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Why Defending Freedom of Religion or Belief 
in China Matters 

By Hans Noot and John Hogan

Introduction   
It may seem an easy exercise for a European and an American 

to advise foreign nations on the other side of the globe; after all, what 
do they know of the local issues anyway? On the other hand, being a 
consulting organization we must see things from a foreign perspective 
lest we become part of the problem. Hence, they say that the half-life 
of a consultant is measured by the time he remains neutral and can see 
things from an outsider’s perspective. It is this argument that gives the 
Noodt Foundation the pretense to help describe the Uyghur vs China 
impasse from a fresh look. The fact that we are here together talking 
about a people far away in East Turkestan goes to show that things are 
deadly wrong with the Uyghur situation, and that we need to find a 
way to a conjoining solution. We might add that the case of the 
Uyghurs is, in many ways, comparable to that of the Tibetans, showing 
that there is a structural problem at the heart of things.  
   

 
1 Overthrow of Louis XVI 
2 Overthrow of Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi 

The Heart of China's Challenges and Answers   
We acknowledge that it is unpractical to suggest changes to the 

basic setup of the Chinese government that now has deep roots in its 
national Society. And we do not intend to criticize China and its 
leadership. Governance is complex. We also must, however, take the 
Chinese leadership style into consideration in our analysis, as it does 
not only have advantages, but serious ramifications as well, that do not 
just cause the loss of life of many of its own subjects but invariably 
greatly influences the way decisions are made. More and more research 
shows that the smaller the number of people decide for the greater 
masses, the more bureaucratic an organization becomes, the slower 
decision making is influenced (unless by taking direct hard control 
from the top), the more corruption there is likely to be, the more 
mistakes are made in the creation of the rule of law, the greater the 
impact of decisions on the short-run, the less control over the impact of 
decisions on the long-run, and in the end, the more people feel 
unhappy, which results in an increase of uprising. Examples in history, 
such as the French Revolution1 of 1789, the Iranian Revolution2 of 
1979, even China's own revolution against the Qing Dynasty3 in 1911 

3 Qing Dynasty: started in 1644 and ended in 1912. 
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prove this. Besides, the way China deals with minorities in newly 
acquired regions, such as East Turkestan4 and Tibet, has overtones of 
English Colonization practices, and can predictably end up in the same 
way, as history proved, with much bloodshed and in the end, loss of 
control and humiliation. Not only do we, in the West, fear such social 
explosions, but so does the Communist Party in Beijing. We agree with 
the Party that social stability is of paramount importance. With the 
current government policies in place, China faces a series of challenges 
that tend to destabilize. One might ask in each of the cases we mention, 
if a democratic dictatorship model will solve the problems as desired. 
Throughout this presentation, we will suggest possible, more 
theoretical, solutions that may solve most of the issues at hand.    
 

The One Child Policy   
Let us start with the effects of China’s One Child Policy which, 

fortunately, was overturned a week after we gave this speech in 
Brussels on October 22 2015. With all the options at hand to curb 
spiraling overpopulation, the one-child policy has had predictable 
enormous social and economic consequences. It now faces an aging 
population, causing a pension crisis. Labor shortages loom over the 
economy and China has the biggest gender imbalance worldwide. 
Many Chinese families desire male babies, which causes an estimated 
30 million more men than women in 2020.i This is caused by 
premature abortions, often under the worst of circumstances. This, by 
itself, is cause for social unrest and courtship-motivated immigration. 
The boys are sometimes referred to as "little emperors"ii, with parents 
adoring their spoiled offspring. Some studies describe them as "over-
indulged, lacking self-discipline and having no adaptive capabilities."iii 

 
4 China officially refers to this area as the “Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region.” 

The unwanted girls are sometimes referred to as the "100 million 
missing girls."iv Girls are often aborted, abandoned, or neglected. This 
policy changed the definition of the family, of marriage, of parenting, 
and of the meaning of personal identity. Creating this policy, China’s 
leadership style has tweaked the core of any society - the family, which 
was one of its greatest cultural legacies. It basically turned its most 
important social and cultural aspect into an economic issue. 
Apparently, when it comes to policy making, money trumps family and 
marriage love. This decision, made without the consensus of the 
population at large, has spurned angry reactions from the many who 
suffer the adverse effects. Instead of overpopulation, the policy created 
these uncontrollable and unforeseen effects. Again, the objective, here, 
is not to focus on this issue per se, but to look at what causes such 
national decisions to be made.  
 

Finances   
The shift of perspective from love to money leads us to a 

second example, Chinese finances. The past few decades has seen 
China become an important world player. The statistics do not lie. 
Many foreign global companies invest in the Chinese Labor Market. 
While the world went into economic crisis in 2008, China boomed, 
spreading its wings into investments in the American Transportation 
sector, loaning money to a collapsing U.S. economy, buying dollars to 
keep its value afloat, and propping up the organized mining industry, 
especially in Africa and Australia.v It has created jobs and an 
impressive larger middle class within its own borders. Yet, in spite of 
all the amazing strides China has made, a question arises: how long 
will this policy of fast growth endure? There is serious talk about an 
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overheating economy. The recent plummet of Chinese Stocks in 
August of 2015, due to overstock and slowing world growth,vi have 
shown, that these stocks are susceptible to economic panic.vii Air 
pollution, according to M.I.T.5, put a dent in the economy to the tune of 
112 billion USD in 2005, and increasing to date.viii. prices are cheap in 
China. Thus China exports, but the world economy is not recovering, 
and export figures stall. 

 
Furthermore Chinese gross domestic product has seen its lowest 

rise since 2009.ix What if it all comes tumbling down and collapses? 
How would a large middle class in China react if its spoiled middle 
classers cannot retain their social status in a culture that is so sensitive 
to losing face? When people get rich too quickly, especially when they 
have not earned that wealth with years of experience and hard honest 
work, they tend to want more and more. And when they do not get it, 
revolt is the consequence. These questions are relevant in an 
unpredictable economy like that of China’s. 
  

China’s heavy hand in religious affairs  
The last example, out of many we could mention, is that of its 

religion policies and practices. Many of these social and economic 
issues China faces involve its relationships with religion. Brian Grimm, 
of the Religious Freedom & Business Foundation, recently stated:  

"China’s economic success would not have been possible had 
the country kept religion and other forms of identity completely 
suppressed. And its future success requires the un-coerced 
buy-in of all these groups."x 
 

 
5 Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 

Anti-religious policies hamper economic growth. Studies show 
that not only will the China see great economic dividends derived from 
the easing of anti-religious policies, religions themselves will be 
satisfied with their increased amounts of freedom, thus helping curb 
social distresses. Anthropological and social research show that most 
people do not identify themselves first and foremost to their nation, but 
to their religion. Uyghurs in East Turkestan, for example, do not feel 
Chinese, but Muslim.xi Tibetans identify themselves as Buddhists, who 
revere the Dalai Lama; China and the ideas of Chairman Mao are far 
from thought. It is all about identity. Personal, group, and national 
identity is not effectively forced on people, but, instead, it is inherently 
based on the culture in which one is raised. One identifies him-/herself 
with a culture that feels safe and predictable. Uninvited strange rulers 
are not seen as safe. These foreigners come up with unpredictable 
policies and laws that run against local traditions and values. Imagine 
the consequences of people saying such things as: I am Chinese, but I 
hate it, and I am ashamed of it". We, westerners, have learned by sad 
experience that colonialism will backfire in the long run. It festers 
anger and rage, and in the end right wing extremism, even terrorism, 
exactly what the Chinese are attempting to avoid in East Turkestan. 

 
It is clearly understandable that within the Chinese setting, 

Beijing is worried about more influence of up and coming religious 
institutions, especially unknown ones. Not all spiritual sects promote a 
harmonious society. Religions can be downright intolerant or blatantly 
dangerous. History shows that, the larger religions grow, the more they 
tend to mingle in government affairs, even dictate government policies. 
And then there is always the extreme minority who do not shun 
terrorism. It can seem rational for the government in Beijing to want to 
control religions, giving in to fear. However, Freedom of Religion is 
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guaranteed under the Chinese Constitution. Notice the first few lines of 
Article 36 of the 1982 Chinese Constitution:  

“Citizens of the People's Republic of China enjoy freedom of 
religious belief. No state organ, public organization or 
individual may compel citizens to believe in, or not to believe 
in, any religion; nor may they discriminate against citizens 
who believe in, or do not believe in, any religion. The state 
protects normal religious activities. No one may make use of 
religion to engage in activities that disrupt public order, impair 
the health of citizens or interfere with the educational system of 
the state. Religious bodies and religious affairs are not subject 
to any foreign domination.”xii  
 
In practice the above constitutional law is officially limited to 

state organized "patriotic religious associations" within Buddhism, 
Taoism, Islam, Catholicism and Protestantism - the only religions 
recognized within the country.xiii Restrictions are especially Muslims, 
who are generally treated as if all of them are terrorists. And not to 
mention peace loving followers of Falun Gong and Tibetan Buddhists. 
Furthermore, these religions fall under heavy government control, even 
having local spiritual leaders being hand-picked by the Politburo.6 The 
Chinese government, it appears, has taken several pages out of history, 
following nationalizing policies akin to Henry VIII's breaking away 
from the Roman Catholic Church and creating the Church of England 
in its stead, and Napoleon's taking over of churches and their 
development of Laicité7.  

 
This policy of state-sponsored religions and government 

oversight is not working for China, as the police and judiciary have to 

 
6 The Politburo is a group of 25 people that preside over the communist party of China.  

constantly react to soothe the consequences. A 2014 report from the 
U.S. based Commission on International Religious Freedom describes  

"alarming increase in systematic, egregious and 
ongoing abuses… people of faith continue to face arrests, fines, 
denials of justice, lengthy prison sentences, and in some cases, 
the closing or bulldozing of places of worship... The 
government closely regulates and monitors religious activities 
among these groups, and undercover officials are known to sit 
in on meetings. Surveillance cameras adorn the walls of many 
sanctioned churches, keeping a watchful eye on 
worshippers."xiv  
As of late, we regularly hear about cases against Uyghurs, 

Falun Gong, and members of underground house churches, being 
arrested and imprisoned for various reasons, not least of which includes 
the preaching of their religion.  

 
Just as some use the term "Americanizing" (meaning to make 

something look and feel American), here we have Beijing "Chinifying" 
religion (or making religion fit the Chinese culture) and, in a way, 
attempting to forcefully making people feel Chinese. This can be seen 
in China’s “Hanification” policies. Hanification involves moving 
millions of ethnic Han residents into the region to settle in remote 
Western provinces of China, such as Tibet and Xinjiang. This aided to 
boost the economy of these areas by allowing access to natural 
resources there, modernizing the cities, and allowing for larger 
populations. The original 13 Million Uyghurs are now outnumbered by 
43 million Han visitors. However, this extreme form of immigration 
within a so called "Autonomous Region" comes at the price of unfair 
restrictions being placed on other original minority cultures, such as the 
Uyghur and Tibetans, in favor of the promoting of Han culture. The 

7 This has recently come into question by the Vatican, as they are not allowed to approve of the 
ordination of priests and bishops in China. 
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effect of harassing Uyghurs on details 
such as fasting and wearing the Hijab, 
amongst other things, is causing 
extreme hardships. Authorities tend to 
treat the local population as extreme 
radicals. China is particularly 
sensitive about Muslims in an era of 
terrorism. The Uyghurs, however, 

have a long standing history of local peace and getting on well with 
peoples of other beliefs. And even if there were terrorism that was not 
caused by the suppression of a minority population, countering it with 
harder forces of terrorism only serves to raise tensions, not lower 
them. A religious society that bases itself around daily acts and forms 
of worship will respond with a heavier hand when it sees its traditions 
and beliefs are being threatened. Natural consequences of this anti-
Freedom of Religion stance could be resentment from outside peoples 
and nations towards the Chinese government. President Xi Jinping's8 
recent trip to London9  was greeted by protesters demanding the end of 
Chinese influence in Tibet, for example. The Chinese government’s 
failure thus far to negotiate with exiled Uyghur and Tibetan activists, 
such as Rebiya Kadeer10 and the Dalai Lama,  with regards to religious 
and cultural rights has put a black mark on China’s world standing. But 
what is worse and what one cannot really control, nor should ever want 
to control, is the freedom of thought and conscience which makes a 
human being different from animals. 

 
As mentioned in our second paragraph, the current trends 

clearly inhibit China from adhering to its own Constitutional Policy 
towards Religious Freedom. Not even the Politburo would be pleased 
with the atrocities by local authorities in the different autonomous 

 
8 The General Secretary of the Communist Party of China, the president of the 
People's Republic of China, and the chairman of the Central Military Commission. 

regions. It is not just the policies that do not work; it is centralized 
decision making that makes implementation to a constitution 
impossible.  

A Chinese Religious Renaissance  
When we talk about Freedom of Religion, 

we do not mean just religious groups. We define 
this as freedom of conscience, freedom of 
association, freedom of expression, freedom of 
belief. It is not just regarding religious groups. It 
includes belief of individuals, and membership to 
any group, including belief in- and membership of 

the Chinese Communist Party, or any other organization that accepts 
All Human Rights. Religious, social, and political ideologies, as 
diverse, complicated, and at times illogical as they can be, form an 
important element to the development of the cultural fabric of society. 
It is better to empower and work with them, than to suppress them.  

 
These freedoms are not just a basic human right to the 
individual, but their ideals are needed to disseminate healthy 
values within cultures.  

 
Freedom of Religion, in particular, is essential to developing 

healthy, stable societies. Each culture is defined by its value system. 
Think of virtues such as honesty, respect, trust, kindness, patience, 
justice, integrity, love. Societies that do not use these values 
disintegrate. Religious organizations and ideologies help not only keep 
each other in line with these core values, but they tend to teach them to 
the next generations. Their existence and activity are paramount to 

9 October 23, 2015 
10 Rebiya Kadeer b. 15 Nov. 1946; leader in the Uyghur World Congress 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/General_Secretary_of_the_Communist_Party_of_China
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/President_of_the_People%27s_Republic_of_China
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/President_of_the_People%27s_Republic_of_China
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chairman_of_the_Central_Military_Commission
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stability. The most effective entities that teach values are parents and 
religions. Religions and other ideological organizations are masters of 
value-based education. It is in their DNA. The least effective are 
schools and governments. Government DNA is made up of procedures, 
policies, power, and economics - hardly a healthy source of moral 
ethics. Schools are primarily built for the development of individual 
skills, so that the masses can produce the goods the governments want. 
It is only by virtue of individual teachers with a heart, that schools have 
any effect in the transference of ethics and morals. Christianity, Islam, 
Buddhism, Judaism, the Communist Party, and others, all help in 
instilling value systems in the world's many peoples. Religious and 
ideological groups can be loyal dogs that want to please their master; 
they become dangerous dragons when they are hunted down.  

 
The problem is usually not in any single religion and 

ideologies, but in the lack of a free-market for them. Freedom of 
Religion or Belief creates healthy interaction and mutual respect 
between them, and it provides a “ checks and balances”  type system. 
Limiting the diversity in the religious or ideological landscape is the 
root of the problem. Any society with a single, too dominant religion or 
ideology, will in the end succumb to its own blind spots. If social 
values are taught well in the homes and by the use of healthy social 
groups, there will be less need for a central government to forcefully 
implement the rule of law and there will be less hardships by Chinese 
citizens. It was not the religions that created the one-child policy, it 
was the lack of moral values. In the end, it is not economic prosperity 
that will save the Chinese, but the happiness and health of its citizens, 
fueled by wholesome values.  

 

 
11 Hanification: moving three times the number of Hahns into a region such as East 
Turkestan than the number of original Uyghur inhabitants, thus causing predictable 
social unrest, for which the Uyghurs are not to be blamed. 

Moreover, research shows that there is a strong correlation 
between government restriction on religion and social hostility. xv The 
stronger one tackles religions with laws and hard handed pushdowns, 
the more it increases social unrest. China has high restrictions on 
religion and to date, and so far relatively moderate social hostilities 
reported.xvi We believe that, rather than implementing stricter anti-
religious policies as an answer, religions can and should be seen as 
partners in calming social upheaval, especially on the local level. 
Eighty four percent of the world population is religious to some 
extent.xvii China, having one seventh of the world population, shares a 
big chunk of that percentage, especially if you count the numerous 
alternative organizations that teach good values. One could conclude 
that there are enough of these people in China to take them seriously.  

 
China’s government structure of the small decision making elite 

in a capital city thousands of kilometers away is not practical. There is 
a need to empower regional leaders in those far away regions, such as 
Xinjiang and Tibet, with full responsibility for local stability. It is not a 
matter of central control, but decentralization of stewardship. Regional 
leaders know the situation in their areas of administration the best; they 
live there, after all. China, being as large and diverse as it is, must use 
different stratagems when it comes to different regions. Various 
cultures and religions will react differently to a central plan designed to 
make them into something they are not, such as Hanification.11 This 
only ferments resistance and hostility towards the government, thus 
leading to that particularly that destabilization the Politburo wishes to 
avoid.  
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Empowering local leaders to administrate according to the 
demographics, culture and economics of their particular area of 
responsibility, would be a far better idea. This empowerment should 
include a number of key indicators of success: regard for human rights, 
a free market place for religions, social stability, economic stability and 
growth, and, of course, a corruption index. Local leaders are held 
accountable to the top leadership in Beijing. Allowing regional leaders 
more options to negotiate, and more room for political and social 
maneuvering, will prove useful in stabilizing regions of the People’s 
Republic of China in the long run, and avoids the embarrassment of the 
loss of so many lives and the destruction of happiness of many of its 
own citizens. Besides, it avoids having to point the finger at Bejing 
when a region does not perform. Empowering regional leadership 
includes having them consult local religious and social leaders, 
allowing the power of negotiation to occur. Local leaders using threats 
and force, tend to only destabilize a region, making it more difficult for 
the regional leaders to score high on their key-indicators. They will 
have to come up with more intelligent and creative ways to calm their 
area of responsibility.  

It is easier and better to have people use a well-developed 
conscience than to rule them by police threats.  

 
Rather than curb religion and see it as a threat, it is wiser to 

create an environment where individuals and groups all feel free to 
develop opinions and express them. One can hold religious leaders 
accountable for the actions of their flock. This creates a structural 
solution that will last in the long run and will not need 
micromanagement from Bejing. This policy alone will avoid ruining 
the lives of millions of believers; one that does not need to fill jails and 
cause anger and fear in the hearts of the people. Rather, it creates 
negotiation, trust, and ownership of the problem and cooperation. 

 
12 Human Rights, also referred to as Natural Law, in Roman law. 

Rather than fighting religions, one creates an environment where 
religions and society flourish.  

 
Notice the plurality “Religions”. Any time a single ideology or 

religion dominates, it tends to focus on power, even abusing power. 
Curbing this phenomenon is done by allowing a free market of 
religions.xviii Rather than religions fighting the government, they will 
focus their attention to their own growth and on interacting with the 
other players in the arena. The key to sustainable stability in society is 
religious diversity and an environment for religions to flourish. In a 
healthy society there is space for Buddhism, Confucianism, Islam, and 
Christendom, for Humanism, Atheism and any other ideology, to grow 
and coexist if they all adhere to basic human rights. 

 
In order for this free-market place of religions or beliefs to 

function the values of Human Rights12 need to be taught to and by as 
many stake holders as possible, including religions, business leaders, 
schools, and civil society. Human Rights, then, become part and parcel 
to the values that make up Chinese society. This should be relatively 
easy to do, as much of it already forms the make-up of people’s 
conscience.  

 
The idea of Human Rights can even become an economic asset. 

As has been discussed earlier, China has already made great leaps 
forward in terms of economic power. But it can get so much more if it 
allows this flourishing of groups to take place. According to a Brian 
Grim Study:  

"This growing religious diversity can be an economic strength 
if national and business leaders promote interfaith 
understanding, protect minority groups’ human rights, and 
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freedom of religion or belief, ensuring sustainable and peaceful 
development for all.”xix 
 
Adopting this proposed policy can only work when any religion 

that wants to participate in this arena of human rights and freedoms, 
accepts ALL human rights.  

Activists who advocate for their own religious rights must also 
advocate for the rights of other groups that face similar concerns within 
China. For some of them this is a hard pill to swallow.  

But, human rights for one, means Human Rights for all.  
Freedoms for one, means freedoms for all.  

In this context, a united voice for freedom of religion or belief and of 
all human rights is far more powerful than disassociated factions.  
 

In summary, China's problems that were created with policies 
from a small elite, can be solved by taking all the major players on 
board in the decision making processes. We suggest expanding the 
decision making process to include more peoples. Expanding the 
leadership within the party, especially expanding their responsibility 
for the outcome. For these different activists, it means coming together 
into one voice and advocating religious freedom and human rights for 
ALL people living within China. In East Turkestan it means taking the 
Uyghurs seriously and allowing them their basic human rights. It 
means inclusion of the Dalai Lama when it comes to the question of 
Tibet. Rule by oppression is violent and short lived, with long term 
hardships to follow. It traumatizes cultures for generations to come. 
Leadership by collaboration is a well-proven and globally accepted 
method, a long track record of success. With regard to the fear from 
religions and social unrest, too, it means taking religions on board in 
the decision making processes. Including religions, creates a safe 
environment for a diversity of moderate ideologies to flourish. 
Suppression of religion creates extremism and a hostile environment; 

inclusion of multiple religions enhances social stability and economic 
growth.  

Human Rights is not an inhibitor to social stability; it is the 
key.   
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Uyghurs is, in many ways, comparable to that of the Tibetans, showing 
that there is a structural problem at the heart of things.  
   

The Heart of China's Challenges and Answers   
We acknowledge that it is unpractical to suggest changes to the 

basic setup of the Chinese government that now has deep roots in its 
national Society. And we do not intend to criticize China and its 
leadership. Governance is complex. We also must, however, take the 
Chinese leadership style into consideration in our analysis, as it does 
not only have advantages, but serious ramifications as well, that do not 
just cause the loss of life of many of its own subjects but invariably 
greatly influences the way decisions are made. More and more research 
shows that the smaller the number of people decide for the greater 
masses, the more bureaucratic an organization becomes, the slower 
decision making is influenced (unless by taking direct hard control 
from the top), the more corruption there is likely to be, the more 
mistakes are made in the creation of the rule of law, the greater the 
impact of decisions on the short-run, the less control over the impact of 
decisions on the long-run, and in the end, the more people feel 
unhappy, which results in an increase of uprising. Examples in history, 
such as the French Revolution13 of 1789, the Iranian Revolution14 of 
1979, even China's own revolution against the Qing Dynasty15 in 1911 
prove this. Besides, the way China deals with minorities in newly 
acquired regions, such as East Turkestan16 and Tibet, has overtones of 
English Colonization practices, and can predictably end up in the same 
way, as history proved, with much bloodshed and in the end, loss of 
control and humiliation. Not only do we, in the West, fear such social 
explosions, but so does the Communist Party in Beijing. We agree with 

 
13 Overthrow of Louis XVI 
14 Overthrow of Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi 

the Party that social stability is of paramount importance. With the 
current government policies in place, China faces a series of challenges 
that tend to destabilize. One might ask in each of the cases we mention, 
if a democratic dictatorship model will solve the problems as desired. 
Throughout this presentation, we will suggest possible, more 
theoretical, solutions that may solve most of the issues at hand.    
 

The One Child Policy   
Let us start with the effects of China’s One Child Policy which, 

fortunately, was overturned a week after we gave this speech in 
Brussels on October 22 2015. With all the options at hand to curb 
spiraling overpopulation, the one-child policy has had predictable 
enormous social and economic consequences. It now faces an aging 
population, causing a pension crisis. Labor shortages loom over the 
economy and China has the biggest gender imbalance worldwide. 
Many Chinese families desire male babies, which causes an estimated 
30 million more men than women in 2020.xx This is caused by 
premature abortions, often under the worst of circumstances. This, by 
itself, is cause for social unrest and courtship-motivated immigration. 
The boys are sometimes referred to as "little emperors"xxi, with parents 
adoring their spoiled offspring. Some studies describe them as "over-
indulged, lacking self-discipline and having no adaptive 
capabilities."xxii The unwanted girls are sometimes referred to as the 
"100 million missing girls."xxiii Girls are often aborted, abandoned, or 
neglected. This policy changed the definition of the family, of 
marriage, of parenting, and of the meaning of personal 
identity. Creating this policy, China’s leadership style has tweaked the 
core of any society - the family, which was one of its greatest cultural 

15 Qing Dynasty: started in 1644 and ended in 1912. 
16 China officially refers to this area as the “Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region.” 
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legacies. It basically turned its most important social and cultural 
aspect into an economic issue. Apparently, when it comes to policy 
making, money trumps family and marriage love. This decision, made 
without the consensus of the population at large, has spurned angry 
reactions from the many who suffer the adverse effects. Instead of 
overpopulation, the policy created these uncontrollable and unforeseen 
effects. Again, the objective, here, is not to focus on this issue per se, 
but to look at what causes such national decisions to be made.  
 

Finances   
The shift of perspective from love to money leads us to a 

second example, Chinese finances. The past few decades has seen 
China become an important world player. The statistics do not lie. 
Many foreign global companies invest in the Chinese Labor Market. 
While the world went into economic crisis in 2008, China boomed, 
spreading its wings into investments in the American Transportation 
sector, loaning money to a collapsing U.S. economy, buying dollars to 
keep its value afloat, and propping up the organized mining industry, 
especially in Africa and Australia.xxiv It has created jobs and an 
impressive larger middle class within its own borders. Yet, in spite of 
all the amazing strides China has made, a question arises: how long 
will this policy of fast growth endure? There is serious talk about an 
overheating economy. The recent plummet of Chinese Stocks in 
August of 2015, due to overstock and slowing world growth,xxv have 
shown, that these stocks are susceptible to economic panic.xxvi Air 
pollution, according to M.I.T.17, put a dent in the economy to the tune 
of 112 billion USD in 2005, and increasing to date.xxvii. prices are 

 
17 Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 

cheap in China. Thus China exports, but the world economy is not 
recovering, and export figures stall. 

 
Furthermore Chinese gross domestic product has seen its lowest 

rise since 2009.xxviii What if it all comes tumbling down and collapses? 
How would a large middle class in China react if its spoiled middle 
classers cannot retain their social status in a culture that is so sensitive 
to losing face? When people get rich too quickly, especially when they 
have not earned that wealth with years of experience and hard honest 
work, they tend to want more and more. And when they do not get it, 
revolt is the consequence. These questions are relevant in an 
unpredictable economy like that of China’s. 
  

China’s heavy hand in religious affairs  
The last example, out of many we could mention, is that of its 

religion policies and practices. Many of these social and economic 
issues China faces involve its relationships with religion. Brian Grimm, 
of the Religious Freedom & Business Foundation, recently stated:  

"China’s economic success would not have been possible had 
the country kept religion and other forms of identity completely 
suppressed. And its future success requires the un-coerced 
buy-in of all these groups."xxix 
 
Anti-religious policies hamper economic growth. Studies show 

that not only will the China see great economic dividends derived from 
the easing of anti-religious policies, religions themselves will be 
satisfied with their increased amounts of freedom, thus helping curb 
social distresses. Anthropological and social research show that most 
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people do not identify themselves first and foremost to their nation, but 
to their religion. Uyghurs in East Turkestan, for example, do not feel 
Chinese, but Muslim.xxx Tibetans identify themselves as Buddhists, 
who revere the Dalai Lama; China and the ideas of Chairman Mao are 
far from thought. It is all about identity. Personal, group, and national 
identity is not effectively forced on people, but, instead, it is inherently 
based on the culture in which one is raised. One identifies him-/herself 
with a culture that feels safe and predictable. Uninvited strange rulers 
are not seen as safe. These foreigners come up with unpredictable 
policies and laws that run against local traditions and values. Imagine 
the consequences of people saying such things as: I am Chinese, but I 
hate it, and I am ashamed of it". We, westerners, have learned by sad 
experience that colonialism will backfire in the long run. It festers 
anger and rage, and in the end right wing extremism, even terrorism, 
exactly what the Chinese are attempting to avoid in East Turkestan. 

 
It is clearly understandable that within the Chinese setting, 

Beijing is worried about more influence of up and coming religious 
institutions, especially unknown ones. Not all spiritual sects promote a 
harmonious society. Religions can be downright intolerant or blatantly 
dangerous. History shows that, the larger religions grow, the more they 
tend to mingle in government affairs, even dictate government policies. 
And then there is always the extreme minority who do not shun 
terrorism. It can seem rational for the government in Beijing to want to 
control religions, giving in to fear. However, Freedom of Religion is 
guaranteed under the Chinese Constitution. Notice the first few lines of 
Article 36 of the 1982 Chinese Constitution:  

“Citizens of the People's Republic of China enjoy freedom of 
religious belief. No state organ, public organization or 
individual may compel citizens to believe in, or not to believe 

 
18 The Politburo is a group of 25 people that preside over the communist party of China.  

in, any religion; nor may they discriminate against citizens 
who believe in, or do not believe in, any religion. The state 
protects normal religious activities. No one may make use of 
religion to engage in activities that disrupt public order, impair 
the health of citizens or interfere with the educational system of 
the state. Religious bodies and religious affairs are not subject 
to any foreign domination.”xxxi  
 
In practice the above constitutional law is officially limited to 

state organized "patriotic religious associations" within Buddhism, 
Taoism, Islam, Catholicism and Protestantism - the only religions 
recognized within the country.xxxii Restrictions are especially Muslims, 
who are generally treated as if all of them are terrorists. And not to 
mention peace loving followers of Falun Gong and Tibetan Buddhists. 
Furthermore, these religions fall under heavy government control, even 
having local spiritual leaders being hand-picked by the Politburo.18 The 
Chinese government, it appears, has taken several pages out of history, 
following nationalizing policies akin to Henry VIII's breaking away 
from the Roman Catholic Church and creating the Church of England 
in its stead, and Napoleon's taking over of churches and their 
development of Laicité19.  

 
This policy of state-sponsored religions and government 

oversight is not working for China, as the police and judiciary have to 
constantly react to soothe the consequences. A 2014 report from the 
U.S. based Commission on International Religious Freedom describes  

"alarming increase in systematic, egregious and 
ongoing abuses… people of faith continue to face arrests, fines, 
denials of justice, lengthy prison sentences, and in some cases, 
the closing or bulldozing of places of worship... The 

19 This has recently come into question by the Vatican, as they are not allowed to approve of 
the ordination of priests and bishops in China. 
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government closely regulates and 
monitors religious activities among 
these groups, and undercover officials 
are known to sit in on meetings. 
Surveillance cameras adorn the walls 
of many sanctioned churches, keeping a 
watchful eye on worshippers."xxxiii  

As of late, we regularly hear 
about cases against Uyghurs, Falun Gong, and members of 
underground house churches, being arrested and imprisoned for various 
reasons, not least of which includes the preaching of their religion.  

 
Just as some use the term "Americanizing" (meaning to make 

something look and feel American), here we have Beijing "Chinifying" 
religion (or making religion fit the Chinese culture) and, in a way, 
attempting to forcefully making people feel Chinese. This can be seen 
in China’s “Hanification” policies. Hanification involves moving 
millions of ethnic Han residents into the region to settle in remote 
Western provinces of China, such as Tibet and Xinjiang. This aided to 
boost the economy of these areas by allowing access to natural 
resources there, modernizing the cities, and allowing for larger 
populations. The original 13 Million Uyghurs are now outnumbered by 
43 million Han visitors. However, this extreme form of immigration 
within a so called "Autonomous Region" comes at the price of unfair 
restrictions being placed on other original minority cultures, such as the 
Uyghur and Tibetans, in favor of the promoting of Han culture. The 
effect of harassing Uyghurs on details such as fasting and wearing the 
Hijab, amongst other things, is causing extreme hardships. Authorities 
tend to treat the local population as extreme radicals. China is 
particularly sensitive about Muslims in an era of terrorism. The 

 
20 The General Secretary of the Communist Party of China, the president of the 
People's Republic of China, and the chairman of the Central Military Commission. 

Uyghurs, however, have a long standing history of local peace and 
getting on well with peoples of other beliefs. And even if there were 
terrorism that was not caused by the suppression of a minority 
population, countering it with harder forces of terrorism only serves to 
raise tensions, not lower them. A religious society that bases 
itself around daily acts and forms of worship will respond 
with a heavier hand when it sees its traditions and beliefs are 
being threatened. Natural consequences of this anti-Freedom 
of Religion stance could be resentment from outside peoples 
and nations towards the Chinese government. President Xi 
Jinping's20 recent trip to London21  was greeted by protesters 
demanding the end of Chinese influence in Tibet, for 
example. The Chinese government’s failure thus far to 
negotiate with exiled Uyghur and Tibetan activists, such as Rebiya 
Kadeer22 and the Dalai Lama,  with regards to religious and cultural 
rights has put a black mark on China’s world standing. But what is 
worse and what one cannot really control, nor should ever want to 
control, is the freedom of thought and conscience which makes a 
human being different from animals. 

 
As mentioned in our second paragraph, the current trends 

clearly inhibit China from adhering to its own Constitutional Policy 
towards Religious Freedom. Not even the Politburo would be pleased 
with the atrocities by local authorities in the different autonomous 
regions. It is not just the policies that do not work; it is centralized 
decision making that makes implementation to a constitution 
impossible.  

21 October 23, 2015 
22 Rebiya Kadeer b. 15 Nov. 1946; leader in the Uyghur World Congress 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/General_Secretary_of_the_Communist_Party_of_China
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/President_of_the_People%27s_Republic_of_China
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/President_of_the_People%27s_Republic_of_China
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chairman_of_the_Central_Military_Commission
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A Chinese Religious Renaissance  
When we talk about Freedom of Religion, we do not mean just 

religious groups. We define this as freedom of conscience, freedom of 
association, freedom of expression, freedom of belief. It is not just 
regarding religious groups. It includes belief of individuals, and 
membership to any group, including belief in- and membership of the 
Chinese Communist Party, or any other organization that accepts All 
Human Rights. Religious, social, and political ideologies, as diverse, 
complicated, and at times illogical as they can be, form an important 
element to the development of the cultural fabric of society. It is better 
to empower and work with them, than to suppress them.  

 
These freedoms are not just a basic human right to the 
individual, but their ideals are needed to disseminate healthy 
values within cultures.  

 
Freedom of Religion, in particular, is essential to developing 

healthy, stable societies. Each culture is defined by its value system. 
Think of virtues such as honesty, respect, trust, kindness, patience, 
justice, integrity, love. Societies that do not use these values 
disintegrate. Religious organizations and ideologies help not only keep 
each other in line with these core values, but they tend to teach them to 
the next generations. Their existence and activity are paramount to 
stability. The most effective entities that teach values are parents and 
religions. Religions and other ideological organizations are masters of 
value-based education. It is in their DNA. The least effective are 
schools and governments. Government DNA is made up of procedures, 
policies, power, and economics - hardly a healthy source of moral 
ethics. Schools are primarily built for the development of individual 
skills, so that the masses can produce the goods the governments want. 
It is only by virtue of individual teachers with a heart, that schools have 
any effect in the transference of ethics and morals. Christianity, Islam, 

Buddhism, Judaism, the Communist Party, and others, all help in 
instilling value systems in the world's many peoples. Religious and 
ideological groups can be loyal dogs that want to please their master; 
they become dangerous dragons when they are hunted down.  

 
The problem is usually not in any single religion and 

ideologies, but in the lack of a free-market for them. Freedom of 
Religion or Belief creates healthy interaction and mutual respect 
between them, and it provides a “ checks and balances”  type system. 
Limiting the diversity in the religious or ideological landscape is the 
root of the problem. Any society with a single, too dominant religion or 
ideology, will in the end succumb to its own blind spots. If social 
values are taught well in the homes and by the use of healthy social 
groups, there will be less need for a central government to forcefully 
implement the rule of law and there will be less hardships by Chinese 
citizens. It was not the religions that created the one-child policy, it 
was the lack of moral values. In the end, it is not economic prosperity 
that will save the Chinese, but the happiness and health of its citizens, 
fueled by wholesome values.  

 
Moreover, research shows that there is a strong correlation 

between government restriction on religion and social hostility. xxxiv 
The stronger one tackles religions with laws and hard handed 
pushdowns, the more it increases social unrest. China has high 
restrictions on religion and to date, and so far relatively moderate 
social hostilities reported.xxxv We believe that, rather than 
implementing stricter anti-religious policies as an answer, religions can 
and should be seen as partners in calming social upheaval, especially 
on the local level. Eighty four percent of the world population is 
religious to some extent.xxxvi China, having one seventh of the world 
population, shares a big chunk of that percentage, especially if you 
count the numerous alternative organizations that teach good values. 
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One could conclude that there are enough of these people in China to 
take them seriously.  

 
China’s government structure of the small decision making elite 

in a capital city thousands of kilometers away is not practical. There is 
a need to empower regional leaders in those far away regions, such as 
Xinjiang and Tibet, with full responsibility for local stability. It is not a 
matter of central control, but decentralization of stewardship. Regional 
leaders know the situation in their areas of administration the best; they 
live there, after all. China, being as large and diverse as it is, must use 
different stratagems when it comes to different regions. Various 
cultures and religions will react differently to a central plan designed to 
make them into something they are not, such as Hanification.23 This 
only ferments resistance and hostility towards the government, thus 
leading to that particularly that destabilization the Politburo wishes to 
avoid.  

 
Empowering local leaders to administrate according to the 

demographics, culture and economics of their particular area of 
responsibility, would be a far better idea. This empowerment should 
include a number of key indicators of success: regard for human rights, 
a free market place for religions, social stability, economic stability and 
growth, and, of course, a corruption index. Local leaders are held 
accountable to the top leadership in Beijing. Allowing regional leaders 
more options to negotiate, and more room for political and social 
maneuvering, will prove useful in stabilizing regions of the People’s 
Republic of China in the long run, and avoids the embarrassment of the 
loss of so many lives and the destruction of happiness of many of its 
own citizens. Besides, it avoids having to point the finger at Bejing 

 
23 Hanification: moving three times the number of Hahns into a region such as East 
Turkestan than the number of original Uyghur inhabitants, thus causing predictable 
social unrest, for which the Uyghurs are not to be blamed. 

when a region does not perform. Empowering regional leadership 
includes having them consult local religious and social leaders, 
allowing the power of negotiation to occur. Local leaders using threats 
and force, tend to only destabilize a region, making it more difficult for 
the regional leaders to score high on their key-indicators. They will 
have to come up with more intelligent and creative ways to calm their 
area of responsibility.  

It is easier and better to have people use a well-developed 
conscience than to rule them by police threats.  

 
Rather than curb religion and see it as a threat, it is wiser to 

create an environment where individuals and groups all feel free to 
develop opinions and express them. One can hold religious leaders 
accountable for the actions of their flock. This creates a structural 
solution that will last in the long run and will not need 
micromanagement from Bejing. This policy alone will avoid ruining 
the lives of millions of believers; one that does not need to fill jails and 
cause anger and fear in the hearts of the people. Rather, it creates 
negotiation, trust, and ownership of the problem and cooperation. 
Rather than fighting religions, one creates an environment where 
religions and society flourish.  

 
Notice the plurality “Religions”. Any time a single ideology or 

religion dominates, it tends to focus on power, even abusing power. 
Curbing this phenomenon is done by allowing a free market of 
religions.xxxvii Rather than religions fighting the government, they will 
focus their attention to their own growth and on interacting with the 
other players in the arena. The key to sustainable stability in society is 
religious diversity and an environment for religions to flourish. In a 
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healthy society there is space for Buddhism, Confucianism, Islam, and 
Christendom, for Humanism, Atheism and any other ideology, to grow 
and coexist if they all adhere to basic human rights. 

 
In order for this free-market place of religions or beliefs to 

function the values of Human Rights24 need to be taught to and by as 
many stake holders as possible, including religions, business leaders, 
schools, and civil society. Human Rights, then, become part and parcel 
to the values that make up Chinese society. This should be relatively 
easy to do, as much of it already forms the make-up of people’s 
conscience.  

 
The idea of Human Rights can even become an economic asset. 

As has been discussed earlier, China has already made great leaps 
forward in terms of economic power. But it can get so much more if it 
allows this flourishing of groups to take place. According to a Brian 
Grim Study:  

"This growing religious diversity can be an economic strength 
if national and business leaders promote interfaith 
understanding, protect minority groups’ human rights, and 
freedom of religion or belief, ensuring sustainable and peaceful 
development for all.”xxxviii 
 
Adopting this proposed policy can only work when any religion 

that wants to participate in this arena of human rights and freedoms, 
accepts ALL human rights.  

Activists who advocate for their own religious rights must also 
advocate for the rights of other groups that face similar concerns within 
China. For some of them this is a hard pill to swallow.  

But, human rights for one, means Human Rights for all.  
Freedoms for one, means freedoms for all.  

 
24 Human Rights, also referred to as Natural Law, in Roman law. 

In this context, a united voice for freedom of religion or belief and of 
all human rights is far more powerful than disassociated factions.  
 

In summary, China's problems that were created with policies 
from a small elite, can be solved by taking all the major players on 
board in the decision making processes. We suggest expanding the 
decision making process to include more peoples. Expanding the 
leadership within the party, especially expanding their responsibility 
for the outcome. For these different activists, it means coming together 
into one voice and advocating religious freedom and human rights for 
ALL people living within China. In East Turkestan it means taking the 
Uyghurs seriously and allowing them their basic human rights. It 
means inclusion of the Dalai Lama when it comes to the question of 
Tibet. Rule by oppression is violent and short lived, with long term 
hardships to follow. It traumatizes cultures for generations to come. 
Leadership by collaboration is a well-proven and globally accepted 
method, a long track record of success. With regard to the fear from 
religions and social unrest, too, it means taking religions on board in 
the decision making processes. Including religions, creates a safe 
environment for a diversity of moderate ideologies to flourish. 
Suppression of religion creates extremism and a hostile environment; 
inclusion of multiple religions enhances social stability and economic 
growth.  

Human Rights is not an inhibitor to social stability; it is the 
key.   
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