 2013, ostensibly depicting a transition of the

Zhalie (Boomtown), a fictional city in Northern China, from a small rural village to a leading “super-

metropolis,” but its underlying theme is a reflection on the deep logics of urban change in post-reform China
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(Qian & An, 2020). In the past three decades, socio-economic changes in post-Mao China have gone hand in
hand with changes in social norms and values. As an emerging economy in the global theatre of capital
accumulation, China has been seen by many scholars as being on the path of neoliberalisation. Shenzhen, the
first city in China to open to global capitalism, has been a pioneering city in experiencing the country’s
neoliberal reform (Pun, 2005) and is characterized by its upholding of secular values of economic rationality,

pragmatism, progress, efficiency and development.

Shenzhen is situated on the Pearl River Delta, one of China’s (and the world’s) most prominent manufacturing
and industrial hubs and economic engines. Back in the 1930s, Shenzhen, as a small town just across the Shum
Chun River from Hong Kong, was a gambling centre that drew risk-seeking Hongkongers pouring across the
river that separated the British colony from the mainland into the “Monte Carlo of the East” as they gambled,
caroused, frolicked, and perhaps became wealthy quickly.6 During the Maoist period, due to the misguided
policies of the Great Leap Forward (which attempted to establish large collective units that turned out to
destroyed incentives), Shenzhen stagnated and remained impoverished, causing a flow of refugees to risk
their lives by swimming from Shenzhen across the border to Hong Kong. The situation changed after Deng
Xiaoping earmarked it as ground zero in the spearheading of reforms in 1978. In 1980, Shenzhen was
established as a Special Economic Zone (SEZ) to attract foreign investment which not only provided an
experimental space for the “reform” policies but served as a model for a series of political reforms in the post-
Mao era, where Chinese high officials came to visit to study market economies and observe the introduction
of modern architecture and industry (O’'Donnell, Wong, & Bach, 2017). To facilitate transnational capital, the
Shenzhen government provided industrial zones, factory compounds, workers’ dormitories, and other
privileged policies and measures aiming to gain ground in the grid of the global economy (Pun, 2016).
Meanwhile, with the partial relaxation of the hukou system, which had previously restricted population
mobility and reinforced the urban-rural divide, a large number of rural laborers were allowed—and even
encouraged—to migrate to cities. Under these circumstances, abundant job opportunities, higher wages, and
the openness associated with Shenzhen’s status as a SEZ have attracted a large influx of migrants, particularly
surplus laborers newly freed from the restrictions of the rural hukou system, seeking employment. As a
result, during the 1980s, Shenzhen experienced ultra-rapid population growth with an average annual
growth, with an average annual growth rate ranging between 10% and 35%, primarily driven by the influx of
migrants from all over China. Taking advantage of governmental favours and its proximity to Hong Kong,
both geographically and culturally, Shenzhen has undergone unprecedented economic growth over the past
30 years, bursting forth from a humble fishing village into the so-called “workshop of the world.” 7 Most

recently, Shenzhen surpassed Guangzhou in GDP, becoming China’s third-largest economic power.

6 https://www.scmp.com/magazines/post-magazine/long-reads/article/3117505 /myth-busting-shenzhens-sleazy-past-
short-lived?module=perpetual_scroll_0&pgtype=article&campaign=3117505

7 For more information, see: https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2016 /may/10/story-of-cities-39-shenzhen-from-
rural-village-to-the-worlds-largest-megalopolis
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The reputation of Shenzhen as an open-minded, rich, and meritocratic city continued to attract new migrant
workers for years, and Shenzhen has been characterised by a vast reservoir of rural-to-urban migrants. “Time
is money, efficiency is life,” proclaimed a famous billboard from the 1980s, Shenzhen was constructed as a
space in which rural and urban youth might realize aspirations for social mobility and seek fortune at every
level of the spectrum. Under these circumstances, throughout the 1990s, urban-rural migrant labour
occupied an increasingly important position in the economic growth of the Shenzhen SEZ (Florence, 2017),
and this “migrant labour regime” (Fan, 2004, p. 283) is highly flexible and precarious and adds to the
attractiveness of China to global capital (Wu, 2010). According to the 2021 national census, Shenzhen houses
a population of more than 17 million, approximately 70% of whom are migrants who do not hold local hukou
status, which means legally migrants do not possess rights of urban citizenship and cannot access services in
the city; socially, because of their rural origin, they might be discriminated against by residents; and
politically they are excluded from participation in local elections. “Social alienation” is very common in these
workers’ urban experience (Yang, 2013). Pun (2005) has trenchantly criticized, the hukou system for creating
a highly exploitative mechanism of labor appropriation, and this “migrant labour regime” (Fan, 2004, p.283)
failed the “obligation to think the city a field of shared life and common rights” (Amin, 2013, p.477) but
practically added to the attractiveness of China to global capital over the past few decades of rapid
development (Alexander & Chan, 2004; Wu, 2010). Meanwhile, as we mentioned previously, suzhi discourse
not only legitimates the fact that rural-urban migrants are second-class citizens because of their purported
“low suzhi,” but continues to work as the technique of the self for them in the process of becoming a “real”

citizen (Zhang, 2012).

In addition to the hukou system and suzhi discourse, neoliberal values are also officially promoted in
Shenzhen. An intriguing example is from the migrant worker museum in the city, as a state-sponsored
project, that aims to shape a new representation of migrant workers and displays the achievements of 30
years of reform and opening up in Shenzhen. In the official migrant worker museum, instead of showing
everyday discrimination and exploitation in the real world, migrant workers have been idealized and even
heroized as hard-working, compliant social bodies who, on the one hand, contribute to the development of
postreform China and, on the other hand, go through hardships to achieve self-realization and self-
improvement. Although official discourses of the museum in parts recognize rural-urban migrant workers’
contribution to urban development in contrast to earlier state and public discourses that stigmatized migrant
workers for their incivility, vulgarity and criminality (Zhang, 2001), the migrant worker museum de facto
reifies the development- and market-centred official discourse of Shenzhen that is far from criticizing hukou-
based institutionalized marginality but aligns with ideas of economic rationality, individualistic pursuit of
economic improvement, grassroots entrepreneurial freedom, etc., echoing neoliberal modalities of
governance (Qian & Guo, 2019). In Shenzhen’s context, the relative debasement of rural-urban migrants was

mobilized within Shenzhen Spirit’s narrative to both encourage rural migrants to improve their situation and

49



discipline urban migrants for having excessive expectations. Many of the values related to self-reliance (like

» o«

“adaptation to competition,” “self-confidence,” or “autonomy”) were emphasized among the migrants in the
early years and later have turned into core societal values, constructing the identities for the SEZ or even the
Chinese society, given the state is requiring that people from all social categories become self-supporting and

find ways to provide for their own well-being—to adopt an attitude of acceptance (Florence, 2017).

Within the entrenchment of secular modernity, Shenzhen has also experienced a notable flourishing of
religion. For instance, Fan et al. (2003) have documented an intriguing re-emergence of popular religions,
traditional rituals and Confucianism values among both Shenzhen’s residents and immigrants, for whom
traditional religious values appear to help them to rebuild the mutual trust that was devastated in the
Cultural Revolution and to establish a moral economy vis-a-vis capitalist forms of social life. In the case of
Protestant Christianity alone, 27 TSPM (Three-Self Patriotic Movement) Churches have been re-opened or
built in the past two decades, most of which have full attendance at Sunday worshipping sessions. There are
also immense numbers of house churches or underground churches operating beyond the state’s
surveillance. It is noteworthy that rural-urban migrant workers became the main group of members of these
official /non-official Christian churches in the past two decades. Zhu and Guo (2009), for instance, found that
some official Christian churches in Shenzhen have been reviving with the continuous inflow of rural migrant
workers re-invigorating the previously almost defunct local churches. Christianity, for rural migrant workers,
has become an anchor of identity and community for them to escape from being alienated by a highly
exploitative and precarious regime of labour (Zhu & Guo, 2009). Likewise, in recent years, the emergence of
“factory churches” organized by factory managers also provide emotional or community support to migrant

workers during their daily life in Shenzhen (Gao et al., 2018).

Bearing in mind these observations, | examine possible postsecularity in Shenzhen from the following two
theoretical perspectives. First, faith-based organisations (FBOs), particularly Christian institutions, have
increasingly filled the gap in social services and care left by the state experiencing neoliberal reform. For
example, charitable work and other forms of social support conducted by faith organizations and religious
NGOs in China co-opted by the government to relieve the increasingly sharp social conflicts in a diversifying
and polarizing society(Tam & Hasmath, 2015). As rural-urban migrants suffering from the dual
discrimination of hukou system and the suzhi discourse, this situation allows more space for NGOs and FBOs
to participate in social delivery (McCarthy, 2013). By looking into the migrant churches in Shenzhen, I intend
to examine the possible theo-ethics within the migrant church and consider how migrant workers interact

with Christian Churches in their daily urban life and their potential encounters in/outside the sacred places.
Secondly, the rise of Christianity among the rural-urban migrant group opens a path for us to explore their

malleable and hybrid religiosity co-produced by the religious and the secular as people increasingly turn to

theological discourses and interpretations as well as spiritual experiences to constitute the everyday, lived,
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and embodied subjectivities. Religions supply ordinary people with a system of vocabularies to make sense of
or negotiate with intersectional secular experiences, such as changing political and economic conditions,
gender, national identity, mobility and migration, and multicultural encounters. Under these circumstances,
how do these migrant Christians practice their religious faith in the secular world, like the workplace, and
how do they negotiate with work ethics and neoliberal values within this highly secular and neoliberal city?
And correspondingly, what new religiosity and subjectivity might they (re)produce or (re)shape through

their everyday and embodied religious practices?
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Chapter 3. Christianity in practices:

religious policies, the official church, and the house church in China

3.1 Introduction

Before introducing the context of Christianity in Shenzhen, it is imperative to elaborate on the essential
political background and policy environment of Christianity in China. Notwithstanding the primary research
focus of this thesis does not centre on the state-church relationship and political interactions, the
development of churches in this country is intricately linked to government policy on religion and the history
of Christianity in China since 1949. This context is not only crucial for the remaining sections of this thesis but
may also be unfamiliar to many non-Chinese religious researchers. Therefore, it is relevant to provide a brief
overview of the official/unofficial church (the house church), religious policy and regulation, as well as the

latest changes in the church-state relationship in China.

3.2 The official church and the house church

The issue of official churches and house churches in China, is unavoidably linked to the history of Christianity
in China after the establishment of the People’s Republic of China (PRC). I will, therefore, briefly review the

history of Christianity relevant to the official/house church and the church situation in China today.

After the establishment of the PRC in 1949, Marxist-Leninist atheism occupied a central position as a
fundamental doctrine within the ideological paradigm of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) (F. G. Yang,
2011). In this context, religion is commonly regarded as the “opium of the masses,” representing a
contradiction to the interests of the people. It is intertwined with feudal society and is anticipated to be
gradually eradicated as secular modernization progresses (F. G. Yang, 2011; Qu, 2011), even though religious
liberty was defined as the right of every Chinese citizen by the first Constitution in 1954. Indeed, for the new-
born power, a fundamental ideological opposition to religion and the goal of its elimination remained central
to its doctrine. Practical experience, however, had shown that this goal could only be achieved in the very
long term and was secondary to the more immediate objectives of defeating the CCP’s enemies, establishing

CCP control, and rebuilding the socioeconomic structure (Goossaert & Palmer, 2011; Ying, 2014).

Based on this ideology, the CCP’s atheism-based regulation of religion underwent several distinct periods

during the Mao period:(1) the co-optation and control period, (2) the socialist transformation period, and (3)
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the eradication period (F. G. Yang, 2011, pp.65-74). In the first period, from 1949 to 1957, the Party-state
suppressed various religions and co-opted the five major religions by establishing “patriotic” religious
associations (F. G. Yang, 2011 ,p.65). Only Daoism, Buddhism, Islam, Catholicism, and Protestantism were
officially recognized as “religions.” Beyond these institutionalised and systematic official religions, a rich
array of folk religions were characterized as chaotic, illegal, and immoral and further categorised as

“heterodox” (yiduan &) or “feudal superstition” (fengjian mixin ¥ Z£{g), thus perceived as a threat to

social harmony and the construction of socialist civilization (Feuchtwang & Wang, 1991, p.263; M Yang,
2008). For Christianity, a significant challenge stemmed from its deep connection with Western imperialism.
The CCP responded to this issue by adopting a strategy to sever all foreign ties. Foreign missionaries were,
therefore, expelled from the Chinese mainland, although many had already left with their families before the
start of the mass campaigns and church properties linked to the foreign missionary enterprise, such as
Christian schools, universities, and hospitals, were also confiscated(Goossaert & Palmer, 2011; Kang, 2020;
Yang, 2011). By 1953, nearly all foreign Protestant personnel had been expelled from the Chinese mainland,

marking the end of the Christian missionary era in China (Tiedemann, 2020).

Meanwhile, the new government aimed to establish its own system of regulations over these religions. A
party-led association came into being for Christianity— the government-sponsored Protestant Three-Self
Patriotic Movement (TSPM) was set up in 1954, referring to self-governance, self-support and self-
propagation of the Christian religion. The charter for the “Three-Self” movement underscores its submission
to Party leadership, support for the authority of the state and the socialist motherland, and obedience to the
Constitution, laws, regulations, and policies of the state (Wong et al., 2000). The TSPM movement, on the one
hand, aims to “force the Christians to sever their institutional ties with foreigners in general” through the
ostensible emphasis on the ecclesiastical autonomy and indigenization of Chinese churches (Lee, 2014, p.
181); on the other hand, the TSPM movement sought to achieve the goal of infiltrating “Christian institutions
and to co-opt the autonomous Protestant denominations into the socialist order” (Chow & Lee, 2016, p.580).
In other words, the formation of the TSPM exemplifies the CCP's “united front”8 strategy in religious policy, as
Protestants, by joining the alliance of non-Communists supporting the CCP, demonstrated their allegiance and
support for the Party (Vala, 2018). It is noteworthy that TSPM, like the other four “patriotic” religious
associations, though nominally independent of the government, was actually regulated by the Religious
Affairs Bureau (RAB) of the State Council, established in 1954 under the authority of the State Council of the

People’s Republic of China and renamed as the State Administration of Religious Affairs (SARA) in the early

8 The United Front operates as a political alliance, engaging in political work that primarily targets individuals external to the party, with
a specific focus on their representatives. Throughout its endeavors, the United Front emphasizes the necessity of upholding the party's
leadership, aligned with the party’s direction, and guided by the party’s will. The overarching objective is to foster unity and cohesion
among the various components of the United Front, rallying them around the party.
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2000s. The TSPM was also supervised by the United Front Work Department (UFWD) of the Communist Party

of China Central Committee®.

With the formation of these “Three-Self “Churches, correspondingly, independent “house churches” emerged.
It should be noted that the TSPM is not welcomed by all Protestant church leaders. Many church leaders, such
as fundamentalist preacher Wang Mingdao and independent church leader Song Shangjie, refused to join the
state-approved TSPM and employed distinct approaches to managing their churches, where they collectively
adhered to conservative theology and refrained from engaging in social and political issues and reforms
(Cook, 2007; Kang, 2020). As a well-known church leader in China and founder of “The Beijing Christian
Church (Beijing Jidutu Huitang 7t R ZZ£%),” Wang Mingdao regarded the Christian Scripture as the only

reference for preaching and evangelistic meetings and emphasized its inerrancy. In contrast to other TSPM
leaders who advocate political agendas such as patriotism and opposition to imperialism, he maintained the
position that individuals should “preserve the purity of the faith and resolutely refuse to cooperate with
unbelievers” (Chow, 2018, p. 45). By focusing their beliefs and concerns solely on God and not on any other
authority or ideology, Wang Mingdao and his fellow church leaders neither confronted nor actively
collaborated with the CCP, emphasizing a non-combative stance and separation of political party and church
(Kang, 2020, p.451). With the ongoing advancement of TSPM, these uncooperative church leaders faced
suppression, leading most of their churches to transition into an underground state. These varied and diverse
Protestant churches that are not affiliated with the TSPM/CCC are usually called “house churches” (Jiating
Jiaohui 3R fEFS) in contrast to “Three-Self/ TSPM Churches.”

During the “socialist transformation” period, spanning from 1957 to 1966, the scale and activities of the five
official religions were deliberately restricted. With the enforcement of the central planning system in 1958,
the guiding principle for the distribution of consumer materials became “from each according to his ability, to

each according to his labor (3255 4> Bt).” It was mandated that everyone in the country participate in labor for

material production. Consequently, the religious clergy were perceived as “parasites” contributing nothing
but what was seen as the deleterious “opium of the people.” To align with economic production goals, the
socialist transformation aimed to diminish the clergy and reduce religious activities. As a result, many
temples, churches, and mosques were either closed down or repurposed for non-religious use. Those that
remained open for religious activities were compelled to reduce the frequency of such activities (F.G. Yang,

2011, pp. 69-72).

9 The United Front Work Department of the Communist Party of China Central Committee was created during the Chinese Civil War,
working as the department that coordinates and carries out united front work.
For more information see: http://cpc.people.com.cn/n/2014/0422/c383919-24929231.html
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Then came the eradication period (1966-1979). The Cultural Revolution’s call to destroy the “Four Olds” (old
customs, old culture, old habits and old ideas) directly targeted religion. All religious venues were closed
down, public worship was banned, and religious buildings were repurposed for secular uses (F.G. Yang, 2011,
p.73). Both the TSPM and RAB ceased to function during this tumultuous period. This, in turn, opened a
somewhat precarious space for the house church to keep the faith alive as they were away from supervision
and were convenient for gathering in clandestine, irregular and informal meetings in believers’ homes (Kao,
2009; Ma & Li, 2018), attracting old Protestants as well as some new converts (Lambert, 1994, p.18).
Particularly in rural areas, the house churches, although obliged to go underground, even found increased
“religious space” to preserve their vitality due to the CCP’s simultaneous suppression of Buddhism and
Chinese popular religion. Miracles, healing, and the casting out of evil spirits became core activities in those
churches, attracting a cumulatively large following (Kao, 2009; Kang, 2020, p.452). The house church
continued to take shape and secretly grow during this time. Nevertheless, it still was a time of great suffering
for most Chinese Christians, no matter whether they were members of the official churches or house

churches.

After a period of severe crackdowns on religion, the party’s perspective on religion gradually shifted
following Deng Xiaoping’s return to political leadership and the initiation of economic reforms along with an
“open door” policy. Under his leadership, the CCP set new guidelines for country development, focusing on
modernization and economic development, adopted a more “pragmatic” way to deal with various aspects of

social life and began to loosen control over religious affairs (Fallman, 2010; Qu, 2011; F.G. Yang, 2011).

Official churches that had closed or been repurposed during the Cultural Revolution were now permitted to
reopen for religious services. The TSPM was re-established as a state-sanctioned umbrella organization,
serving as an intermediary between Protestant churches and the Party, and once again engaging in public
religious activities. In October 1980, the first national TSPM congress in twenty years was held. It established
the China Christian Council (CCC) as the organization tasked with implementing TSPM policies, fostering the
life of official churches, overseeing theological activities, training future clergy, and printing Bibles and
hymnals (Yang, 2017, p. 80). Consequently, with overlapping memberships, the TSPM and CCC are

collectively known as the “Two Associations” (Lianghui Fj<z) of Christianity. They work closely together and

constitute the leadership of the official Protestant church in China (Tiedemann, 2020, p. 409). As a result,
church life entered a period of recovery, closely followed by a rapid increase in the number of Christian

adherents and places of worship.

Although official churches have reopened under the auspices of TSPM, many house churches continue to stay
underground and spread rapidly in both the cities and countryside. On the one hand, many house church
members disagree with the TSPM church and CCC for its unconditional political submission, accuse the

TSPM/CCC leaders of being theological liberals or nonbelievers, and criticize official churches for their lack of
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freedom to evangelize outside church premises (Yang, 2017). On the other hand, their former underground
religious survival, the spread of Christianity, and the wave of urbanization (as mentioned in Chapter 1)
created tools and networks of communities for the later revival and and growth of these unofficial churches

(Kang, 2020).

Even though house churches are illegal and vulnerable to much more coercive and punitive state action,
house churches are too widespread for the government to eliminate them efficiently or easily. In Shenzhen,
where the field research for my study was carried out, house churches adopt various strategies to avoid
detection. Deliberately adopting a low-profile policy, most house churches prefer to establish multiple
meeting points, which are often members’ homes or offices in industrial zones. The number of members at
every meeting point is thus limited to small numbers (no more than eighty or so). Normally, the government
has tolerated this arrangement, reacting critically only when church members proselytize publicly or hold
large gatherings reported by neighbours. Besides, many house church leaders maintain constant friendly
links with pastors from official churches and keep “half-public, half-underground.” Some even find ways to
register their churches officially. To be sure, there is a great variety of house churches in Shenzhen, ranging
from those attended by well-to-do “Boss Christians” to humble “migrant churches” frequented by migrant

workers from rural areas.

Against the background above, as we saw on page 16, the sociologist of religion Yang Fenggang (2006)
argued, along with the incongruence between the relatively strict religious policies and a thriving religious
scene, there is, in fact, parallel existence of three realms within which the Chinese can practise religion, what
he calls the “three-colored religious markets”: the red market (officially sanctioned), black market (officially
prohibited), and gray market (the fuzzy, ambiguous zone between the red and the black markets). According
to this theory, the TSPM church, of course, belongs to the red market, as the state protects normal religious
activities in government-sanctioned places. The red market, however, is not a free market because official
churches are regulated by the RAB and the United Front, as mentioned above, and many restrictions are
imposed on churches daily life, including mandatory political education for pastors and other religious
ecclesiastics, specific limitations on acceptable topics for preaching and intervention in church personnel
affairs (Bays, 2003, p.492). Moreover, as the party’s reluctance to broaden the boundaries of the red market,

religious activities have grown the fastest in the gray and black markets (F.G. Yang, 2011; Yang et al,, 2021).

The situation of house churches is somewhat intricate. Traditionally, house churches are considered part of
the black market, since their existence and operations are prohibited by law, and all their activities are
conducted underground or in secrecy (Yang, 2006). However, in practice, as F.G. Yang (2011, p. 107) notes, if
areligious group is unable to function in the open market and the possible consequences of being in the black
market, such as facing penalty from the authorities, they would seek to operate in the gray market. As

previously mentioned, many house churches maintain close ties with pastors from official churches. In fact,
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some pastors within the TSPM church introduce their members to house churches for theological training,
which is often restricted by the RAB and the United Front within the TSPM church. Due to the vague, flexible,
and constantly shifting boundaries between these three markets, it becomes more challenging to document
or collect data on the gray market (F.G. Yang, 2011). Indeed, not only have house churches vacillated among
the three markets in response to regulation and social conditions, but some folk religious groups have also
moved across the boundaries. Particularly, stringent regulations(as discussed in the following section) have
contributed to the growth of religious gray markets(F.G. Yang, 2011). In this sense, there are many “shades of
gray” (Yang et al., 2021, p. 3) within the constantly evolving religious markets in China, in which numerous

religious organizations, including house churches, are active in them.

3.3 Policy, regulation, and law on religious affairs
3.3.1 Institutions for implementing religious policy and regulation
The Chinese legal system, characterized by the inseparability of politics and law, is referred to as the

“political-legal” system (Chan & Carlson, 2005). In this system, the party’s policies act as the guidelines for

provisions and regulations, dominating decisions made by the State Council. Religious regulation is
fundamentally derived from Party policies and implemented through law and administrative regulations
(Maclnnis, 1989; Potter, 2003). Regarding religious affairs, in the party system, the United Front Work
Department (UFWD) is one of the most important divisions. The UFWD is charged with detailed policy
formulation and enforcement, subject to general Party policy directives (F.G. Yang, 2011). In the state system,
the main ministry of religious affairs is the State Administration for Religious Affairs (SARA), which is
responsible for daily administration and supervision of religious affairs aimed at implementing Party policy
(F.G. Yang, 2011; Palmer, 2009). The UFWD and the SARA have their central offices in Beijing, with branches
extending to every province, city, and county. Thus, the UFWD within the party system and the SARA in the
state system play crucial roles in formulating and enforcing religious policies that align with the Party’s

directives.

3.3.2 Religious policy and regulations

As mentioned earlier, the post-Mao era has witnessed a relaxation of Party policy on religion. The framework
for the policies and regulations toward religion in China today was promulgated in 1982 in two documents,
Article 36 of the revised Constitution of the PRC and Document 19 from the Central Committee of the Chinese

Communist Party (CCP).

The official summary of the CCP’s policy on religion titled “The Basic Viewpoint and Policy on the Religious
Question in Our Country’s Socialist Period,” known as “Document 19,” issued in 1982 and outlined a
fundamental approach emphasizing respect for and protection of the freedom of religious belief, anticipating

a future where religion might naturally fade away. This pivotal document has remained the cornerstone of
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religious policy in China since then (F.G. Yang, 2011). This document reaffirms the constitutional right to
freedom of religious belief, asserting, “Every citizen has the freedom to believe in religion and also has the
freedom not to believe in religion.”1? It officially recognizes only five religions—Buddhism, Daoism, Islam,
Catholicism, and Protestantism—with the intention of excluding folk religions, superstitions, and cults from
legal protection (Maclnnis, 1989). Document 19 explicitly prohibits the granting of “feudal privileges” to
religious organizations and imposes limitations on their capacity for recruitment, proselytization, and
fundraising. The Party assumes control over theological education and the administration of religious
organizations, ensuring that religious leaders maintain allegiance to the principles of Party leadership,

socialism, and national and ethnic unity (Potter, 2003).

In line with Document 19, the PRC Constitution of 1982 claims China values freedom of religious belief and
guarantees its citizens this right. However, the term “freedom of religious belief” does not mean freedom of
religion. This article clearly distinguishes between freedom of belief and freedom of religious activity, stating
that freedom of religious belief is guaranteed, but religious activities must be carried out by laws and the
interests of the public and the state (Qu, 2011). It implies that only “normal” religious activities are protected.
In practice, what is counted as “normal” is decided by the administrators in position at the time, especially
those of the United Front Department, the Religious Affairs Bureau, and the Public Security Bureau (Yang,
2011). Besides the Constitution, the statutory provisions enacted by the NPC regarding freedom of religious
beliefs are scattered in different laws, including Organization Law of People’s Courts, National Regional
Autonomy Law, Compulsory Educational Law (2006), General Provisions of the Civil Law of 1986, etc. (Potter

2003; Qu, 2011).

If religion was not among the party’s major concerns in the past, the 1990s witnessed a change (Potter, 2003;
Dunch, 2008; Qu, 2011). The policy of the freedom of religious belief and social issues caused by rapid
economic growth led to a fast growth in the number of religious believers, especially among rural-urban
migrants (as mentioned in Chapter 1). They have become major participants in many new religious
movements, including Falun Gong. Furthermore, the roles that Catholic and Protestant churches have played
in overturning the communist powers in the former Soviet Union and Eastern European countries shocked
the Party (F.G. Yang, 2011). In response, the CCP Central Committee/State Council issued “Document No. 6” in
1991, outlining a policy approach that aimed to co-opt religious adherents while suppressing challenges to
Party power (Qu, 2011). Subsequently, in 1993, Jiang Zemin, then general secretary of the CCP, articulated a
significant statement on religion, often referred to as the “Three Sentences,” highlighting the Party’s main
initiative to insist religion must “adapt to socialist society” under the “active guidance” of the Communist

Party (Dunch, 2008). Falun Gong was officially denounced as an “evil cult” in 1999 and subsequently there

10 The People’s Republic of China: Document 19: The Basic Viewpoint on the Religious Question During Our Country’s
Socialist Period, available at: https://original.religlaw.org/content/religlaw/documents/doc19relig1982.htm

58



was a crackdown on it. Despite the repression campaign against the Falun Gong in 2000-2001, Party policy
continued to sound a theme of cautious accommodation with religion in general, under the theme of

adaptation between religion and socialism (Overmyer, 2003).

In 2004, the State Council promulgated a new set of regulations, “Regulations on Religious Affairs,” which
became effective March 1, 2005, largely consolidating previous regulations and policies. The document listed
rules for religious personnel, sites, and activities. The government asserted that these new regulations are a
“paradigm shift” and a “turning point” in religious affairs and will standardize disparate regional practice,
provide more legal recourse for citizens whose rights have been violated, and generally “safeguard” religious
freedom in China.1? In this way, the regulations do signify a positive stride towards the rule of law in China in
that they clarify the interaction between religious bodies and government organs, reducing the arbitrariness
and abuses in the implementation of religious policy (Dunch, 2008), harness the vagueness of the regulations
to achieve flexibility in accommodating religion (Palmer, 2009), and give additional legal protections in a few
areas. However, these regulations still have strong characteristics of state supervision of religion, as they
provide punitive and possibly arbitrary penalties for noncompliance and leave the interpretation of
important yet vague provisions to bureaucratic discretion, which hinges on how government officials
implement and interpret the regulations at the national, provincial, and local levels (Dunch, 2008). In general,
the 2005 regulation opens up “more space” for religion in Chinese society in some respects (Dunch, 2008),

but it seems like “a small step toward true religious freedom in China, but no more” (Carson, 2005, p. 2).

However, there has been a new change in the policy of religion since Xi Jinping assumed the position of
general secretary of the CCP in 2012 and officially became China’s president in 2013. Xi summarized his

approach to religious groups in a speech in 2015 that called for the “sinicization of religions” (ZRZ{# [E 1k

Zongjiao Zhongguohua), urging all religious groups in China to adapt to socialism by integrating their
doctrines, customs and morality with Chinese culture. The campaign particularly affects so-called “foreign”
religions. Protestant, Catholic, and Islamic leaders are expected to align their teachings and customs with
Chinese traditions and “pledge loyalty” to the state. Under the new policy, there has been a large-scale
sinicization of mosque architecture in recent years, with Arabic architectural features being removed and, in
some cases, replaced by traditional Chinese designs.12 A notable development occurred in 2018 when China
and the Vatican reached an agreement on the appointment of bishops in China within the framework of
“sinicization of religions.” Although the text of the agreement remains undisclosed, it is widely reported that it
permits the CCP to select candidates for bishops, subject to the approval of the Holy Father. This arrangement

ostensibly grants the CCP a significant role in the selection process while ensuring that all bishops remain in

11 Rules Safeguard Religious Freedom in China, CHINA DAILY, Dec. 20, 2004, available at:
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/english/doc/2004-12/20/content_401602.htm

12 Available at: https://ig.ft.com/china-mosques/
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communion with Rome.13 Despite the purported benefits of this agreement, practical conflicts persist,
revealing underlying tensions between the CCP and the Vatican. For instance, in 2023, Pope Francis approved
the appointment of a new bishop in Shanghai, but the Vatican condemned China for violating the bilateral
agreement by transferring the bishop to Shanghai without prior consultation,'* which reveals the potential

power struggle and the difficulties in balancing religious autonomy with state control.

Nevertheless, this significant shift in religious policy has brought about many changes, the most notable
changes are the following two. Legally, the new Regulations on Religious Affairs, drafted by the PRC
government between 2014 and 2016, were ultimately signed on August 26, 2017, and came into force on
February 1, 2018. Compared with the 2005 regulation, the General Provisions reproduce the language of the
1982 framework but emphasise the State’s role in “actively guiding religion to fit in with socialist society”15.
Additionally, the new regulation introduces more stringent measures concerning worship venues. It
mandates that the construction of new places of worship using premises other than churches, mosques, or
temples can only function as temporary religious venues after explicit government approval, thereby further
constraining house churches. Administratively, in keeping with the Xi Jinping regime’s efforts to tighten Party
control over all aspects of government, the State Administration for Religious Affairs (SARA)— previously an
independent executive agency directly under the State Council of the People's Republic of China, was melded
into the United Front Department (UFWD) in 2018. SARA’s local offices were subsequently absorbed into the
UFWD.

Furthermore, it is noteworthy to observe several new regulations introduced during the pandemic
concerning religious sites and online religious activities. In 2021, the government introduced a new
regulation on online religious content titled “Administrative Measures for Internet Religious Information
Services.”16 This regulation prohibits unauthorized religious activities and restricts unregistered religious
groups from sharing religious content online. This measure significantly affected Christian churches,
especially since most churches resorted to online services during pandemic-related shutdowns. Official
churches have been attempting to meet the necessary requirements and obtain the permits, and some have
succeeded. However, house churches have faced challenges such as WeChat account removal, website

shutdowns, and imposed restrictions. These challenges will be elaborated upon in Chapter 8.

13 Related reports on The New York Times (Sept. 22, 2018) and The Wall Street Journal (Sept. 14, 2018), available at:
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/09/22 /world/asia/china-vatican-bishops.html or https://www.wsj.com/articles/china-and-vatican-
to-sign-landmark-deal-over-bishops-1536929831. According to the report, this secret agreement is renewed every two years and was
renewed in 2020 and 2022 (see report on Reuters, Oct. 22, 2022, available at: https://www.reuters.com/world/china/vatican-confirms-
renewal-contested-accord-with-china-bishops-appointments-2022-10-22/ ).

14 Pope approves Shanghai bishop as Vatican chides China for lack of consultation, Reuters, July,15, 2023, available at:
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/pope-approves-shanghai-bishop-vatican-chides-china-not-consulting-2023-07-15/

15 Religious Affairs Regulations, 2017, Article 4, available at: https://www.chinalawtranslate.com/en/religious-affairs-regulations-
2017/

16 Measures on the Administration of Internet Religious Information Services, available at:
https://www.chinalawtranslate.com/en/internet-religious-information/
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Meanwhile, in 2023, the government promulgated the new “Regulation on Management of Venues for
Religious Activity” that has refined the registration requirements for religious sites based on the existing
provisions and underscored that religious venues should adhere to the imperative of “supporting the
leadership of the CCP, endorsing the socialist system, and diligently implementing Xi Jinping's new era of
socialism with Chinese characteristics.17” The introduction of this regulation means further control and
tightening of religious regulations, which will also have a certain negative impact on the development of

house churches.

Overall, the history of Christian development and changes in religious policies show that church-state
relations in China have long been a volatile situation. Since 1949, policies on religion in China have worked
like a pendulum swinging between “hard” and “soft” ways of managing institutions, depending on social
circumstances. Religious policies have consistently played a crucial role in the development and evolution of
Christianity in China. The significance of these policies is particularly evident in the context of the unexpected
and rapid growth of Christianity in recent years. In this thesis, I focus on this “foreign” religion—
Christianity—by examining its revival among rural-urban migrants in South China. I pay particular attention
to how urban Christian churches interact with religious policies and the resulting modus vivendi of these
churches in daily life. Additionally, I explore how the daily religious practices of urban churches may be
reshaped under the current context of stricter policies. The forthcoming empirical chapters will provide a

detailed analysis of these dynamics.

17 Regulation on Management of Venues for Religious Activity,Article 2, available at:
http://www.gdpcc.org/jigou/fagui/657.html?wivafc=2t6161
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Chapter 4. Research context and methodology

4.1 Introduction

This chapter provides a comprehensive overview of the research methodology adopted to investigate the
rural-urban migrants’ everyday religious practices in this research. It is divided mainly into four parts. The
first two sections elucidate the research site, specific methods, and research procedures, which lay the
methodological foundation for this research. The third section concentrates on the issue of positionality and
reflexivity, highlighting the potential impact of the researchers’ background and experiences on the study’s

findings. Lastly, the fourth section presents the ethical considerations that underpin this research.

4.2 Contextualising the research: Christianity in Shenzhen

There have been generally three periods in the growth of Christianity in Shenzhen. As one of the earliest
areas in the Pearl River delta to be targeted by Western missionaries, Christianity was first introduced in
Shenzhen, following China’s forced opening to foreign trade and missionary activity after its defeat in the
First Opium War in 1842 (Xue, Zhu & Chen, 2010). At first, Christianity was primarily embraced by the Hakka
people, a migrant group from Northern China who were subordinated by indigenous inhabitants (Lutz, J. &
Lutz, R, 2015). However, it was not until the early twentieth century that Christianity gained substantial
acceptance among the Hakka people, largely due to evangelization efforts by the German missionary society,
the Basel Mission (Cai, 2006; Chen, 2014)18. During this period, Western missionaries established missionary
hospitals and schools, providing Hakka people with privileged access that mitigated the hardships of their
lives. Western missionaries also founded the oldest Missionary school in Shenzhen, Pious Virgins Girls’ School
(2 11 Zc#%), demonstrating the merging of Hakka and Christian cultures in Shenzhen a century ago

(Tang & Wang, 2015; Wu, 2016). This period also witnessed the establishment of some significant churches
with a lengthy history in Shenzhen, including the Baoan TSPM Church and Meilin TSPM Church.

18 Also see the website of Chinese Rhenish Church Hong Kong Synod:
https://www.rhenish.org/Common/Reader/Channel/ShowPage.jsp?Charset=big5_hkscs&Cid=23&page=0&Pid=2&Versi
on=0
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Figure4-1 The fnt door of Pi?ls Virgis Girls’ School

Source: photographed by the author
During the period preceding 1949, a gradual withdrawal of missionaries from mainland China occurred,
resulting in their eventual departure or relocation to Hong Kong. After the establishment of the People’s
Republic in 1949, all churches in Shenzhen were taken over by the local Communist government, and they
soon experienced significant state disruption during the turbulent period between 1954 and 1978 under
socialist extremism. During the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), all churches in Shenzhen were completely
shut down. Some of the devout believers turned to the religious “black market” (Yang, 2006), conducting

worship in places away from state surveillance.

With the economic reforms of 1979, the Chinese government has relaxed its laws regarding religion, and the
right to religious belief was reinstated in 1984. In the aftermath of the Cultural Revolution, many people in
China turned away from the discredited morality of Maoism, and resumed, or were converted to, religious
belief as a way of filling the vacuum of faith (F.G. Yang, 2011). After 1984, underground worshippers started
to reopen and re-establish Christian churches with the state’s permission, while others refused to be involved
into state regulation and continued to operate underground. During this time, Christianity in Shenzhen grew
rapidly. According to official data, the Christian population in Shenzhen was 1790 in 1990, which increased to
10000 in 1998 and further rose to 25200 in 2000, making it the fastest-growing city for local Christianity in
Guangdong province (Xue & Ma, 2012).

It is noteworthy that rural-urban migrants play a crucial role in the growth of Christianity in Shenzhen due to
their trans-local mobility of religiosity as well as the conversion in situ. Apart from a few churches containing

lots of local members, in Shenzhen, rural-urban migrant Christians, be they rural Christians or new converts,
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constitute a significant proportion of the churchgoers. This is especially true in the “gospel village” 1%of
Shenzhen, where more than fifty per cent of the population is Christian due to the efforts of Western
missionaries. Within the rapid urbanisation, Christian beliefs gradually lost their hold in the local
communities due to disinterest among villagers in spiritual pursuits. Whereas the arrival of rural-urban
migrant workers has revitalized local churches, and rural-urban migrant workers currently make up the
majority of registered churchgoers in local churches (Zhu & Guo, 2009). Moreover, the relatively relaxed
religious policies in Shenzhen provide room for evangelising among rural-urban migrants. Despite the
sensitivity of religious activities, factories, enterprises, and even the local government have tacitly supported
the development of Christianity. During the Foxconn suicide tragedy?2, the founder Terry Gou invited pastors
to settle in the factory area to address the psychological problems faced by grassroots employees. Although
the Chinese government’s religious policy has tightened in recent years, and the official control of Christianity
in Shenzhen has become increasingly serious, the overall number of Christian believers is still increasing. As
for the house church, the local government also adopted a relatively tolerant stance, which is technically
illegal and unapproved by the state. According to the pastor of Zhendao House Church, they have received
tacit approval from the local government; that is, local regulatory authorities typically do not take action
against their gathering places unless their daily activities begin to negatively impact nearby residents. If
neighbours submit complaints to the appropriate authorities, action will be taken to suppress these unofficial
churches.In practice, the local government in Shenzhen has an ambiguous stance towards the extant large
number of unofficial churches, refusing to either acknowledge their registration request or employ severe
coercive measures to restrict the church’s activities. Against this background, both TSPM and house churches
have prioritised evangelisation targeting rural migrants in these years, which has further attracted migrant
workers to become potential converts. For example, Baoan TSPM Church has newcomers welcome activity
for new rural migrant workers. Likewise, Qiaoxiang House Church was originally a small congregation of
around 20 people, but it has developed into a church with more than 100 members, most of whom are

migrants from rural areas.

19 Gospel Village is a unique community that emerged in China after the introduction of Christianity, with more than half
of its inhabitants being Christians. In Shenzhen, Gospel Village developed after the introduction of Christianity, causing
cultural shifts within the village and resulting in the majority of villagers becoming Christians. Presently, such villages,
such as Kongkou Village, still exist in Shenzhen, but they are experiencing a significant decline in the Christian population
under the background of rapid industrialization, urbanization and modernization in China.

20 In the eleven months beginning in January 2010, 14 young rural-urban migrant labourers, ranging in age from 17 to 29,
attempted or committed suicide at Foxconn facilities in Shenzhen, China. As the manufacturer of more than 50 per cent of
the world’s electronic products and the largest manufacturer of Apple products, Foxconn has been blamed for this series
of tragedies due to its impossibly high production pressures and harsh dormitory conditions for migrant workers. In the
name of economic growth, this tragedy also reflects the costs of a state-sponsored development model that sacrifices
labour’s dignity for corporate profit. Additional information is available at:
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/may/28/foxconn-plant-china-deaths-suicides, and
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2017 /jun/18/foxconn-life-death-forbidden-city-longhua-suicide-apple-
iphone-brian-merchant-one-device-extract
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Therefore, this research mainly focuses on the group of rural-urban migrant Christians. The study was
conducted through fieldwork undertaken during three distinct phases, spanning from October 2019 to
January 2020, June 2020 to November 2020, and February 2021 to July 2021. The phased approach was
necessitated by the temporary closure of churches due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Specifically, the fieldwork
sought to investigate the possible postsecularity within the co-production of secular neoliberalism and
religion in urban China, as demonstrated by the resurgence of Christianity among migrant communities in

Shenzhen.

4.3 Interpreting Christianity through a reflexive ethnography: the ethnography of

religion in the Chinese context

After two months of conducting fieldwork, [ was invited to attend a Christmas Prayer Meeting at a local house
church......As a volunteer, I participated in the church’s welcoming work. Despite China’s latest, more stringent
regulations on religious affairs in 2019, I was surprised to see that the missionary enthusiasm of the house
churches in Shenzhen remained undiminished. The venue for A House Church’s Christmas Prayer Meeting was an
office building in the industrial zone. The members transformed the rented space into a temporary church by
rearranging the furniture, bringing in a preaching table from the church, and neatly arranging the chairs.
Although this rented place is on the outskirts of the city, requiring a long commute for many members, the
number of attendees on the day far exceeded the expectations of the church leader. As a result, many members
had to give up their seats to new acquaintances or other church Christians......The prayer meeting lasted until 10

o'clock in the evening and attracted nearly 100 Christians and seekers.

——Fieldwork note of A House Church (24/12/2019)

The emergence of religious research in mainland China during the 1980s and 1990s was a response to the
post-Mao postsecular reality. Over the past decade, Chinese religious research has witnessed great progress.
The expansion of social science disciplines and the introduction of social science methods in the discipline of

religious studies (SR ¥ zongjiaoxue) in mainland China have led an increasing number of Chinese scholars

to develop diverse and multifaceted approaches to the study of contemporary Chinese religious practices.
While Chinese anthropologists have traditionally focused on less developed ethnic minority regions and rural
hinterlands, an increasing number of China-based scholars are beginning to look outward from an urban,
global perspective and explore Chinese religious life in metropolitan areas and even diasporic communities
(Cao, 2010; 2013; 2018; Huang, 2014; Wielander, 2013). However, popular discourses surrounding urban
Christianity, as portrayed by journalists, tend to politicize the issue of religious freedom in contemporary
China rather than analyzing the hybrid local sociocultural environment in which the religious revival takes
place (Cao, 2010). Researchers of Chinese religion have focused on the post-Mao revival of religion as a
politically and ideologically charged process in which the local community resists the totalizing party-state

(Anagnost, 1994; Feuchtwang, 2000; Jing, 1996; Mueggler, 2001; Yang, 2000; 2004). Some studies of Chinese
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Christianity have even adopted a dichotomous perspective, viewing the religious issue in China through the

framework of state dominance and church resistance (Huang, 2014; 2021).

The long-term investigation of the evolving relationship between the church and state has considerably
enhanced our comprehension of the trajectory of Christianity's development amidst religious transformation
in China. However, it is important to note that this politicization of Christianity in China can lead to a
predetermined viewpoint, disregarding the intricacies of religious subjucts’ everyday religious practice.

As Cao (2010) suggests, this interpretation “is over-politicized, not only because things at the local level are
much more complex and less directly observable but also because many local Christians defy this hegemonic
framework for interpreting their religious experiences as acts of resistance” (p.7). Put differently, such
politicized viewpoint risks oversimplifying religion in China into a dichotomy of state control versus religious
adherents’ compliance or resistance, thereby failing to capture the complexity of the religious landscape in

China.

This is also illustrated in my fieldwork notes (24/12/2019) above. The fieldwork presented a discrepancy
between the grand narratives of church-state relationships and the actual landscape of the postsecular urban,
as evidenced by the everyday religious practices of migrants and the daily operations of urban churches. After
moving to a new city, rural-urban migrant Christians may contemplate affiliating themselves with either the
official church or the “more orthodox” house churches. However, these migrants’ daily religious practices are
primarily focused on finding a congregation that aligns with their spiritual requirements and fostering
spiritual growth alongside fellow adherents. Notably, urban churches prioritize micro-level daily concerns
over macro-level church-state interactions. Despite recent negative impacts on house churches resulting from
changes in religious policies in China, mature house churches with established memberships prioritize
attracting new adherents and expanding their religious activities in order to create a more stable and
enduring religious community (such as A House Church). Indeed, the relationship between Christianity and
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) is inherently political, while local contexts exhibit complex intertwine-

ments of sacred and secular boundaries.

More recently, some scholars of Chinese Christianity have tried to focus on individuals’ personal spiritualities
and everyday expressions. For example, Cao Nanlai’s (2010) book on Wenzhou Christianity provides detailed
ethnographic work of China’s urban-oriented church members, who are mostly private entrepreneurs, and
how they negotiate local cultural identity, gender relations, and social power. Huang Jianbo’s (2012)
examination of urban migrant churches in multiple places provides a systematic description vis-a-vis how
urbanization and modernization influence the religious life of rural-urban migrant workers. Focusing on
“nuanced firsthand accounts of multidimensional religiosity and the complex workings of religion” (Cao,

2018, p.156), these ethnographic and fieldwork-based studies of urban migrant Christian communities offer
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fruitful avenues to interrogate everyday practices, mundane conversations and internalized unspoken

dialectics that constitute these rural migrants 'daily life and religious practices.

Drawing on these ideas, instead of relying on the traditional framework of state-society relations, this
research employed a critical ethnography approach. Mainly rooted in participant observation and interviews,
the critical ethnography facilitated an in-depth understanding of the realities experienced by rural-urban
migrants and church members over the course of approximately one year. Recognizing the embodied nature
of knowledge, the ethnography method provides a way to understand in-depth the “real” life in domestic
settings. As Emerson, Fretz and Shaw (1995) note, the core of ethnographic research is “first-hand
participation in some initially unfamiliar social world and the production of written accounts of that world by
drawing upon such participation” (p.1). It becomes critical when issues of representation, the legitimation of
knowledge and the “exercise of power in culturally specific yet socially reproductive processes” (Lather,
2001, p.479) move to the fore. Breaking from the detachment of conventional ethnography, a critical
approach takes a more activist stance, collaborating with oppressed groups to co-create knowledge (Lather,
2001; Bourgois, 2006). In terms of application, such collaboration enables the production of knowledge that
is co-fabricated between researchers and researched. More importantly, however, the collaboration also
“takes us beneath surface appearances, disrupts the status quo, and unsettles both neutrality and taken-for-
granted assumptions by bringing to light underlying and obscure operations of power and control” (Madison,
2005, p. 5). Simultaneously hermeneutic and emancipatory, this approach facilitates the production of

knowledge that invokes social consciousness, criticism, and change (Carspecken, 1996).

By following a critical ethnographic approach to the rural-urban migrant Christian group, the data collection
and analysis go beyond traditional academic discourses surrounding urban Christian growth, and critically
explore Christianity and faith-based institutions that worked in rural migrants’ embodied systems of beliefs
and processes of meaning-making in daily urban life that led to enriching empirical thinking in the post-
secularity of China under the neoliberal context. First, through a critical ethnography to rural-urban migrants’
daily religious practices, it enriched the understanding of how faith actions can have more meaning to faithful
subjects than may at first be apparent. Second, it provided a means to engage with religion in people’s daily
lives beyond sacred spaces and explicitly religious communities, exploring how macro-historical forces of
social transformation have been concretized in the everyday practices of Chinese Christians. Third, it could
facilitate a richer and inner understanding of emerging faith-based social action of Christian churches in
urban China, specifically under the neoliberal context. Therefore, based on an ethnographic approach, this
research aimed to present a nuanced narrative of the Chinese rural-migrant Christian group’s everyday

religious landscape and the intersection of their religiosity and the highly secular world.

Whilst undertaking an ethnography looking into urban Christianity and rural-urban migrants’ faith, it is

important to consider the particular issues of positionality that may arise. In nonreligious contexts, human
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geographers have long discussed the issue of positionality and how researchers’ identities influence
relationships with participant communities (for example, Brydon-Miller,2004; Crang & Cook, 2007; Caretta &
Jokinen, 2017). For religious researchers, the positionality may be more complex and fluid. The faith, gender
or even atmosphere surrounding the researcher could impose influences on the interpretative reconstruction
(Bailey, Brace, & Harvey, 2009; Denning, Scriven, & Slatter, 2022). As a non-Christian female researcher,
during my fieldwork, I also encountered multifaceted positionalities and how they were highlighted, changed,
and solved throughout the process of my fieldwork and even in the follow-up research stage need to be
articulated. In the following section, I critically reflect upon my ways of thinking and the social and cultural
environment in which [ am situated, which is particularly important in a country whose citizens are

dominated by atheist education.

4.4 Research methods and procedures of this research

4.4.1 Access

Gaining access to the “field” to collect data is crucial for ethnographic research as it concerns how the
researcher enters a place and involves access to the social relations that take place there. In this research,

the main problem of access is how to access the house church in Shenzhen. According to the previous chapter,
in China, there are two types of Protestant churches that can be identified according to whether or not they
are state-sanctioned: the Three-Self Patriotic Movement (TSPM) Churches (official churches) subject to state
registration and house churches or underground churches (unofficial churches) that operate outside of state
surveillance. As the main category of “unofficial” Christian space in urban China, house churches catered to a
large number of new migrants from the countryside (Huang, 2014)and thus became the main field site for
exploring how urban faith-based institutions provide social aid to migrants in this research. However,
concerning the legally ambiguous or illegal state of most house churches, they often operate underground and
are only open to one’s acquaintances or those deemed trustworthy, of which very little information is

available in the public domain or online.

Because of the necessary official invisibility of house churches, this research first relies upon the gate-
keepers, referring to those who are in a position to “permit” access to others to interview, as a route of initial
access to participants. Based on my master’s research of XM House Church??, I have personal contacts and
friends who still work in that house church. With the assistance of a key gatekeeper from this work, the
pastor of the XM Church, I gained access to two other house churches (House Church A and House Church B),
which closely connect with XM Church. After attending both House Churches’ fellowship and Sunday worship
for a month, I established basic mutual trust with church members. Having got the gatekeepers’ permission,

the relationship established with those people also influences the progress and subsequent course of the

21 “XM” is the pseudonym of the real church name for security concerns.
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research, and thereby how to facilitate the relationships with the relevant people looms large in the process

of ethnography.

After establishing relationships with church members, the newly acquainted informants then became the new
nodal points in my social network for this research, and through them, I gained access to other interviewees
using a snowballing technique. This process is repetitive: “informants refer the researcher to other
informants, who are contacted by the researcher and then refer her or him to yet other informants, and soon”
(Noy, 2008, p. 330), enabling me to reach a wide geographical array of house church churchgoers across the
city. Moreover, | also considered recruiting informants through the gatekeeper when the snowball process
could not be carried out. In this case, [ used the method of recruiting informants through the gatekeeper by
explaining my research aim and describing the informants I needed. With the assistance of the gatekeeper,
who contacted potential informants and gave them a brief introduction to my research and myself, I dis-
covered a wider range of potential interviewees, which expanded the scope of my research participants in

practice.

I also kept in mind that the role of gatekeepers or sponsors in shaping its trajectory and outcome cannot be
overlooked, as the researcher may tend to be channelled in particular directions in line with their networks of
friendship and territory. It was, therefore, essential for me to remain cognizant of potential limitations
imposed by gatekeepers and to critically evaluate their own research practices accordingly. Additionally, a
researcher is often expected to be an “expert” who should be extremely well-informed regarding the
problems that arise and relevant solutions. In these circumstances, I tended to re-clarify the research
purposes as well as the issue regarding whether my research can contribute to sorting out the problems of

organization or community to both gatekeepers and participants.

4.4.2 Sample

This research investigates the postsecularity in urban China through ethnographic insights. In contrast to
prioritizing statistical representativeness, the selection of interviewees is based on the typicality and
diversity of the Christian community within rural-urban migrants in Shenzhen. Rather, it considers the
typicality and diversity of the Christian community within rural-urban migrants in Shenzhen in order to
conduct an in-depth analysis of the religious life and subjective construction of this particular group. To
achieve this, 34 migrant Christians, 11 staff members from house churches (including pastors, co-workers,
deacons, preachers, and church leaders), six staff members from official churches (including the pastor,
minister, and co-worker), and an officer responsible for Christianity in the Ethnic and Religious Affairs
Bureau (ERA) of Shenzhen were selected as informants, approached and interviewed (table 4-1). This study

involved five house churches (A House Church, B House Church, Qiaoxiang House Church, Pingan House
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Church, and Zhendao Reformed House Church)?Z and four TSPM churches (Meilin TSPM Church, Baoan TSPM
Church, Fuyong TSPM Church, and Buji TSPM Church). The selected churches, whether official or house
churches, were primarily located in the Guanwai area (3<% [X outside the Special Economic Zone) of

Shenzhen, where factories and rural-urban migrants are highly concentrated. To protect the personal

information of the informants, pseudonyms were used for all names referenced in this study.

Table 4-1 Demographic information of respondents

Number Gender Age Place of origin Category

1 Female 32 Hubei Minister of official church
2 Male 55 Guangdong Pastor of official church

3 Female 25 Hainan Co-worker of house church
4 Male 23 Guangdong Migrant Christians

5 Male 26 Henan Migrant Christians

6 Female 43 Hunan Leader of house church

7 Male 26 Hubei Migrant Christians

8 Male 52 Shanxi Migrant Christians

9 Female 24 Heilongjiang Co-worker of house church
10 Male 27 Henan Preacher of house church
11 Male 31 Henan Preacher of house church
12 Male 20 Hunan Migrant Christians

13 Male 35 Henan Leader of house church

14 Female 56 Hubei Migrant Christians

15 Female 22 Guangdong Migrant Christians

16 Female 28 Shanxi Migrant Christians

17 Male 30 Hebei Migrant Christians

18 Male 29 Hunan Migrant Christians

19 Female 28 Henan Deacon of house church

20 Male 54 Henan Pastor of house church

21 Male 45 Hubei Government official of ERA
22 Female 55 Jiangxi Migrant Christians

23 Male 56 Jiangxi Migrant Christians

24 Female 43 Shanxi Migrant Christians

25 Male 48 Henan Migrant Christians

26 Female 24 Shanxi Migrant Christians

27 Female 57 Henan Co-worker of official church
28 Female 31 Sichuan Migrant Christians

29 Male 42 Guangdong Pastor of official church

30 Female 34 Jilin Minister of official church
31 Male 35 Beijing Pastor of house church

32 Female 24 Guangdong Migrant Christians

33 Female 26 Fujian Migrant Christians

34 Male 28 Gansu Migrant Christians

35 Female 29 Fujian Migrant Christians

36 Male 33 Guangxi Leader of house church

37 Female 23 Anhui Migrant Christians

38 Male 26 Hunan Migrant Christians

22 In this research, two house churches are referred to as A and B, as their pastors requested anonymity for their
congregations’ names. Even though the remaining house churches may not have shared the same concern, pseudonyms
are used for all house churches to ensure security reasons.

70



39 Male 27 Shanxi Migrant Christians
40 Female 23 Guizhou Migrant Christians
41 Female 33 Hubei Migrant Christians
42 Female 34 Henan Migrant Christians
43 Male 32 Henan Preacher of house church
44 Female 26 Anhui Migrant Christians
45 Female 27 Hunan Migrant Christians
46 Male 31 Shanxi Migrant Christians
47 Male 32 Hebei Migrant Christians
48 Female 23 Guangxi Migrant Christians
49 Male 34 Gansu Preacher of house church
50 Female 22 Henan Migrant Christians
51 Female 50 Henan Migrant Christians
52 Female 64 Hubei Migrant Christians

This research is based on fieldwork that I conducted during three phases (between October 2019 to January
2020, June 2020 to November 2020, and February 2021 to July 2021). The research began in October 2019,
starting with Qiaoxiang House Church, and through the introduction of the pastor of Qiaoxiang Church, I was
able to contact two other well-known house churches (A House Church and Zhendao House Church), which
became my main research sites later. My research was interrupted from February to May 2020 due to the
church shutdown caused by the COVID-19 epidemic. In June 2020, I continued my investigation and
contacted the last two house churches (B House Church and Pingan House Church) through snowballing. For
house churches, I selected those with a rural-urban migrant population as the main congregation, and with a
church size of at least 50 people, medium-sized or large house churches. Along with the attention to the
proportion, [ also considered the diversity of denominations of house churches in selecting them as research
sites. The mainstream Christian denominations in Shenzhen are evangelical. Even though most of the
churches in this study didn’t claim to belong to a specific denomination, the pastors preferred to call
themselves evangelical. Nevertheless, some non-evangelical churches were included, such as Zhendao House
Church, which is a Presbyterian church, B House Church with a charismatic background, and Qiaoxiang House
Church transitioning to Presbyterianism. Regarding the official churches, except for Meilin TSPM Church, the
largest official Christian church in Shenzhen, the rest of the TSPM churches were located near industrial
areas, with rural-urban migrants accounting for more than 70% of the entire congregation. The research on
TSPM churches started later than that on house churches, and the research time was not as long as that of
house churches (as shown in Table 4-2). In addition to supplementing the study on house churches, the study
on TSPM churches also aimed to explore migrant Christians’ daily religious practices in official faith-based

organizations in Shenzhen and the impact of religious policies on official faith-based organizations.
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Table 4-2 Information about the churches of this research

Church name Location Research Period

Meilin TSPM Church Futian District f# H X Feb 2021-May 2021

Baoan TSPM Church Baoan District & % [X. Feb 2021-July 2021

Fuyong TSPM Church Baoan District % [X. Aug 2020-Nov 2020; Feb 2021-Mar 2021
Buji TSPM Church Longgang District J# 4 [X Feb 2021-July 2021

A House Church Longhua District JE4E[X. Oct 2019-Jan 2020; Jul 2020-Nov 2020

B House Church Longgang District J# X [X Aug 2020-Nov 2020

Qiaoxiang House Church Nanshan District F 1 [X Oct 2019-Jan 2020

Pingan House Church Longhua District 84X Jun 2020-Oct 2020

Zhendao House Church Longhua District JE4E[X. Oct 2019-Jan 2020; Jun 2020-Nov 2020

The research period presented primarily refers to the period during which the researcher personally
participated in church activities. Concerning the research on online churches, [ began the study in May 2020,
when many churches moved to online platforms due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and conducted fieldwork
until November 2020 (when the learning WeChat groups were closed). In addition, after the church had re-

opened, I conducted in-person interviews with the WeChat group organisers.

4.4.3 Collecting data

Research path 1: interviews

The in-depth qualitative interview is the primary research method which I employed to collect first-hand
qualitative data. The interview is generally believed to be a critical method for ethnographic researchers who
have tried to obtain and understand the contexts and contents of different people’s everyday social, cultural,
political, and economic lives (Crang & Cook, 2007). As Eyles (1988) describes, “a conversation with a
purpose,” interviewing is fluid in its form, with each interview varying according to the interests, experiences,
and views of the interviewees. In other words, the interview, as Valentine (2005) commented, is sensitive and
people-oriented, which means interviewees are able to construct their accounts of their experiences through
their description and explanation of their lives, allowing researchers to examine and discover as much as
possible about why people feel or act in the ways they do. One of the additional strengths of this approach is
that it allows respondents to raise issues that the interviewer may not have anticipated (Silverman, 2006). In
this sense, in comparison to a questionnaire survey, the purpose of interview methodologies is depth and

detailed exploration and understanding rather than breadth and coverage (McDowell, 2010, p. 158).

Recently, with feminist and post-modern work in the humanities and the social sciences, understandings of
the interview have been “revolutionized” (McDowell, 2010), emphasizing that the interview process can
never replicate the social contexts of the real world. These interactive moments transform the researcher and
the researched into co-creators of research data (Rapley, 2006). Thus, the interview process can be viewed as

a “discursive repertoire” (Byrne,2004), which means the researcher and the interviewee are constitutive of a
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collaborative relationship and make sense of discursive meanings in a mutually interactive way (McDowell,
1992). Both the interviewer and the respondent regularly cross the social boundary, which constitutes the
inquirer/respondent division in this account of the interview. This emphasis on mutuality in the interview
process is related to the hope that the intensive, reciprocal exchange of feelings, attitudes, and experiences

may help build up shared views and ideas between the interviewer and the interviewee.

Therefore, in this research, in-depth interviews collect subjective and discursive materials, and most of the
questions thus focus on the interpretations, experiences, and spatialities of rural-urban migrants’ religious
life and their formation of subjectivity under the current religious policy background imposed upon the
everyday religious experience. As a marginalized social group, it is necessary to allow sufficient room for
rural-urban migrants to give statements and counterstatements in the joint construction of knowledge and
viewpoints. It means that only some broad research concerns and questions aiming at collecting background
information about the research settings would be listed in the topic guides. The interview proceeds normally
begin with a few broad and general questions about their background information concerning the research
setting. Then I tried to access the interviewee’s more detailed descriptions of the situation, which I was trying
to examine and asked them to express their own ideas, viewpoints, and judgments. The interviews were
mainly conducted with the following groups of people: (i) rural-urban migrants who are engaged in the
official churches/house churches; (ii) the staff of faith-based NGO and the pastors of official churches,
especially those in Shenzhen Christian Council and Shenzhen Christian Three-Self Patriotic Committee, the
official religious institutions which specialize in official church management; (iii) the church leaders, the
pastors and other staffs of house churches. I conceive that the interviews with these people help me to
construct and develop an in-deep understanding of the ways in which rural-urban migrants experienced and

interpreted religious beliefs in an everyday context.

There were two factors [ was particularly careful about during the interview. The first consideration was
establishing a mutual and conversational partnership between the interviewees and myself, which was
crucial during the process of the interview. As a culturally “mainstream” postgraduate student, I was aware of
the limitations of my comprehension of the interview data would adequately reflect the broad social, cultural
and political time-spaces which influence rural-urban migrants’ viewpoints and experiences. To mitigate the
potential bias that may arise from my interpretation of the data, [ adopted a collaborative approach with the
interviewees in the construction of knowledge and viewpoints. This involved the provision of statements and
counterstatements, as well as the sharing of my views, understandings, and tentative conclusions with the
interviewees. By doing so, [ was able to facilitate more in-depth exchanges of ideas during the interviews. In
essence, my approach to conducting interviews aligns with McDowell’s (2010, p.162) argument that ‘the
interview exchange is more of a collaboration than an interrogation’. This approach was necessary to ensure

that the interview data accurately reflected the diverse perspectives and experiences of rural-urban migrants.
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Secondly, in some cases, | also employed the method of narrative biographical, in which stories of rural-urban
migrants are collected, analyzed, and unpacked in order to understand how meaning is discursively
constructed through storytelling and to explore the story as a meaning-making device (Rosenthal, 1993;
Kartch, 2017). Insights into the migrants’ experience, subjectivity, and meanings are gleaned through their
narratives. Thus, I conducted open interviews while encouraging interviewees to share their life stories.
Notwithstanding the interviews were unstructured, I prepared some open-ended questions on their
conversion history, migratory experience, working life, and living strategies in the cities. The outcomes
depended on the participant’s readiness to describe what transpired and which aspects of the story were
more significant than others. Within these processes, I paid specific attention to the life stage at which they
converted to Christianity and participated in urban churches and how Christianity impacted upon their

experiences as migrants.

Research path 2: Critical discourse analysis

Derived from a multidisciplinary background, critical discourse analysis (CDA) emphasizes contexts of
language use beyond sentence grammar (Wodak & Meyer, 2015). Critical discourse analysis differs

from discourse analysis in being problem-oriented and therefore is described as an approach interested
in ‘understanding and explaining social phenomena that are necessarily complex’ (Van Dijk, 2013). Van
Dijk (1993) points out that CDA ‘focus on the role of discourse in the (re)production and the challenge of
dominance which as the exercise of social power by elites or institutions resulting in social inequality.’
More specifically, the CDA approach intends to explore what structures, strategies or other properties of
textual discourses or verbal interaction play a role in the modes of discourse-power reproduction (Van
Dijk, 1993). CDA analyses dialectical relations between discourse and other objects, elements or moments,
as well as the ‘internal relations’ of discourse (Fairclough, 2013). Therefore, in the method of CDA,
languages and discourses are viewed as social products invested with rich meanings, ideologies, and

social power instead of passive signifiers of unmediated, absolute realities.

In this research, I consider the relationship between the church and the government in the context of
religious freedom in China, which embodies the freedom of religious belief, the state supervision of
religious activities, as well as having clergy work within the legislation and official consultative bodies

(Qu, 2011). The party-state dominates in its religious policy and law-making, as well as in the practical

dealings of religious affairs. In this sense, policy and rules about religion act as legal representations used
for regulating religious activities in the “red market,” which comprises all legal (officially permitted)
religious organizations and religious activities (Yang, 2006) and shape the image of Christianity in public
for the party’s interest. Therefore, being aware of the hegemonic function of official discourse and its
diffusion helps us to understand and clarify the changing policy landscape of religion in the urban

governance and structure of hegemonic power in the relationship of church-government interaction.
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The analyses of official documents and statements, thus, were conducted through critical discourse

analysis. The sources of discourses were multi-scalar, involving national policy, local regulation, and

media coverages that played critical roles in producing and circulating the urban religious policies and
Christian propaganda in the media. Additionally, the research also carefully examined the narratives

and discourses related to the religious practices employed in/beyond the church itself and the identities
constructed through the interplays of discourses and state power. The official religious policies, such as
“Shenzhen Special Economic Zone Regulations on Religious Affairs” and “Financial Management Measures for
Places of Religious Activities”, were obtained from the Shenzhen Government’s website. During my fieldwork
in the official church, I also paid attention to management notices published by the church and documented

them by taking photographs.

Research path 3: Participant observation

Participant observation is the core means in ethnographic research in order to understand the world-views
and ways of life of actual people in the contexts of their everyday lived experiences (Crang & Cook, 2007),
with the researchers’ body becoming an instrument for inquiry (Parr, 1998). As a “deep hanging out” (Wogan,
2004), the observation method supposes that normal behaviors are meaningful and purposeful, reflecting
deeper values and belief (Mckechnie, 2008). By personally entering the social setting, which is central to a
particular research project, the researcher is closely caught up in the webs of social relations, social
interactions and cultural effects which he/she attempts to examine (Hughes, 2002). In this process, the
researchers come to terms with social actors’ own perspectives and report social realities on those actors’
own terms. To be an observer, however, researchers also need to maintain some form of objectivity in
recording field notes (Tedlock, 1991). Using participant observation means balancing its subjective and
objective components to try to develop intersubjective understandings between the researcher and the

researched (Crang & Cook, 2007).

To understand migrants’ social relations and interactions with churches and other church members through
the lens of embodiment and emotion, this research applies participant observation to explore migrant
Christians’ everyday religious practices in Shenzhen. This research used the observational method to
generate new knowledge and evidence that cannot be extracted simply from interviews and documents.
Through experiential practice, for example, participating in worship and prayer, the researcher bears witness
to their religious practices’ embodied, emotional and spiritual aspects. Moreover, the participant observation
method helps us to articulate broader patterns and social contexts and also produces extra insights and
conclusions in the process of analysis, which includes observing the routine operation of urban faith-based
organizations, the interaction of churches with governments or other religious institutions, and members’

casual chatting about their daily life experiences.
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Taking photographs also records and represents our research experiences, such as documenting changing
environments or particular events(Watson & Till, 2010, p.126).In this research, apart from taking notes for
on-site information, I also took photographs for ‘writing up’ visible information like decorations inside the
church, the rituals of worship, and even some special events of churches. It should be mentioned that the
issue of confidentiality and anonymity must be considered due to the possibility of photos gathered during
the research involving church members and the internal church. The ethical considerations for this aspect

will be detailed in the later section on confidentiality and anonymity.

As noted above, this study was conducted from October 2019 to June 2021, with two interruptions due to the
COVID-19 pandemic. The participatory observation method has been consistently employed throughout the
research process. The primary form of observation was daily religious practices within the church, which
ranged from evangelical worship services to various fellowships with migrant Christians as well as Bible
study classes for members. By participating in the observation of these activities, [ developed a nuanced
understanding of migrant Christians’ daily religious practices and place-making within churches’ spaces and
became familiar with various activity arrangements designed by churches for serving rural-urban migrant
groups. In addition to church services and prayer meetings, I also volunteered for church services, such as
Sunday school or preparing food for Sunday worship, and spent time with fellow church workers, particularly
those who focused on serving migrant Christians by providing services for their children or assistance during
difficult times. These observations facilitated a deeper understanding of the daily operations of faith-based
organizations and provided insights into the development of possible theo-ethics. Going beyond this
straightforward information presented in the field sites, I also observed latent and covert forms of religiosity

within churches and beyond via embodied religious practices and interaction with rural-urban migrants.

The analysis was based on the grounded theory approach. Each time after collecting data from the field, a
preliminary analysis was conducted. In doing so, I gradually narrowed down the observation focus and
identified more in-depth research questions. As Adler and Adler (1994) have argued, at the initial stage of
observation, research data collected are necessarily descriptive and unfocused. As the research process goes
on, data should be progressively more focused and articulated with potential theoretical frameworks until

observation data reach a state of theoretical saturation (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).

4.5 Multiple positionalities and reflexivity in this research

When engaging in qualitative data collection and analysis, social reality is constructed and presented from the
interpretive standpoint of the researcher. Such constructions are “more or less affected not only by subjective
understandings (previous experiences, values, assumptions, hopes, fears and expectations), but also by the

social position from which the social reality is perceived” (Barker, 2003, p. 23). That means, in social
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research, not only the researcher’s subject is important but also the context where this is arranged (Holstein

& Gubrium, 2008).

Accepting that what is perceived in the workplace or social community as reality is socially constructed,
positionality will significantly influence the decisions made during each cycle of the research process.
Drawing upon the scholarship of feminist researchers like Gillian Rose (1997) and Donna Haraway (1988),
many geographers, especially feminist geographers, have pointed to the importance of positionality and/or
situated knowledge (McDowell, 1992; Moss, 1995; Massey,2004; Simandan, 2019). Donna Haraway (1988)
developed the concept of “situated knowledges,” highlighting that no position is permanent and that all
knowledge is partial. As Haraway (1988) notes, the illusion of a “Godtrick” arises from the assumption that
scholars can see “everything from nowhere”(p.581); in fact, all human knowledge is partial and embodied,
and power is always involved in its production(Haraway, 1988; Rose, 1997). This concept is particularly
relevant to this study since we are dealing with research participants who presumably think there is a “god
reality” of omniscience. The concept of situated knowledge endeavors to cultivate a form of knowledge that is
locally “objective” (Sultana, 2017) and is acutely aware of its own partiality and contextual dependence. It
rejects the notion of any absolute truth and thus opposes detachment and modernistic notions of objectivity
and thus challenges the ideals of “modernistic notions of objectivity” (Sultana, 2017, p.1). Acknowledging
situated knowledge requires a critical awareness that power relations can produce “others” in the research
process and that researchers per se are involved in the process that produces such differences (Sultana,

2017).

Drawing on this idea, reflexivity about the research process becomes a necessary part of the research, which
to situate the researcher themselves in this very process, to acknowledge the embodiments and scales
involved, and to locate the researcher along a range of social, political, or cultural issues. During the research,
reflexivity is the process of digging deep into who/what we are, “a process that brings the researcher’s self to
the central stage and makes her/him visible” (Miled, 2019, p.5). This reflective practice must be incorporated
throughout the entire research endeavour, including planning, conducting, and writing about the study. By
promoting an ongoing and recursive relationship between the researcher's subjective responses and the
intersubjective dynamics of the research process, reflexivity ensures that researchers continually reassess
their own influence on the research and its participants (Probst, 2015). In sum, reflexivity is essential for

researchers to navigate the complexities of the research context effectively.

Based on a constructivist epistemology, I see the data collected as mutually constituted between the
researcher and the researched, and thus I agree with Rose (1997) that “researcher, researched and research
make each other” (p. 316). According to Rose (1997), this implies that “the identity to be situated does not
exist in isolation but only through mutually constitutive social relations, and it is the implications of this

relational understanding of position that make the vision of transparently knowable self and world
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impossible” (p. 314). Even the knowledge we have about ourselves is partial. However, the research will be
more beneficial if the researcher can provide a more nuanced and reflective account of the research process,
contributing to a deeper understanding of the phenomenon being studied. In this section, thus, [ describe and
explain the multiple positionalities and reflexivity during my fieldwork and even in my writing stage,
revealing the attitudes towards religion and our relation to interviewees as a geographer working on Chinese

Christianity.

1.Insider and outsider

Several decades ago, Patricia Hill Collins (1986; 1999) offered an interesting elaboration of the concept of
“the outsider-within,” suggesting that one’s location within the organization creates different lenses of reality.
Likewise, Gillian Rose (1997) articulated a feminist critique of positionality, highlighting both its fluidity and
politics. For Rose (1997), “reflexivity looks both ‘inward’ to the identity of the researcher, and ‘outward’ to
her relation to her research and what is described as ‘the wider world” (p.309). While Herod (1999) went
further and disrupted the neat dualism of insider-outsider by discussing the shifting contexts and
complexities of research encounters and the need for researchers to adjust their positionality frequently over
time through different phases of the inquiry process. In this section, therefore, I present and explain the

context and intention of my shift of insider/outsider during my fieldwork.

As an outsider, a non-Christian researcher, I was conscious about my position from the beginning. In practical
terms, I utilised the term “cultural Christian”— Cao (2010) employed to describe his positionality whilst
conducting an ethnography of Christianity in Wenzhou, to identify myself during the fieldwork. As “someone
who appreciates the doctrine and the faith but has no personal commitment to the church” (Cao, 2010, p.18),
I participated in a variety of church services and fellowships, listening to sermons, sharing everyday
experiences with Christian fellows, studying the Bible, saying prayers, as an ordinary migrant Christian
would. In order to participate in this church as an insider, I decided to identify myself as a “catechumen”

(Mudaozhe 33i&3&) and only at a later stage openly identified myself as a PhD researcher after I had
established mutual trust with other church members. In many cases, my religious positionality was assumed.
I would be referred to as “Sister” (Jiemei $8%k) and sometimes be asked to pray with, or for, a church or

person. For those congregants who were curious about my faith, my non-Christian positionality provided an

opportunity for them to proselytize.

However, there was still wavering trust between me and some key church members after two months of
fieldwork. For them, I was an outsider, coming from a position of relative privilege, and didn’t belong to their
church, albeit my regular and consistent attendance at church activities and Sunday worship. At this stage,
volunteering regularly at the church was significant in developing genuine relationships and gaining some

trust. I attempted to be a regular volunteer in the “Love Feast,” which means [ was deeply involved in the
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preparation of the feast after every Sunday prayer, needing to buy food, cook, and distribute meals and even
clean up after the feast with other co-workers. The preparation of the feast offered many chances for me to
establish friendships and share similarities with co-workers and the church community through informal talk
and other cooperation. The relationship only truly became more positive after several months of my
involvement. This relationship not only helped me to interpret and recognize members’ real thoughts and
their narratives when they referred to faith as resulting in meaning that was more than what was represented
but was also crucial in clarifying the daily operation of a house church. Meanwhile, keeping in an agnostic
position when it comes to transcendent experience (such as of the holy spirit, healing, and miracles in this
study) in my fieldwork in order to balance the postsecular critique and transcendent feelings. That means I
would not simplify the holy and spiritual landscape among the migrants to merely “social phenomena”;
rather, it is unknowable and full of migrants’ theological knowledge and experiences, and I do not claim to
possess any privileged approach to their explanation. Also, during my conversation with Christian members, I

made a conscious effort to utilize the language and terminology that they commonly use in their everyday life.

Nonetheless, maintaining a consistent position as either an insider or outsider is challenging and even
impossible. Specifically, it is apparent that the positionality of the researcher can shift depending upon a
number of considerations, in the process, the boundary of the supposedly stable dualism of “insider/outsider”
is blurred and fluid (Herod, 1999; Mullings, 1999). Moreover, being entrenched in the role of an insider
carries drawbacks, such as reduced participant explanations and potential blurring of professional
boundaries during interactions (Bukamal, 2022, p. 19). Therefore, the dichotomy between insider and
outsider is not fixed, and researchers should approach their roles with a critical and reflexive stance,
acknowledging the fluidity of their positionality and seeking to mitigate any potential drawbacks. Brace et
al’s (2011) discussion of faith as “a belief-ful relationship with an object that cannot be accessed through
doctrinal statement and ritual alone” (p.3) highlights the importance of understanding the real-life
experiences behind religious emotions, affect, or embodied expressions in the church. After several months of
fieldwork in urban churches, I increasingly began to consider religion as something “researchable” and of
analytical interest on the one hand and something that should be researched, especially researching rural-
urban migrants. Going back to my transcripts after the fieldwork, I was able to distinguish better the
ambiguities inherent to the personal biographies of the Christian interviewees. For example, becoming more
sensitive to the role of religion in interviewees’ workplaces and daily life helped me to grasp experiences of

integration in Shenzhen.

Also, interviewers sometimes found that stepping out of the role of “insiderness” helped them be more
objective and open up the conversation during the interview (e.g., Mullings, 1999). An example of this
occurred during my interview with a house church leader, who requested my opinion on Christianity in China
prior to our discussion. Similar to this instance, several young Christian workers consulted me on my views of

Christianity when they discovered that I was a PhD researcher from a British university and that my research
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area concerned geographies of religion. Their attention to my outsider positionality allowed me to explain
what it is [ am interested in learning about in ways in which I feel I can play a greater role in controlling the
discursive terrain over which the conversation will flow, in which I could find the detail I am interested or
maybe missed in those interviews before. Particularly for the religious policies discussion, I found it more
advantageous to position myself as an outsider rather than emphasizing that [ was “one of them.” As a
religious insider,  would be expected to align with their beliefs and perspectives, whereas as an outsider, I

could approach the discussion from a more neutral standpoint and avoid any biases or assumptions.

Overall, sensitivity towards researcher positionalities is in keeping with the poststructuralist, anti-essentialist
agenda of critical ethnography. The act of crossing cultural boundaries challenges the traditional dichotomies
of insider/outsider and sameness/difference—a more dynamic “betweenness” emerges, which relies less on
the researcher’s positionality itself and more on how this position is communicated and negotiated during the
research process (Nast, 1994). Such betweenness highlights the fact that, during the fieldwork, the researcher
is constantly engaged in (re)negotiation with research subjects rather than being either connected or
disconnected from them, thus implying that researchers are “never ‘outsiders’ or ‘insiders’ in any absolute

sense” (Nast, 1994, p.57).

2. Gender

In addition to considering the positionality of insiders and outsiders in relation to research subjects, another
important aspect of my work involves gender. Feminist geographers have been emphasizing the significance
of lived experiences of individuals and communities in their localities, while also bringing to the forefront the
challenges female researchers face during fieldwork (see McDowell, 1992; Nast, 1994; Nagar & Geiger, 2007;
Chattopadhyay, 2012). Gender not only shapes the researcher’s work but also significantly impacts day-to-
day research activities (Kusek & Smiley,2014). Bearing in mind this, in this section, I discuss and explain how
my gender worked as a part of my identity as a researcher and influenced the process of data collecting

throughout my fieldwork.

It has been noted that Christianity in impoverished rural areas is an overwhelmingly female institution that
mostly attracts the illiterate elderly (Cao, 2011), and the saliency of female-dominated is also in urban
Christian churches. During my fieldwork, most of the churches I visited had more female members than male
ones. In spite of most of my male research participants being approachable, friendly, and eager to share their
stories, the male-dominated nature of religious leadership inside the church is common and generally
accepted, whether in rural or urban. This male-dominated leadership is not only reflected in the pastoral care
of the church but also in the invisible power relationships within the church— female believers are expected
to exhibit submissive and gentle behaviour, and consequently, their personal opinions are discouraged in
church affairs, but rather an obedience to the guidance of pastors or elders. And their understanding of

doctrine should also be led by pastors. Additionally, single female believers’ intimate relationships and
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marriage choices are often guided and suggested by the church. During interviews with single female
believers, it was clear that their responses regarding partner standards and marriage were heavily influenced
by the church. They often conformed to the official statements of the church, even when they disagreed with
some aspects. Especially in terms of their attitudes toward the church, they are clearly under much pressure
from external factors compared to male migrant Christians and, therefore, may be unable to express their
thoughts openly. Gender also influences how researchers and participants interact during interviews. For
example, during my interviews with migrant Christians, female Christians exhibited relatively lower levels of
trust and requested a higher degree of anonymity. Some specifically requested not to have their names
included in publications and would not provide their last names when introducing themselves to the

researcher.

As a female researcher, I realize my gender allows me to be an insider in the broader group of young migrants
in Shenzhen through their personal and lived experiences. The everyday experiences of female members—
especially their practice in building up relationships— were definitely impacted by their gender and varied
greatly from male lives that revolved around work rather than home. Although interviews constituted a
crucial component of my research methodology, participant observation had proven to be an invaluable
supplement, providing essential context, grounding, and connections. In addition to interviews, my
involvement in church activities such as Sisters Fellowship and Youth Fellowship facilitated the
establishment of trusting relationships with female members. Subsequently, I gradually integrated into their
daily lives, engaging in activities such as visiting their home and shopping with them outside of church
gatherings. These experiences have provided me with first-hand, authentic information about female

Christians’ everyday experiences in Shenzhen that I cannot gain solely from interviews.

Meanwhile, the discourse surrounding the power dynamics of gender within the church was another aspect I
needed to consider and investigate in my fieldwork. Church sermons inherently contain gendered messages
that often stress the importance of women conforming to Biblical teachings and following male leadership.
Women are frequently encouraged to aspire to the role of a “good wife” or “helper” within the church
community. Additionally, there are other implicit gendered discourses within the church. For example, some
reformed house churches hosted theological training for their congregants. All the guest speakers invited to
lecture at the training are male Christian celebrities holding advanced degrees (e.g., professors,

entrepreneurs, overseas pastors). They are literally expected to “teach” (Z{1 jiangke), an act of passing on
knowledge, rather than to “preach” ({5 jiangdao), an act that is supposed to be moved by the Holy Spirit. In

contrast, female members are typically limited to sharing their personal stories of conversion, thoughts on
daily service to the church and family, or their experiences with the Holy Spirit during the personal sharing

session of Sunday worship. And their speeches are characterized by a significant amount of emotion and
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affect, which aligns with the church's expectations of them. This dichotomy between rational masculinity and

emotional femininity in the church reflects a broader gender power structure present in urban churches.

In summary, gender issues are an important aspect of human geography research, and positionality plays a
critical role in shaping the way these issues are studied and represented. By acknowledging their own
positionality and engaging with feminist perspectives, researchers can better understand and address gender

issues in their research and contribute to more nuanced and inclusive understandings.

3. Political context

It is worth noting that political context is one of the most important structural forces that may influence the
positionalities of both the researcher and the researched in China. Thggersen and Heimer (2006) note that
“doing fieldwork inside the People’s Republic of China is an eye-opening but sometimes also deeply
frustrating experience” (p.1). Indeed, studying Christianity in China is a problematic and risky undertaking: it
often involves considerable difficulties in terms of access, official mistrust, and even the fear of repercussions
for our collaborators. Notwithstanding the more tolerable atmosphere toward social studies in the post-Mao
era, religious topics with other topics like ethnicity are someway still sensitive in China (Thggersen &
Heimer,2006). Specifically, the CCP views Christianity as being closely linked to “religious infiltration,” which
encompasses any actions or propaganda that may include the risk of overthrowing the regime and socialist
system, undermining national unity, controlling religious organizations and affairs, and illegally developing
religious organizations and strongholds of activity (F.G. Yang, 2011, p.30). Given its political context, China
would appear to present various restrictions on researchers who are intent on eliciting genuine views and
experiences of local people. In this research, unregistered house churches and other legally ambiguous
fellowships aimed at rural-urban migrants were included. Also, my fieldwork covered some faith-based
activities that were not allowed by the religious administration (such as preaching publicly to migrant
workers and congregational meetings of some house churches). Thus, negotiating the presence of state

power during my fieldwork was critical to me in gaining authentic and detailed information for research.

During my fieldwork, the political context had a significant impact on my research in two ways. First, political
concerns from informants had posed influenced my access to some fields. For example, in some TSPM
churches, pastors or co-workers refused to participate in my project unless there was a letter of introduction
from the government or the official agency, which a PhD student from a UK university can