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Chinese Redemptive Societies and Salvationist Religion:
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Abstract

This paper outlines a theoretical framework for research on Chinese redemptive societies and
salvationist religion. I begin with a review of past scholarship on Republican-era salvationist
movements and their contemporary communities, comparing their treatment in three bodies of
scholarly literature dealing with the history and scriptures of “popular sects” in the late imperial
era, the history of “secret societies” of the Republican period, and the ethnography of “popular
religion” in the contemporary Chinese world. I then assess Prasenjit Duara’s formulation of
“redemptive societies” as a label for a constellation of religious groups active in the republican
period, and, after comparing the characteristics of the main groups in question (such as the
Tongshanshe, Daoyuan, Yiguandao and others), argue that an analytical distinction needs to be
made between “salvationist movements” as a sociological category, which have appeared
throughout Chinese history and until today, and redemptive societies as one historical instance of
a wave of salvationist movements, which appeared in the Republican period and bear the imprint
of the socio-cultural conditions and concerns of that period. Finally, I discuss issues for future
research and the significance of redemptive societies in the social, political and intellectual history

of modern China, and in the modern history of Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism.
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