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Abstract

This paper attempts to examine whether and to what extent the Protestant “house
church’ may contribute to the construction of civil society in China. The ‘house church’
refers to Protestant groups existing outside the government-sanctified TSPM (Three-
Self Patriotic Movement) and CCC (China Christian Council). A useful criterion for
the role of house church groups for building civil society in China is their capability to
nurture ‘the qualities of civility’. In accordance with this criterion, I propose that house
churches arising in rural areas in the 1980s and 1990s tend to impart privatized, sectarian
tendencies and other-worldly concerns to those religious groups, thus failing to provide
“bridging social capital” that is essential to the virtue of trust and cooperation across
different groups. On the other hand, according to my field data collected in Chengdu and
Fuzhou in 2011 and 2012, many urban house churches have established connections and
various types of cooperation across regions and rural-urban division. Some of them are
also devoted into social engagement. The transformation of house churches may bring

valuable social capital that fosters the building of civil society in China.
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