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FREEDOM OF RELIGION

International and Chinese Law on Religious Freedom

Both Chinese and international law provide guarantees of
religious freedom. Despite these guarantees, the Commission
continued to observe widespread and systematic violation of the
principles of religious freedom during the 2018 reporting year, as
Chinese authorities exercised broad discretion over religious prac-
tice.

Under international law, freedom of religion or belief encom-
passes both the right to form, hold, and change convictions, beliefs,
and religions—which cannot be restricted—and the right to out-
wardly manifest those beliefs—which can be limited for certain,
specific justifications.! These principles are codified in various
international instruments, including the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights and the International Covenant on Civil and Polit-
ical Rights (ICCPR).2 China has signed3 and stated its intent to
ratify ¢ the ICCPR, which obligates China to refrain in good faith
from acts that would defeat the treaty’s purpose.®

Article 36 of China’s Constitution guarantees citizens “freedom of
religious belief” and protection for “normal religious activities.”®
With essential terms such as “normal” undefined, it is unclear
whether China’s Constitution protects the same range of belief and
outward manifestation that is recognized under international law.”
In other ways, however, China’s Constitution and other legal provi-
sions 8 join the ICCPR in prohibiting discrimination based on reli-
gion® and loosely parallel the ICCPR’s prohibition on coercion 10 by
forbidding state agencies, social organizations, and individuals
from compelling citizens to believe or not believe in any religion.1!

China’s Constitution prohibits “making use of religion to engage
in activities that disrupt social order, impair the health of citizens,
or interfere with the educational system of the State.”12 The
ICCPR does allow State Parties to restrict outward manifestations
of religion or belief, but such restrictions must be “prescribed by
law and . . . necessary to protect public safety, order, health, or
morals or the fundamental rights and freedoms of others.” 13

Policies and Regulations Pertaining to Religious Freedom

The importance of “religious work” 14 to the Chinese Communist
Party agenda has undergone an “unprecedented increase” with
“major innovations” under Party General Secretary Xi Jinping, ac-
cording to an article published a few weeks before the October 2017
19th Party Congress1® in the major Party journal Seeking Truth
(Qiushi). Party and government officials emphasized several key
policy principles in religious affairs during this past year:

o “Actively guiding religions to adapt to socialist soci-
ety.” 16 As explained by Party and government sources, this
means “guiding” religious groups to support Party leadership
and the political system.1? The State Council Information Of-
fice stated in an April 2018 white paper that this principle also
includes ensuring that religious believers are “subordinate to
and serve the overall interests of the nation and the Chinese
people.” 18
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e “Sinicization.” Party and government officials continued to
develop and promote policies aimed at shaping religious prac-
tice in China to promote and assimilate to a Chinese cultural
identity.1? One policy document from the State Administration
for Religious Affairs called for interpreting religious teachings
and doctrines in ways that conform to “China’s outstanding
traditional culture,” promoting patriotic education and activi-
ties within religious communities, and impelling the religious
communities to exhibit Chinese “characteristics” and “style” in
religious thinking, institutions, rituals, behavior, and architec-
ture, among other aspects.2 Party and government officials
also continued to develop policies to resist the perceived threat
of foreign forces that use religion to “infiltrate” Chinese soci-
ety.21 According to international experts on Chinese religion,
officials view Christianity, Islam, and Tibetan Buddhism as re-
taining undue foreign influence while considering Chinese
Buddhism and Taoism to be integrated with Chinese culture.22
Official pronouncements also identified “extremism” as a par-
ticular problem that officials should address within Islam.23

¢ Promoting religion as an instrument for implementing
official policy objectives. Party and government policy en-
couraged use of religious groups to facilitate communication
and connection with other countries, particularly those hosting
Belt and Road Initiative projects.2¢ Policy plans included co-
operation with Russia and Central Asian countries on “anti-ex-
tremism” efforts.25 In addition, Party and government policy
documents directed officials to encourage religious groups to
provide social services to complement central government pov-
erty alleviation efforts.26

The increased attention to religious affairs under Party General
Secretary Xi Jinping is part of a “hardline turn” in the Party’s
“united front work,” according to an Australian scholar specializing
in Chinese political institutions.2” Led through the Party’s United
Front Work Department (UFWD), “united front work” involves
bringing elements of society outside of the Party under its control
with the aim of preventing the independent organization of civil so-
ciety.28 The Party under Xi has viewed “united front work” with re-
newed urgency given the increased complexity of society and the
growth of new groups such as religious communities29 in the dec-
ades since China’s economic marketization.30 A Hong Kong-based
scholar notes, for example, that Party officials have concerns about
the growing number of Christian believers in China and the level
of organization within the community.31

In March 2018, the Party’s sweeping reorganization plan for
Party and government institutions included a provision directing
the Party’s UFWD to take over the government agency responsible
for religious affairs at the national level, making the national-level
UFWD directly responsible for administering policies pertaining to
religion in China.32 The UFWD would continue to use the govern-
ment agency’s name—the State Administration for Religious Af-
fairs—when interacting with outside entities.33 The stated ration-
ale for the restructuring was to unify and strengthen the Party’s
control over “religious work.”34 Even prior to the change, the
UFWD, under the Party’s Central Committee, had been responsible
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for developing Party policies on religion and connecting with reli-
gious groups and leaders on behalf of the Party.35 At a July 2018
meeting involving key leaders of the UFWD and state-sanctioned
religious groups, the latter issued a proposal for religious venues
to fly the Chinese flag and organize activities involving the flag to
encourage religious believers to “strengthen their identification
with the Party and the nation in politics, thought, and feeling.” 36

As of September 2018, the Commission did not observe reports
of changes in responsibility for religious affairs administration at
the local level, where local government bureaus have been respon-
sible for managing religious affairs.37 These religious affairs agen-
cies have effective authority over the state-sanctioned “patriotic”
religious associations that act as liaisons between the government
and practitioners of the five “main” religions in China,38 while the
UFWD vets the association leaders.3° Public security bureaus are
generally responsible for enforcement of laws against religious ac-
tivity authorities deem illegal.40

The Chinese government’s regulatory framework for religion im-
posed increased restrictions on religious freedom after revisions to
the Regulations on Religious Affairs took effect on February 1,
2018.41 The revisions increased official control and scrutiny over re-
ligious activity, including newly explicit prohibitions on groups,
schools, and venues from engaging in or hosting religious activities
unless they have been officially designated as religious (Article 41)
and on clergy acting as religious professionals without official cer-
tification (Article 36).42 The revisions also established new legal re-
sponsibilities and penalties for violations of the regulations, includ-
ing fining those who “provide the conditions” for unauthorized reli-
gious activities (Article 71).43 Religious believers44 and academic
experts 45 predicted that the restrictions would increase official
pressure on religious groups, particularly those not registered with
the government—many groups refuse to register because registra-
tion requires submitting to the direction of a state-sanctioned patri-
otic religious association.46 In contrast, some registered religious
groups may be able to operate more independently of patriotic reli-
gious associations due to the revisions allowing registered religious
groups to apply for status as legal persons, according to one U.S.-
based scholar of Chinese religion and society—without separate
legal identities, registered groups have relied on their affiliated pa-
triotic religious association to open bank accounts and sign con-
tracts on their behalf.47 In addition, one expert on Chinese religion
opined about the potential for increased control over the religious
gatherings of non-Chinese citizens in China after the State Admin-
istration for Religious Affairs released a draft revision to the provi-
sions regulating such activities in May 2018.48 The proposed revi-
sions would restrict foreign citizens’ religious freedom by, for exam-
ple, requiring their religious activities to be approved and facili-
tated by state-sanctioned religious organizations and registered
with local religious affairs administrators if they involve more than
50 people; the revisions would also prohibit Chinese citizens from
participating excepting those chosen by state-sanctioned religious
organizations to jointly administer such activities.4?

Other laws and Party policies also continued to restrict citizens’
freedom to hold religious beliefs and practice religion. For example,
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Article 300 of the PRC Criminal Law criminalizes “organizing and
using a cult to undermine implementation of the law,”5% and the
PRC National Security Law prohibits “the use of religion to con-
duct illegal criminal activities that threaten state security.” 5! The
latter also contains mandates to “maintain the order of normal reli-
gious activities,” “oppose the interference of foreign influence into
domestic religious affairs,” and “suppress cult organizations.” 52
State media declared the importance of adhering to the long-stand-
ing 53 ban on religious belief for Party members,>* warning that re-
ligious beliefs had been implicated in many Party discipline cases
in recent years.55 Local-level Party organizations issued notices
warning Party members and their families that they would face
sanctions for participating in any event related to Christmas Eve
or other activities associated with “Western religions,” 3¢ with pro-
hibitions reportedly extending to state-owned enterprise employ-
ees.®?7 One international law expert has noted that because Party
membership to a large degree determines the extent to which citi-
zens may participate in public life, the ban constitutes discrimina-
tion against religious believers and a violation of freedom of reli-
gious belief.58

Buddhism (Non-Tibetan) and Taoism

Government and Party officials rarely targeted Chinese Buddhist
and Taoist communities with direct suppression—both are consid-
ered to be relatively compliant with Party and government leader-
ship, and compatible with the official promotion of traditional Chi-
nese culture.’9 A large number of Chinese citizens engage in Bud-
dhist and Taoist practices, with estimates of around 244 million
Buddhists as of 2010,6° and 173 million citizens engaging in some
Taoist practices as of 2007.61 [For information on Tibetan Bud-
dhism, see Section V—Tibet.] Chinese Buddhist and Taoist commu-
nities are subject to extensive regulation and control by officials:
government authorities connected with local religious affairs bu-
reaus are involved with the administration of officially sanctioned
temples; all candidates for the clergy must obtain the approval of
the local patriotic association and religious affairs bureau for ordi-
nation; %2 and Buddhist ordinations themselves are restricted by
the state-run patriotic associations.63 The head of the Buddhist As-
sociation of China (BAC), the national-level patriotic association for
Buddhists, Shi Xuecheng, resigned in August 2018 after two female
supervisory chancellors released a report documenting claims that
he had sexually harassed female disciples.¢4 The State Administra-
tion for Religious Affairs directed the BAC to subject Xuecheng to
severe disciplinary sanctions after verifying some of the harass-
ment claims and announced that local authorities would continue
to investigate other allegations of illegal building construction, mis-
management of funds, and sexual assault.6®> International media
reported that official control over ordinations and resources for reli-
gious institutions has created disparities between different Bud-
dhist traditions driven by official political priorities, noting that
Theravada Buddhist temples and schools in particular are under-
resourced and lacking in clergy.66

Official regulations also included restrictions that may violate
state neutrality with regard to religion—in November 2017, the
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State Administration for Religious Affairs and 11 other central
Party and government departments issued a joint opinion on com-
bating commercialization in Buddhism and Taoism to avoid nega-
tive effects on “the healthy development of [the two religions’] dis-
semination.” 67 The opinion outlined a series of measures such as
prohibitions on commercial investment in religious venues, con-
struction of large outdoor statues, and local government promotion
of religious sites for tourism and economic development purposes.68
Overseas observers noted that the campaign against commer-
cialization in religion demonstrates shifting government priorities
under Xi Jinping away from economic development®® and toward
bolstering the credibility of Buddhism and Taoism so that indige-
nous religions embodying Chinese culture and values may serve as
a bulwark against “infiltration” of other values via religions per-
ceived as foreign.”’? One human rights expert has noted that when
a state distinguishes between proper and improper conduct in order
to uphold religious standards or to enhance the legitimacy of par-
ticular religions as against others, it violates the state neutrality
necessary to maintain the free exercise of religious freedom.?1

Christianity—Catholicism

The number of Catholics is estimated to be around 10.5 million,72
with the State Council Information Office reporting in 2018 that
6 million Catholics were part of officially sanctioned congrega-
tions.”® Chinese officials impede the freedom under international
standards 74 for Chinese Catholic congregations to be led by clergy
who are selected and who conduct their ministry as called for by
Catholic religious beliefs. Officials continued to insist that bishops
be “self-selected and self-ordained” 7>—that is, selected through pa-
triotic religious organizations in consultation with government and
Party officials, and then ordained by Chinese bishops.”® Many Chi-
nese Catholics, sometimes known as “underground Catholics,”
avoid the ministry of such bishops because they believe legitimate
ecclesiastical authority can be conferred only by the Pope’s man-
date,’” and they also object to affiliation with the patriotic religious
association for Chinese Catholics, the Catholic Patriotic Association
(CPA).78 The Holy See has declared the CPA “incompatible with
Catholic doctrine” because it claims authority over Chinese bishops
and their church communities while being backed by the Chinese
government and maintaining independence from the Holy See.?®
Foreign media reported that local officials pressured underground
Catholic leaders to join the CPA in Fujian, Gansu, Hebei, and
Zhejiang provinces, in some cases by holding bishops in official cus-
tody for periods ranging from one to seven months.80

The Chinese government and the Holy See continued 8! negotia-
tions regarding control over the system of bishop appointments. In
September 2018, the Wall Street Journal reported that an agree-
ment was imminent.82 Under the deal, Chinese authorities would
nominate future Chinese bishops that the Holy See would be able
to veto.83 The Holy See would also recognize seven “illegitimate
bishops” approved by the state;3¢ the Holy See had directed two
underground bishops to step down to make way for two of these
state-backed bishops in December 2017.85 Both sides reportedly
agreed not to publish the agreement after its signing.86¢ As of mid-
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September the deal was not yet finalized, but Chinese Catholics
had expressed concerns in reaction to earlier reports of an impend-
ing agreement that the Holy See would make concessions that
Woulg7 weaken and further divide the Chinese Catholic commu-
nity.

Authorities in some locales took repressive actions against state-
sanctioned Catholic communities. In June 2018, religious affairs of-
ficials recommended that the diocese for Shijiazhuang municipality,
Hebei province, disqualify a priest for leading a pilgrimage, citing
the government’s “sinicization” campaign and the revised Regula-
tions on Religious Affairs’ prohibition on “unauthorized religious
activities.” 88 In June through August, officials dismantled a pop-
ular pilgrimage site in Henan province8® and demolished two
Catholic churches in Jinan municipality, Shandong province.?® At
the national level, the two state-sanctioned national religious orga-
nizations for Catholics issued instructions to all local dioceses
under their purview to report on local plans for implementation of
the five-year plan passed in May 2018 to “sinicize” Catholicism in
China.?1 The “sinicization” of Catholicism has been described by
one top government official as adapting interpretations of Catholic
doctrine to what is required by Chinese development and tradi-
tional culture.92

Christianity—Protestantism

Party and government officials maintained restrictions on the re-
ligious activities of Chinese Protestants, estimated to number
around 60 to 80 million,%3 with some believers facing harassment,
surveillance, detention, imprisonment, and other abuse because of
their religious activities. A U.S.-based organization that advocates
for religious freedom, ChinaAid Association, reported that both in-
stances of official persecution and the number of believers affected
had increased in 2017 from the prior year.%¢ Academic experts on
Chinese religion and society stated that the continued escalation of
repression was due in part to concern by Party officials that Chris-
tian communities pose a challenge to the Party’s monopoly on polit-
ical power.9>

Under the “sinicization” campaign promoted by Chinese Com-
munist Party General Secretary Xi Jinping, officials have sought to
bring Protestant communities into alignment with Party interests
and ideology by tightening control over registered, state-sanctioned
Protestant groups and using harsh measures to pressure unregis-
tered groups into submitting to government scrutiny and regula-
tion. Measures implemented that have increased official control
over officially sanctioned Protestant churches in some local areas
included the installation of surveillance cameras,?® ordering cross
removals from church buildings,®” and the establishment of official
village-level groups to monitor religious activities.?8 Under Xi’s
leadership, officials planned to extend further influence over reli-
gious affairs and activities of registered Protestant communities.??
In March 2018, for example, the two state-sanctioned national reli-
gious organizations for Protestants released a joint five-year plan
to promote the “sinicization” of Protestantism that included devel-
oping theological interpretations of the Bible compatible with the
Chinese political system and training “politically reliable” and
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“morally convincing” religious leaders.1%¢ In a move affecting both
Catholic and Protestant Christian believers, Chinese officials re-
portedly issued a notification to large online retailers prohibiting
sales of the Bible beginning March 30, 2018.101 A number of lead-
ers of officially sanctioned Protestant groups who had been pros-
ecuted and sentenced after protesting official measures against
their churches in the past remained in prison.102

Unregistered church communities (commonly referred to as
“house churches”) faced additional persecution as officials sought to
pressure them into registering under the auspices of a patriotic re-
ligious association.193 As in previous years,104 Protestant house
churches continued to face raids during church gatherings 105 and
eviction from meeting spaces.1%¢ In January 2018, authorities in
Shanxi province demolished the Golden Lampstand Church, with a
congregation of 50,000.107 In Henan province, authorities report-
edly banned at least 100 house churches from meeting after the re-
vised Regulations on Religious Affairs went into effect in February
2018, and also destroyed religious iconography in believers’
homes.108 In July 2018, the Beijing municipal government report-
edly issued an order for lower-level governments to conduct inves-
tigations of Protestant churches with the cooperation of local public
security officials.199 Authorities also reportedly subjected some be-
lievers to harassment 110 and detention.11! Also in July, officials in
Xinyu municipality, Jiangxi province, reportedly ordered house
churches to remove crosses and hang the national flag or portraits
of Xi Jinping within their buildings, while also banning minors
from attending church.112 In one major incident in May 2018, local
authorities detained more than 200 members of Early Rain Cov-
enant Church in Chengdu municipality, Sichuan province, prior to
a planned memorial service for the victims of the 2008 Wenchuan
earthquake in Wenchuan county, Aba (Ngaba) Tibetan and Qiang
Autonomous Prefecture, Sichuan.113

In several instances, authorities in Yunnan province contin-
ued 114 to detain and prosecute house church members on charges
of “organizing and using a cult to undermine implementation of the
law,” under Article 300 of the PRC Criminal Law. Since October
2016, around 200 people reportedly have been detained, six of
whom were sentenced in December 2017.115 In a report directed at
the Yunnan province-level group responsible for Party discipline in-
spection, one county-level Party committee described cult preven-
tion activities as one of several measures aimed at “rectifying the
inadequate implementation of the ideological work responsibility
system.” 116 Other measures in the same category included a
“clean-up campaign aimed at foreign non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs) and foundations.” 117 In May 2018, the provincial
state-sanctioned religious organizations for Protestants in Zhejiang
province issued a statement banning one house church for pro-
moting an “illegal” religion.118

Falun Gong

As in previous years, authorities continued to detain Falun Gong
practitioners and subject them to harsh treatment.11® Due to gov-
ernment suppression, it is difficult to determine the number of
Falun Gong practitioners in China.120 Authorities commonly pros-
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ecute Falun Gong practitioners under Article 300 of the PRC
Criminal Law; the U.S.-based NGO Dui Hua Foundation noted
that Falun Gong practitioners made up the majority of the 800 peo-
ple convicted under the provision in cases from 2017 available in
judicial databases.!2! Human rights organizations!22 and Falun
Gong practitioners documented coercive and violent practices
against practitioners during custody, including physical violence,123
forced drug administration,'2¢ sleep deprivation,’25> and other
forms of torture.l26 In December 2017, the Epoch Times, a U.S.-
based news organization affiliated with Falun Gong, reported 29
confirmed deaths of Falun Gong practitioners in 2017 due to abuse
by officials.127

Several international organizations expressed concern over re-
ports that numerous organ transplants in China have used the or-
gans of detained prisoners, including Falun Gong practitioners.128
Medical professionals and international advocacy organizations dis-
puted Chinese health officials’ claims that organ procurement sys-
tems have been reformed in compliance with international stand-
ards, citing ethical concerns about organ sourcing raised by short
wait times for organ transplants and discrepancies in data on
organ transplants.129

Islam

This past year, official restrictions on the religious freedom of the
10.5 million 13© Hui Muslim believers increased.13! In a speech be-
fore the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference, the
head of the China Islamic Association (IAC),132 the patriotic reli-
gious association for Chinese Muslims,133 stressed the importance
of “sinicizing” Islam, which he described as adapting Islamic reli-
gious practice to support patriotism and the realization of the
“great rejuvenation of Chinese civilization” and the “Chinese
dream” while rejecting extremism.13¢ In Yinchuan municipality,
the capital of Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region, a region with a
high concentration of Hui Muslim believers, the local government
reportedly launched a “rectification campaign” that has included
the removal of “Arabic style” domes and décor from mosques and
other buildings, prohibitions on calls to prayer, removal of the
Quran and books on Islam from retail shops, and the closure of
schools teaching Arabic.135 In Linxia Hui Autonomous Prefecture,
Gansu province, local officials signed a pledge to prevent individ-
uals or groups that would otherwise “support, permit, organise or
guide minors towards entering mosques for Koranic study or reli-
gious activities”; local Hui Muslim believers expressed distress that
their religious traditions might not be passed on to future genera-
tions because of the prohibition.136 A local county government in
Gansu also banned children in a heavily Muslim area from attend-
ing religious events, reading scripture in classes, or entering reli-
gious venues over the winter holiday, and instructed students and
teachers to “strengthen political ideology and propaganda.” 137 The
Dui Hua Foundation reported in March 2018 that 14 online judg-
ments it had discovered showed that Hui Muslim believers in the
Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region had been sentenced for “cult”
or other offenses for “privately preaching the Quran.” 138 [For more
information on Uyghur, Kazakh, Kyrgyz, Hui, and other Muslim
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believers, see Section IV—Xinjiang. For more information on Hui
Muslim believers, see Section II—Ethnic Minority Rights.]

Ongoing policies included measures requiring Islamic religious
leaders and lay believers to demonstrate their political reliability.
To be officially certified, imams and other religious personnel must
be educated at one of 10 state-sanctioned Islamic schools or other-
wise obtain equivalent education,13? and be vetted by the local reli-
gious affairs bureau and the IAC.140 After certification, religious
leaders are required to continue attending political training ses-
sions.141 An official media outlet reported in August 2018 that Chi-
nese Muslims seeking to carry out the Hajj pilgrimage would take
patriotic education classes required by Chinese regulations in order
to “enhance their awareness about safeguarding national unity and
resisting separatism and religious extremism.” 142 According to an
official media report, around 11,500 Chinese Muslim believers
made the Hajj pilgrimage in 2018, of whom around 3,300 partici-
pants received GPS tracking devices as part of a pilot program al-
lowing IAC organizers to monitor their location in real time
throughout the pilgrimage.143 According to the manufacturer, the
device was jointly designed by the State Administration for Reli-
gious Affairs and the TAC.144

Other Religious Communities

Religious communities outside of the five religions that are the
main objects of official regulation 145 continued to exist in China,
with some continuing to enjoy tacit recognition and support. For
example, the government acknowledged in a 2018 report on free-
dom of religious belief that “large numbers” of Chinese citizens
hold folk beliefs,146 and some local governments have taken meas-
ures to recognize folk religious sites.14” Eastern Orthodox Christian
communities have also been recognized to varying degrees at the
local government level.148 Other religious groups, such as The
Church of the Almighty God, faced suppression from authorities—
in July 2018, a local court in Heilongjiang province tried an un-
known number of believers from this group for “organizing and
using a cult to undermine implementation of the law.” 149
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