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Freedom of Religion and Minority Rights
in China

Introduction

While it would evidently be out of the scope of this article to
analyze all the complex aspects of the relations among the
state, the dominant ethnic group and minorities in a coun-
try with a population of about 1,400,000,000, we can try
and outline some of the most relevant implications of this
issue regarding their impact on human rights. What appears
particularly important, however, is the close interrelation of
some ethnic groups with the religion traditionally professed
by the vast majority of their members, as this in many cases
has been documented as the ground for the strict limita-
tions of religious freedom, up to amounting to the massive
and violent oppression of millions of people.

56 ‘nationalities’ or ethnic groups — with no rights
to self-determination

Officially, the People’s Republic of China comprises fifty-six
‘nationalities’ (55 minorities plus the dominant Han), which
in most cases may be properly defined as ethnic groups.
This requires a preliminary consideration.
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The term ‘nationality’ (“natsionalnost” in Russian, “minzu”
in Mandarin) was actually used in Soviet Union to define eth-
nic groups, while the citizenship was ‘Soviet’; the same con-
cept is nowadays in use in several former Soviet states, such
as in Kazakhstan — where the citizenship is ‘Kazakhstani,
while the ‘nationality’ can be Kazakh, Russian, Chechen or
one of the many other ethnicities which compose the popula-
tion of that country. The PRC adopted a similar system. How-
ever, as history showed, some of the ‘nationalities’ of Soviet
Union had all the requisites and aspirations to achieve a full
sovereign statehood, which in many cases happened, while
other ethnic groups have since been struggling to achieve
that goal. Avoiding, by any means, a similar outcome is the
constant objective of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP),
which has about 86.5 million members and strictly controls
the whole state’s structure at any level.

As a matter of fact, “the principles for exercising power
written in the constitution of the PRC are merely a facade,
and in reality all state institutions are under the full control
of the CCP. [...] The principle of the unity of state power
(the absence of separation of powers) means that the formal
source of all power, including executive and judiciary, is the
people, as personified in the National People’s Congress.’.

The same principle of “unity” guides the efforts by the
CCP when it comes to the issue of ‘minority nationalities’
(xiaoshu minzu), to whom certain rights and even limited
privileges can be assigned only under the condition that
self-identification as an ethnic group will not lead to any

I M. Bogusz, J. Jakébowski, The Chinese Communist Party and its

State — Xi Jinpings’ Conservative Turn, Warsaw, 2020, p. 39, https://www.
osw.waw.pl/sites/default/files/REPORT_The-Chinese-Communist-Par-
ty_net.pdf
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separatism. Fighting “separatism” is also one of the main
goals of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO),
which entered into force in September 2003 and include,
among else, a “Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure” (RATS)
based in Tashkent.? The wide definition of “separatism” and
its substantial assimilation to “terrorism” are instrumental
for the policy of tough control of the ethnic minorities ad-
opted by the CCP.

Having regard to this, we can summarize some statisti-
cal data about the ethnic groups in China. The largest ethnic
group, Han, constitutes about 91% of the total population,
but actually their number “comprises a wide variety of cultur-
ally and ethnically diverse populations, including eight mutu-
ally unintelligible linguistic groupings (Mandarin, Wu, Yue,
Xiang, Hakka, Gan, Southern Min, and Northern Min)

Some of the largest minorities live in China’s border re-
gions.

According to UNICEF, whose figures are based on the
PRC’s National Bureau of Statistics,

In 2015, the total population of the ethnic minority
groups was 117 million, accounting for 8.5 per cent of

the total population and mostly residing in western Chi-
na. Four ethnic minority groups had a population over

2 The SCO comprises eight member states (the Republic of India,

the Republic of Kazakhstan, the People’s Republic of China, the Kyrgyz
Republic, the Islamic Republic of Pakistan, the Russian Federation, the
Republic of Tajikistan, and the Republic of Uzbekistan), as well as four
observer states (the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, the Republic of Be-
larus, the Islamic Republic of Iran and the Republic of Mongolia), and six
dialogue partners (the Republic of Azerbaijan, the Republic of Armenia,
the Kingdom of Cambodia, the Federal Democratic Republic of Nepal,
the Republic of Turkey, and the Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lan-
ka): http://eng.sectsco.org/about_sco/ [access: 1.02.2021].

3 D.C. Gladney, Dislocating China — Reflections on Muslims, Minori-
ties, and Other Subaltern Subjects, London 2004, pp. 8-9.
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10 million, namely Zhuang, Hui, Uyghur and Manchu.
Among all provinces in 2015, the population of Tibet had
the highest proportion of ethnic minorities (95 per cent),
while Guangxi was home to 18 million people of ethnic
minority status, who were mainly Zhuang. The next larg-
est ethnic groups include Zhuang (18 million), Manchu
(15 million), Hui (10 million), Miao (9 million), Uyghur
(8 million), Yi (7.8 million), Tujia (8 million), Mongols
(5.8 million), Tibetans (5.4 million), Buyei (3 million), Yao
(3.1 million), and Koreans (2.5 million).*

The statistics about the numbers of these populations are
not unanimously considered fully reliable, as in several cases
the authorities tend to pretend either that there are more
people in order to show that they are well treated, or — on
the contrary — that there are fewer, in order to argue that
their case is not relevant. As for one of the most delicate is-
sues, I would accept that there are “about 11 million Uighurs
living in the Xinjiang region of Western China, and between
one million and three million of them have been detained in
camps since 2017, according to American government and
human rights group estimates.”

As far as the language is concerned, which is one of the
bases for identification of minorities, while Huis and Man-
chus (who have largely been assimilated) speak Mandarin
and write Chinese characters like the Han, among the other
minorities about 120 languages are spoken — i. e. more than

*  https://www.unicef.cn/en/figure-14-percentage-ethnic-minori-
ty-groups-province-2015#:~:text=China%20is%20comprised%200f%20
56,mostly%20residing%20in%20western%20China [access: 1.02.2021].

> Fifield A., China celebrates ‘very happy lives’ in Xinjiang, af-

ter detaining 1 million Uighurs, “The Washington Post”, 30.07.2019:
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/china-celebratesvery-hap-
py-lives-in-xinjiang-after-detaining-a-million-uighurs/2019/07/30/0e-
07b12a-b280-11e9-acc8-1d847bacca73_story.html.
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the double than the recognized minority groups. Those
languages belong to a variety of linguistic families, includ-
ing, among else, Sino-Tibetan (Mandarin, Tibetan, Kam-
Tai, Miao-Yao), Turkic-Altaic (Kazakh, Uyghur, Mongolian,
Manchu-Tungus, Korean), Austro-Asiatic (Hmong, Viet-
namese). There are also differences among writing systems,
even within people who speak the same language.

Although Mandarin is the official national language, all
languages are theoretically equal by law. According to the
2001 Bill of Autonomous Regions of Ethnic Peoples, ethnic
Han leaders are required to learn the language of the eth-
nic people among whom they work, and bonuses are given
to those who can speak more than two ethnic languages.
However, more than 60 of those languages are spoken only
by a few thousand people each, and some of them are con-
sidered at imminent risk of extinction.®

A Tibetan historian, currently at British Columbia Uni-
versity, observed a “decline in the use of the Tibetan lan-
guage’, as, while “in the 1980s, the Chinese Communist Par-
ty leaders encouraged the Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR)
to develop local laws to protect itself from outside pressure,
such as laws requiring Tibetan to be the language of admin-
istration in the region’, nowadays the “sheer speed and force
of economic change is making any talk of autonomy redun-
dant. In most urban areas of TAR, Tibetans cannot function
without the knowledge of Mandarin, which is required for
education and employment.”’

 Yuan Haiwang, Chinese Ethnicities and Their Culture: An Over-
view, 2008, http://digitalcommons.wku.edu/dlps_fac_pub/23 [access:
1.02.2021].

7 Tsering Shakya, Beyond development and diversity (interview), “Hi-
mal Southasian’, 25.06.2018, https://www.himalmag.com/beyond-develop-
ment-and-diversity-historian-tsering-shakya-interview/ [access: 1.02.2021].
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There are five officially autonomous regions and 151 eth-
nic minority autonomous areas (including 30 prefectures
and 121 counties); but the actual degree of autonomy is very
limited. On the one hand, there is a multiculturalist rheto-
ric, which can include some “affirmative action incentives
(e.g., allocating extra points on college entrance exam to as-
signing a percentage of regional governmental positions to
minorities)”; on the other hand, there is a constant effort
to “undermine minority nationalism” Therefore, while soft
policies aim to “undermine the creation of a united ethnic
front’, hard policies [...] are used to clamp down on elements
believed to be fostering dissent, advocating independence,
or carrying out terrorist attacks.®

At the same time, taking advantage of some economic
opportunities arising with the new development policies
from the late 1980s, a great number of Hans entered into
every autonomous region, even without official government
permission, settling “in Tibet, Inner Mongolia, Yunnan, and
Xinjiang’s newer industrial cities and transportation centers.
The state’s officials refused to prevent this illegal influx as it
is regarded as beneficial to China’s long-term goal of inte-
grating its autonomous regions into China proper.”

In Inner Mongolia — as the PRC officially calls what for
Mongolian history used to be “Southern Mongolia” — the
Mongolian language and culture are reportedly facing risks
of eradication. As in September 2020 Mongolian became
only a secondary language of education after Mandarin in
several matters in elementary and middle schools of the re-

8 J. Rudelson, W. Jankowiak, Acculturation and Resistance: Xinjiang
Identities in Flux, [in:] Xinjiang: China’s Muslim Borderland, ed. E.SS. Starr,
London—New York 2015 (1% ed. New York 2004), p. 301.

° Ibidem.
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gion, brave protests, especially from students, took place
in several cities — the authorities responded with arrests
and the intensification of controls.!® The sinicization of the
region has included, among else, massive Han migration
and the relocation of pastoral Mongols from the prairies
into new housing complexes in towns, and “ethnic Mongo-
lians have become a minority in their own land, account-
ing for only about 17% of Inner Mongolia’s population of
24 million”"!

Recognized religions, unregistered cults, and one
dominant ‘religion’: the party-state

Article 36 of the Chinese constitution says that citizens “en-
joy freedom of religious belief” The Chinese Communist
Party is officially atheist, but it recognizes five religions,
which are usually listed in order of the date of their presence
on the territory of the current People’s Republic of China:
Buddhism, Catholicism, Taoism, Islam, and Protestantism.
However, not only many unregistered or banned religious
groups, but also leaders and believers of the five recognized
ones are often strictly monitored, and in some cases hardly
discriminated and persecuted. In the last two decades, the
number of religious believers has anyway been reported

19 Introvigne M., Inner Mongolia Protests Against Cultural Genocide
Gain Momentum, “Bitter Winter”, 9.01.2020, https://bitterwinter.org/in-
ner-mongolia-protests-against-cultural-genocide-gain-momentum/ [access:
26.02.2021].

"' TJianli Yang, Lianchao Han, China’s war against the Mongolian

language, “The Washington Times’, 29.09.2020, https://www.washing-
tontimes.com/news/2020/sep/29/chinas-war-against-the-mongolian-
language/ [access: 26.02.2021].



198 Antonio Stango

growing, challenging both the repression and the pressures
to adhere to the party ideology.

It has been proven very difficult for scholars to get fully
reliable data on the numbers of believers in China, NGOs,
or governments. Even the China Internet Information Cen-
ter, a state-run web portal published under the auspices of
the State Council Information Office and part of the China
International Publishing Group, whose editor-in-chief is
a vice minister of the Publicity Department of the CCP, ad-
mits that statistics concerning this issue are “incomplete”.
According to this source, “there are over 100 million fol-
lowers of various religious faiths, more than 85,000 sites
for religious activities, some 300,000 clergy and over 3,000
religious organizations throughout China.” It also mentions
“13,000-some Buddhist temples and about 200,000 Buddhist

” «

monks and nuns’, “over 1,500 Taoist temples and more than
25,000 Taoist priests and nuns’, “18 million, whose faith
is Islam”, “four million Catholics” and “about 10 million
Protestants”!?

However, a 2017 Freedom House special report “focuses
on seven communities that together account for over 350
million believers: the country’s officially recognized reli-
gions — Buddhism (Chinese and Tibetan), Taoism, Catholi-
cism, Protestantism, and Islam — as well as Falun Gong, the
largest of several banned qigong practices, new religious
movements, and quasi-Christian sects.”"® Buddhist practi-
tioners are estimated to be 185-250 million.

12 China Internet Information Center, http://www.china.org.cn/e-
white/Freedom/f-1.htm [access: 15.02.2021].

13 Cook S., The Battle for China’s Spirit — Religious Revival, Repres-
sion, and Resistance under Xi Jinping, 2017: https://freedomhouse.org/
report/special-report/2017/battle-chinas-spirit [access: 10.12.2020].
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Undergoing the difficult task of comparing different sta-
tistics, and trying to balance the respective figures, one can
argue that about 75% of the population of China is supposed
to have no religious faith, or to have some folk traditional
creeds; which is consistent with the Freedom House figure
of about 350 million religious believers.

The official propaganda machine constantly aims to ex-
plain how religions should be working for “the country’, i.e.
for the political and social agenda of the CCP. After a ref-
erence to the need to correct “the errors” committed dur-
ing the “cultural revolution” of 1966—-1976 (“errors” which
I would define crimes against humanity, if not acts of geno-
cide'), the China Internet Information Center writes:

In the course of the country’s long history, the various
religions in China have become part of the traditional
Chinese thinking and culture. It is traditional for Chinese
religious believers to love their country and religions.
The Chinese government supports and encourages the
religious circles to unite the religious believers to actively
participate in the construction of the country. The vari-

ous religions all advocate serving the society and promot-
ing people’s well-being, such as the Buddhists’ “honoring

14 “The widespread phenomenon of mass killings in the Cultural

Revolution consisted of five types: 1) mass terror or mass dictatorship en-
couraged by the government — victims were humiliated and then killed
by mobs or forced to commit suicide on streets or other public places; 2)
direct killing of unarmed civilians by armed forces; 3) pogroms against
traditional “class enemies” by government-led perpetrators such as local
security officers, militias and mass; 4) killings as part of political witch-
hunts (a huge number of suspects of alleged conspiratorial groups were
tortured to death during investigations); and 5) summary execution of cap-
tives, that is, disarmed prisoners from factional armed conflicts” In Song
Yongyi, Chronology of Mass Killings during the Chinese Cultural Revolution
(1966—-1976): https://www.sciencespo.fr/mass-violence-war-massacre-re-
sistance/en/document/chronology-mass-killings-during-chinese-cultur-
al-revolution-1966-1976.html [access: 15.02.2021].
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the country and benefiting the people,” the Catholics and
Protestants’ “glorifying God and benefiting the people,
the Taoists’ “being benevolent, peaceful and harmonious,
saving the world and benefiting the people,” and the Is-

lam’s “praying to Allah to give great reward in this world

and hereafter"

In order to enforce such a wishful vision of all religions co-
operating for “the construction of the country’, the CCP es-
tablished and controls several national religious organizations:
Buddhist Association of China, Taoist Association of China,
Islamic Association of China, Chinese Patriotic Catholic Asso-
ciation, Chinese Catholic Bishops’ College, Three-Self Patriotic
Movement Committee of the Protestant Churches of China,
and China Christian Council. They are supposed to “run their
own affairs independently and set up religious schools, publish
religious classics and periodicals, and run social services ac-
cording to their own needs’, while all “normal clerical activities
conducted by the clergy and all normal religious activities held
either at sites for religious activities or in believers’ own homes
in accordance with usual religious practices” are theoretically
protected by law. The law, however, fails to clearly define what
would be considered “normal” by the state’s (meaning CCP’s)
bodies, thus leaving wide possibilities for repression whenever
authorities would deem it appropriate.'®

According to Freedom House, “religious groups have
been swept up in a broader tightening of CCP control over
civil society and an increasingly anti-Western ideological
bent under [Chinese President] Xi Jinping’

15 http://www.china.org.cn/e-white/Freedom/f-1.htm [access:
15.02.2021].
16 Ihidem.

17°S. Cook, The Battle for China’s Spirit — Religious Revival, Repres-
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Reports by the Pew Research Center show that in each of
the 10 years from 2007 to 2016,

China has been near the top of the list of most restrictive
governments. In 2016, the most recent year for which the
Center has religious restrictions data, the Chinese gov-
ernment was the most restrictive toward religious groups
among all the 198 countries included in the study [...].
The Chinese government restricts religion in a variety of
ways, including by banning entire religious groups and
detaining their members. For example, the government
has legally banned the Falun Gong movement, as well as
several Christian groups. At the end of 2017, over 3,000
Falun Gong practitioners remained in state detention,
with some reported deaths in prison. In addition, hun-
dreds of members of other groups, including Protestants,
Muslims, Buddhists and Catholics, remained imprisoned
at year’s end.'

On the other hand, in the last few years Xi has tended
to tolerate and somehow promote traditional beliefs or cul-
tures, including first of all Confucianism, as long as the CCP
deem them consistent with the party’s policies.

The case of Tibetan Buddhism

Only about six million ethnic Tibetans currently live in the
vast territory (around 2.5 million square kilometers, at an
average altitude of 5,000 meters) that once constituted the

sion, and Resistance under Xi Jinping, 2017: https://freedomhouse.org/
report/special-report/2017/battle-chinas-spirit [access: 10.12.2020].

18 S, Majumdar, Recent Chinese dealings with faith groups reflect

a pattern of government restrictions on religion, 11.10.2018: https://www.
pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/10/11/recent-chinese-dealings-with-
faith-groups-reflect-a-pattern-of-government-restrictions-on-religion/
[access: 1.02.2021].
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independent state of their ancestors. As political and reli-
gious authority have been for centuries strictly intertwined
in Tibet, the attitude of the CCP towards Tibetan Buddhists
is particularly hard, often amounting to religious-ethnic
persecution.

Having been an independent kingdom from the 14" to
the 18™ century, with strong connections especially with the
Mongol khans, and from 1720 under the rule of Chinese
Qing empire, Tibet enjoyed de facto independence from
1912 to 1950. Then, the Chinese People’s Liberation Army
occupied Eastern Tibet, and completed the annexation of
Central Tibet in 1951. A “Seventeen-Point Agreement’,
signed in Beijing in 1951, established the sovereignty of the
PRC over officially autonomous Tibet, while the existing po-
litical system of Tibet — including, among others, the status
and power in the region of the Dalai Lama (traditionally the
spiritual and temporal leader) — did not have to be changed.

However, discontent among the population and efforts to
regain independence brought several uprisings: the main one
took place in 1959 in the capital Lhasa and was bloodily sup-
pressed by Chinese troops, leaving tens of thousands people
dead. The current, 14" the Dalai Lama, Tenzin Gyatso, who
was then 23 years old, fled to India, where he was granted
political asylum and established a government in exile in
Dharamshala, later on reached by about 80,000 fellow Tibet-
ans who settled there. The Tibetan local government was liq-
uidated and the CCP took the full command of the territory,
most of which in 1965 was defined as Tibetan Autonomous
Region (TAR), while some Eastern Tibetan lands were incor-
porated into neighboring Chinese provinces.

The “Cultural Revolution’, started under Mao Zedong in
1966, was extremely hard in Tibet, involving a even higher
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degree of repression of Tibetan culture and religion and the
destruction of hundred of monasteries and temples:

When it ended with Mao’s death in September 1976,
more than 6,000 monasteries and religious institutions
in Tibet laid in ruins. Millions of ancient and priceless
manuscripts were burnt. Statues made of gold, silver, or
bronze were removed from the temples and shipped to
China. The physical torture and psychological traumas
endured by Tibetans during public “struggle sessions”
and imprisonment were beyond human comprehension.
At least 92,000 Tibetans who were subjected to “struggle
sessions” died or committed suicide and around 173,000
Tibetans died in prison, or in “Reform Through Labor
Camps” (Laogai).””

Under the leadership of Deng Xiaoping, some more re-
ligious and cultural rights for Tibetans were allowed, by no
way implying any political autonomy. While some monas-
teries were reconstructed, intrusive controls led to hundreds
of demonstrations and new repressions.

In June 1988, the Dalai Lama declared that Tibet was
not anymore aiming to independence, but “should become
a self-governing, democratic political entity [...] in associa-
tion with the People’s Republic of China”?° However, the
Chinese regime rejected his offer and protests and riots
continued to occur. Martial law was declared in March 1989
and was enforced until May 1990, while the Dalai Lama was
awarded the Nobel Peace Prize 1989 “for advocating peace-

19 Tashi Phuntsok, Revisiting the “Cultural Revolution” in Tibet,

31.10.216, https://tibet.net/revisiting-the-cultural-revolution-in-tibet/
[access: 1.02.2021].

20 Mann J., Dalai Lama Shifts Stand on Tibet Independence, “Los
Angeles Times’, 16.06.1988, https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-
1988-06-16-mn-6860-story.html.
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ful solutions based upon tolerance and mutual respect in
order to preserve the historical and cultural heritage of his
people!

On that occasion, the Dalai Lama presented a plan — re-
jected by the Chinese government — “for the restoration of
peace and human rights in Tibet” and “recommended that
the country be turned into an ecologically stable and de-
militarized zone that might serve as a buffer between major
Asian powers.?? By contrast, in June of that same year, 1989,
the massacre of Beijing Tiananmen square took place, with
a death toll estimated up to several thousand people. It put
an end to any hope of freedom of the expression and asso-
ciation in China and has since been strictly censored by the
Chinese regime.

In 1994, an official “Third Work Forum on Tibet” defined
the Dalai Lama as an enemy, starting a widespread cam-
paign of vilification of him.

That forum had announced a strategy of stimulating the
Tibetan economy through large-scale investment and
subsidies, as a follow-up to the more-or-less forced in-
troduction of rapid marketization [...]. For no compelling
reason, the forum had also called for the public denuncia-
tion of the exiled Tibetan leader, the Dalai Lama, in his
religious capacity and in personal terms. Such a move was
unprecedented for the Chinese authorities in the post-
Cultural Revolution era. It was probably the single most
important factor in the increase in protest, nationalism
and unrest among Tibetans that took place over the fol-
lowing decade and a half and bans on possessing his im-
age or worshipping him were soon reported, though their

21 The Nobel Prize, https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/peace/1989/

lama/facts/ [access: 15.02.2021].
22 Ibidem.
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legal basis remains unclear and implementation has been
uneven. Over the following years, the party’s United Front
Work Department (UFWD) launched campaigns of pa-
triotic reeducation in monasteries. These coercive study
sessions routinely include requirements that monks and
nuns denounce the Dalai Lama verbally and in writing.”

While the authorities ordered to remove and destroy the
once ubiquitous portraits of the Dalai Lama even from pri-
vate homes, often replacing them with photos of party’s offi-
cials, many monks and nuns have been detained and report-
edly tortured for refusing to denounce their spiritual leader.

Meanwhile, the rapid economic development program
brought in the region tens of thousands non-Tibetans, who
currently constitute more than 10 per cent of the popula-
tion.

A big wave of protests began in Lhasa on March 10, 2008
to mark the anniversary of the 1959 uprising and extended
to other Tibetan provinces. The authorities reacted with vi-
olence, opening fire on protesters, and killing tens of them.
Many cases of self-immolations of Tibetan men and women
were reported next year, and a total of 155 (of whom 133
died) from 2009 to 2019.%*

Since then, the government has implemented hammer-
ing political education campaigns, strictly monitored with
security personnel (and recently also with facial-recognition
cameras) monasteries and religious ceremonies, restricted

23 R. Barnett, Restrictions and Their Anomalies: The Third Forum and
the Regulation of Religion in Tibet, “Journal of Current Chinese Affairs’,
1.12.2012, https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/186810261204100403
[access: 10.12.2020].

24 Source: Central Tibetan Administration (in exile), https://ti-

bet.net/important-issues/factsheet-immolation-2011-2012/ [access:
23.02.2021].
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travels for ethnic Tibetans, limited visits to pilgrimage sites,
and detained and tortured a number of nonviolent protest-
ers or dissidents. New measures include also — as in other
contests — internet and mobile phone monitoring, localized
blackouts, and surveillance with drones.

What was a particularly astonishing measure intended
to control religious leadership, in a way that many observ-
ers could not better define than absurd, was the decision by
the atheist CCP to have the last say about the reincarnation
of lamas. “In 2007, the State Administration for Religious
Affairs (SARA) issued a document called ‘Measures on the
Management of the Reincarnation of Living Buddhas; as-
serting that state approval was required for reincarnations.
In January 2016, authorities launched a new online database
of officially approved reincarnated lamas (tulkus), which no-
tably excluded the Dalai Lama’*

The CCP did not dare to choose a new the Dalai Lama
as an alternative to the current one, but it made clear that it
would select his successor by deciding about his reincarna-
tion; notwithstanding the fact that the Dalai Lama himself
had suggested several times that “he might choose his suc-
cessor before he dies, deviating from the practice of senior
lamas’ identifying each the Dalai Lama’s reincarnation after
his death”*

In 2011, speaking in Dharamshala on March 10 — the an-
niversary of the 1959 Tibetan uprising against Chinese rule
and of the 2008 riots — the Dalai Lama announced his deci-

% S. Cook, Tibetan Buddhism: Religious Freedom in China: https://
freedomhouse.org/report/2017/battle-china-spirit-tibetan-buddhism-re-
ligious-freedom [access: 10.12.2020].

% J. Yardley, E. Wong, Dalai Lama Gives Up Political Role, “New

York Times’”, 10.03.2011, http: www.nytimes.com/2011/03/11/world/
asia/11tibet.html [access: 23.02.2021].
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sion to hand over all his remaining political authority to the
prime minister of the Tibetan government in exile, insisting
on his wish to have a constructive dialogue over autonomy
with the Chinese government; but this was not welcome by
the CCP. Instead, the government intensified its control over
religious centres, and in October that year opened its own Ti-
bet Buddhist Theological Institute in Lhasa, intended to form
loyal Buddhist religious leaders who would contrast what the
regime defines “the Dalai clique” According to typically de-
scriptive official statements, the institute features “a distinctive
Tibetan architecture style [...] and has 150 students including
tulkus and monks from various Tibetan Buddhist sects

Funding from governmental sources is given to Tibetan
Buddhist monasteries or temples — attended also by a grow-
ing number of Han Chinese believers — where monks accept
the CCP’s policy.

At the Sixth Tibet Work Forum held in August 2015, Xi
Jinping called for the Party to, among other things, “carry
out propaganda and education activities on Marxist moth-
erland view, views on nation, religious view, cultural view;
[...] strengthen the identification of the people of various
nationalities with the great motherland, with the Chinese
nation, with the Chinese culture, with the Communist Party
of China, and with socialism with Chinese characteristics;
[...] promote the state’s common language, and strive to nur-

ture socialist cause builders?

27 “Global Times”, 8.05.2013: https://www.globaltimes.cn/con-
tent/780238.shtml [access: 10.12.2020].

28 Us. Congressional-Executive Commission on China, December
2015: https://www.cecc.gov/sites/chinacommission.house.gov/files/doc-
uments/2015%20AR%20Tibet.pdf [access: 10.12.2020].
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According to a Freedom House report, while many Ti-
betan people still occasionally enact open forms of protest,
including also nonviolent demonstrations by single brave
persons who face imprisonment and torture for showing
a portrait of the Dalai Lama or a Tibetan flag,

the majority of Tibetans responded to restrictive religious
policies in one of four ways — ‘exit, cooperation, avoid-
ance, and subtle resistance. [...] Until 2008, thousands
of Tibetans fled into exile each year. With increased po-
lice checkpoints throughout the plateau and a military
buildup along the Nepalese border, the ‘exit’ option has
been largely closed off. [...] A sizable contingent of Tibet-
an Buddhist leaders actively cooperate with the Chinese
authorities, while others seek to negotiate with local of-
ficials in order to balance their responsibility to follow-
ers and compliance with official directives to minimize
repression. [...] Monks and nuns occasionally hide among
the local community or in surrounding mountains for the
period of a patriotic reeducation campaign or other of-
ficial inspection. [...] Many monks and laypeople secretly
retain images of the Dalai Lama or other representations
of the spiritual leader that may not be immediately vis-
ible to Chinese inspectors. Many Tibetans also educate
their children in the privacy of their own homes about
the Dalai Lama or other principles of Tibetan Buddhism
that they might not otherwise encounter.?

I had the privilege to attend several events with the Dalai
Lama in Europe, as well as the opportunity to talk to the
representatives of the Tibetan government in exile. Their
constant advocacy for peace, respect of minority rights,
and the freedom of religion has growing audience in many

2§ Cook, Tibetan Buddhism: Religious Freedom in China: https://
freedomhouse.org/report/2017/battle-china-spirit-tibetan-buddhism-re-
ligious-freedom [access: 10.12.2020].
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countries, also thanks to the support of the International
Campaign for Tibet, with headquarters in Washington, DC,
and offices in Amsterdam, Brussels and Berlin.*

Muslims between tolerance and oppression. The case
of the Uyghurs in Xinjiang

There are probably around 25 million Muslims in China.
The largest of the ten predominantly Muslim ethnic groups
are the Huis, who are widespread in the Chinese territory
and whose native language is Mandarin, and the Uyghurs,
who are Turkic-speaking and live in a formally autonomous
region in current Western China called Xinjiang (which
translates to “New Frontier” in Chinese). Each of these two
groups has a population of about 11 million. While Huis are
largely assimilated with the Hans, generally integrated into
the dominant Han culture and relatively tolerated by the
CCP, the Uyghurs — who often refer to their region as ‘East-
ern Turkistan’ and share many more ethnic features with
other peoples of Central Asia such as Uzbeks or Kazakhs
than with the Hans — have been seriously oppressed in the
last decades, as the government claims that many of them
may hold extremist Islamic ideology and separatist ideas.

After September 11 2001, the CCP has also been using
the frame of the ‘Global War on Terror’ to justify the repres-
sion of the Uyghur population, labeling hundreds of thou-
sands of Muslim Uyghurs as extremists (although this word
has no strict juridical definition), separatists, and therefore
potentially terrorists.

30 International Campaign for Tibet, https://savetibet.org/ [access:
10.12.2020].
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I had the opportunity to meet several Uyghur activists
for human rights in exile, as well as common Uyghurs living
in Kazakhstan — where the 2009 official census estimated
them numbering 224,713, mainly inhabiting the areas bor-
dering China in the Almaty region.** Most Uyghurs are
actually either the followers of the tolerant Hanafi School
of Sunni Islam, or are not religious, while adopting some
Muslim cultural traditions. Language and religion, however,
along with their concentration in one specific region, con-
stitute important features of a specific Uyghur identity —
which is perceived with suspicion by the CCP.

The existence of a separatist group named East Turkes-
tan Islamic Movement, which has been accused of several
terrorist attacks throughout China and, according to a U.N.
Security Council report, in 2011 had about 200 members,*
should not evidently imply the bias against millions of people,
but the CCP has been conducting a large scale repression:

Over the last several years, it has been estimated that
over 1.8 million Uyghurs and members of other predomi-
nantly Muslim minorities (Kazakh, Kyrgyz, etc.) have
been sent to “reeducation camps,” or forced labor cen-
ters. Widespread arbitrary detention, political indoctri-
nation, family separation, and pervasive surveillance have
all become part of everyday life for all Uyghurs. Having
a passport, having traveled to foreign countries, [...] or
choosing not to drink or smoke are all actions that could

be used as justification for sending someone to a jail or
camp.®

31 Minority Rights Group International, https://minorityrights.org/
minorities/uyghurs-2/ [access: 15.02.2021].

32 U.N. Security Council, https://www.un.org/securitycouncil /sanc-
tions/1267/aq_sanctions_list/summaries/entity/eastern-turkistan-islam-
ic-movement [access: 26.02.2021].

33 Human Rights Foundation, What’s Happening in Xinjiang?
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According to testimonies and reports, torture and sex-
ual abuses are common in the camps, where the internees
are barred from practicing religion and indoctrinated on
the CCP ideology. Forced sterilizations have also been de-
nounced.

Outside the camps, massive electronic surveillance, fre-
quent evaluations of loyalty in schools and workplaces, in-
vasive visits by CCP’ members to homes, and the collection
of every possible personal data of Uyghur people in a com-
prehensive database complete the tight system of control,
making it easy for the authorities to find any alleged reason,
even in very private life habits, to send anybody to intern-
ment. According to a recent publication by a scholar with
long field experience,

with time it has become clear that the PRC is at the very
least committing acts of ‘cultural genocide’ against the
Uyghurs. In effect, the Chinese state has launched a cam-
paign to destroy Uyghur identity as we know it. [...] The
internment camps, in which a significant portion of the
Uyghur population has been detained indefinitely and
without due process, are at the center of this complex of
policies. Inside these camps, the internees are subjected
to prison-like conditions, forced to study the Chinese
language for long hours, followed by additional hours
of being force-fed by the Communist Party propaganda,
much of which targets Islam and related Uyghur cultural
practices as a dangerous ideology.®*

The process of forced assimilation also includes the
transformation of the landscape of the region, progressively

Q&A With Uyghur Activist Jewher Ilham, 29.01.2021, https://hrf.org/
press_posts/whats-happening-in-xinjiang/ [access: 15.02.2021].

34 S.R.Roberts, The War on the Uyghurs: China’s Campaign Against
Xinjiang’s Muslims, Princeton 2020, p. 2.
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leaving — as in other cases — just what the party consid-
ers necessary for its official multi-ethnic tolerance and for
tourists. Not only is the Uyghur language “gradually be-
ing removed from public space”, but “there is a campaign
to destroy mosques and Muslim graveyards throughout
the XUAR [Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous region], and
neighborhoods of traditional Uyghur housing are being
demolished?*

The alteration of the landscape and the ‘sinicization,
which, according to a senior CCP official, “must be upheld
to promote ethnic solidarity and religious harmony,*® has
recently been extended to other regions where even small
Muslim minorities live. This is the case, for instance, of the
Sanya Chams or Utsuls of Hainan island (the Southernmost
province of China), whose population is only about 10,000
and who are officially considered as Huis, although they are
ethnically distinct and speak a different language. A docu-
ment issued in 2019 by a local Party Committee and pro-
vincial authorities, entitled Work Plan for Strengthening the
Comprehensive Governance of Huixin Community and Hui-
hui Community, aims at the ‘rectification’ of habits, symbols
and signs, and “mandates that the population is forbidden
from wearing a robe or headscarf at work, and pictures with
people in a robe or headscarf are not allowed to be posted
in the workplaces”” Moreover, the document

% Ibidem, pp. 3—4.

36 Chinese official says sinicization’ of religion in Xinjiang must go

on, “Reuters’, 13.10.2018, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-xin-
jiang-idUSKCN1MNOP9 [access: 15.02.2021].

37 Ling Tian, Sanya Chams Muslim Minority in Hainan: Eradicat-
ing an Identity, “Bitter Winter’, 13.02.2020: https://bitterwinter.org/san-
ya-chams-muslim-minority-in-hainan/ [access: 15.02.2021].
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demands to find out those religiously active among CCP
members; dispatch Party members to join the mosque
management committees; [...] stipulates that all the hous-
es, restaurants, and hotels must be investigated. Arabic
scriptures, patterns of Mecca prayer, religious slogans,
and signs with “Halal” must be removed. Books, pictures,
patterns, symbols suspected of promoting what the CCP
calls “Saudization,” “Arabization,” or “Generalization of
Halal” must be banned. [...] “Saudi-style” and Arabic-style
buildings must be banned.*

It's worth mentioning a speech by Xi Jinping, in Septem-
ber 2014, directed at all the Chinese people, including both
Hans and minority groups, which concerned enhancing four
identifications: “with the Chinese motherland, the Chinese
nation, Chinese culture, and the path of socialism with Chi-
nese characteristics” — to which he added, in August 2015,
the identification with the CCP. As noticed in a recent pub-
lication, signs above the mosques that previously read ‘Love
the country, love religion” have been replaced and “they now
read ‘Love the Party, love the country”?*

Christian state-sanctioned denominations and house
churches

Like for other religions, the statistics about the number
of Christians in China are not fully reliable. Although the
government recognizes three state-regulated Christian or-
ganizations, there are many unregistered Christian groups,

38 Ibidem.

39 ]. Smith Finley, Securitization, insecurity and conflict in contem-
porary Xinjiang: has PRC counter-terrorism evolved into state terror?,
“Central Asian Survey’, 11.03.2019, https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/fu
11/10.1080/02634937.2019.1586348 [access: 15.02.2021].
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which often practice in so called ‘house churches’ There
are reportedly about 20 to 40 million registered Christians,
while estimates for unregistered Christians vary from 30 to
90 millions. The number of Catholics, according to a 2010
publication by the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, is
between 6 and 12 million. There are probably between 8,000
and 20,000 Orthodox Christians.*

A study of the Pew Research Center, which gives an ac-
count also of the necessity to consider multiple sources of
data, estimates that in 2010 there were 67 million Christians
in China, including 23 million registered (with the state-
approved Three-Self Patriotic Movement Committee) and
35 million unregistered Protestants. The same report notes
that governmental data show dramatic growth among of-
ficially recognized Protestants and Catholics (the last being
registered with the Chinese Catholic Patriotic Association)
from 1997 to 2006, with a 60% increase for Protestants and
a 25% increase for Catholics.*

This may have been a reason for concern for the CCP,
particularly because of the popularity of Protestantism
among the higher educated part of the population, the dif-
fusion of worship in private houses, which are more difficult
to control, and the foreign ties of both Protestant denomi-
nations and Catholicism. Consequently, the repression of
Christians has been reportedly increased, although not to
the extension of what happens with Tibetan Buddhists and

%0 Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada, China: Estimates of
the number of Christians, particularly in the provinces of Fujian, Guang-
dong and Liaoning, Ottawa, 19.10.2012, https://www.refworld.org/do-
cid/50a9f4012.html [access: 23.02.2021].

1 Pew Research Center, https://www.pewresearch.org/wp-content/

uploads/sites/7/2011/12/ChristianityAppendixC.pdf [access: 23.02.2021].
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Uyghur Muslims. In some areas crosses have been removed
from the tops of churches, in other ones churches have been
demolished, and there have been cases of Christian pastors
and priests harassed and imprisoned for “inciting to subvert
state power.*?

As for the Catholic Church, we have to consider that the
Holy See has not had diplomatic ties with the PRC since
1951, while it remains the last European government to of-
ficially recognize the Republic of China in Taiwan. Never-
theless, in the last few years the two Parties have been try-
ing to reach an agreement on the decades long dispute over
the bishop appointment process, which for the Holy See is
a prerogative of the Pope, while for the PRC is its own deci-
sion: This led to the persecution of Catholics loyal to the
Pope on the one hand, and to the excommunication of gov-
ernment-appointed bishops on the other hand. However, in
September 2018, the two sides reached a Provisional Agree-
ment, signed in Beijing by an undersecretary for the Holy
See’s Relations with States and a deputy minister for Foreign
Affairs of the PRC, which gives the Pope some sort of veto
power over future bishop nominees while Pope Francis rec-
ognizes several bishops who had been excommunicated.*

This Provisional Agreement does not necessarily entail
a switch of the official diplomatic relations of the Holy See
from the ROC the PRC in the next future, although this can-
not be excluded. However, has been declared by Vatican’s

2 1. Johnson, How the State Is Co-Opting Religion in China — And
What It Means for the Country’s Future, “Foreign Affairs”, 7.01.2019:
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2019-01-07/how-state-
co-opting-religion-china [access: 15.02.2021].

43 E. Albert, L. Maizland, Religion in China, backgrounder of the
Council on Foreign Relations, last updated 25.09.2020: https://www.cfr.
org/backgrounder/religion-china [access: 15.02.2021].
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sources as “pastoral, non political’, with “the shared hope”
that it “may favour a fruitful and forward-looking process of
institutional dialogue and may contribute positively to the
life of the Catholic Church in China, to the common good
of the Chinese people and to peace in the world”*

The xie jiao, banned religious groups

Besides dealing with the main religious denominations
which have more or less ancient historical roots in China,
the Chinese government has labeled several religious and
spiritual groups as ‘xie jiao’: a term, already used under the
Ming and Qing dynasties, which can be translated “hetero-
dox teachings’, but that official documents translate into
English as “heterodox cults” or — worse — “evil cults”*
According to Art. 300 of the Chinese Criminal Code,

Whoever organizes and utilizes superstitious sects, se-
cret societies, and evil religious organizations or sabo-
tages the implementation of the state’s laws and executive
regulations by utilizing superstition is to be sentenced to
not less than three years and not more than seven years
of fixed-term imprisonment; when circumstances are
particularly serious, to not less than seven years of fixed-
term imprisonment.

Whoever organizes and utilizes superstitious sects, se-
cret societies, and evil religious organizations or cheats
others by utilizing superstition, thereby giving rise to the

% provisional Agreement between Holy See and China, “Vati-
can News”, 22.09.2018, https://www.vaticannews.va/en/vatican-city/
news/2018-09/china-holy-see-agreement-appointment-bishops.html
[access: 26.02.2021].

% Introvigne M., If Your Religion is a Xie Jiao, You Go to Jail — But
What Is A Xie Jiao?, “Bitter Winter’, 8.09.2018: https://bitterwinter.org/
what-is-a-xie-jiao/ [access: 15.02.2021].
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death of people is to be punished in accordance with the
previous paragraph.

Whoever organizes and utilizes superstitious sects,
secret societies, and evil religious organizations or has
illicit sexual relations with women, defraud money and
property by utilizing superstition is to be convicted and
punished in accordance with the regulations of articles
236, 266 of the law.*

Incidentally, jurists may notice the bizarre reference to
“illicit sexual relations with women” in paragraph 3, which
apparently excludes that sexual relations “with men” can be
illicit, and might imply that “Whoever” refers only to men.
This is, in my opinion, actually consistent with a way of
formulating a criminal code that is intended to affirm the
prevalence of the state power over the individual, not caring
about basic juridical principles such as the equality of every
person before the Law — what is clearly stated, among else,
by Art. 7 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

As a matter of fact, provisions of Art. 300 are often ap-
plied against people who, out of the officially recognized re-
ligious organizations, simply attend worship services, share
the gospel, distribute religious books, or even practice spiri-
tual exercises.

The last is the case, in particular, of Falun Gong or Falun
Dafa, which can be translated as “Buddhist Law”: a spiritual
movement, founded by Li Hongzhi in 1992, which blends
traditional qigong exercises with Buddhism and Taoism. As
an American supporting group summarizes, it is “an ancient
way of improving mind and body’, based on “five gentle ex-

% Criminal Law of the People’s Republic of China, https://www.fm-
prc.gov.cn/ce/cgvienna/eng/dbtyw/jdwt/crimelaw/t209043.htm [access:
26.02.2021].
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ercises, including a meditation’, as “ways to improve health
and energy’, and on “the values of Truthfulness, Compas-
sion, and Forbearance”*” The followers are also encouraged
“to be good citizens by leading a moral life, not to smoke or
drink or have sexual relations outside marriage, and to resist
the consumerism that has swept China™*®
Being in line with several traditional practices, the Fa-
lun Gong was tolerated though not registered for about
seven years, reaching, according to the government, about
70 million practitioners in 1999. In April that year, when
more than 10,000 of them staged an unexpected, well or-
ganized silent demonstration in Beijing asking for the re-
lease of some detained adherents and more freedom,* the
government started to view them as a potential threat and
launched a crackdown and a demonization campaign.
Long explanations of all the alleged ‘evils’ of the Falun
Gong can be found in a number of the PRC’s official publi-
cations. A short summary opens, for instance, an article on
the web site of the Mission of PRC to the European Union:
Like many other cults in the world, Falun Gong has the
nature of being anti-mankind, anti-science and anti-so-
ciety. It practices cult leader worship, spreads fallacies,
exercises mind control, ruins human lives and endangers
society. [...] At the request of all people, the Chinese gov-
ernment has banned the Falun Gong cult in accordance
with the law in order to protect human rights and safe-

47 Friends of Falun Gong, What is Falun Gong?, https://fofg.org/

what-is-falun-gong/ [access: 26.02.2021].

48 Faison S., In Beijing: A Roar of Silent Protesters, “New York Times’,
27.04.1999, https://web.archive.org/web/20151017003808/http://part-
ners.nytimes.com/library/world/asia/042799china-protest.html [access:
26.02.2021].

4 Ibidem.
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guard social stability. This is also a great contribution to
the world anti-cult course.*

Typically, the article claims that banning the Falun Gong
had been requested by “all people” and “in order to pro-
tect human rights’, while only the second declared goal — to
“safeguard social stability’, meaning the established system
of power — is actually important for the CCP.

Notwithstanding the fact that the accusations of “cult
leader worship” and exercising “mind control” are made by
a party that is well-known for systematically doing the same,
the article explains that,

On 22 July 1999, in accordance with the demand by the
people, the Chinese government decided to outlaw Fa-
lun Gong. The Ministry of Public Security of the People’s
Republic of China issued a public notice prohibiting the
hanging or posting anywhere of the banners, pictures,
emblems advocating “Falun Dafa” (Falun Gong) and all

activities, including assemblies, processions and demon-
strations etc., organized by “Falun Gong”*

The Falun Gong diaspora is widespread in many coun-
tries, has a strong basis in the USA, where their founder cur-
rently live, and does advocacy campaigns for their rights in
relevant international fora. I have often had the opportunity
to discuss with them in conferences and in private meetings,
and I would argue that, because of the persecution by the
CCP, they now tend to act not only as individual practitio-
ners, but also as a nonviolent oppositional movement in exile.

50 Mission of the PRC to the EU, Frequently Asked Questions on the
Issue of Falun Gong, 9.03.2004, http://www.chinamission.be/eng/more/
flgwt/t72351.htm [access: 26.02.2021].

1 Ibidem.
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On a relatively positive note, according to a recent Free-
dom House’s report, “Falun Gong practitioners, though still
subject to severe abuses, are experiencing reduced persecu-
tion in many locales, as top officials driving the campaign
have been purged in intraparty struggles, and years of grass-
roots outreach by adherents and their supporters have won
over some lower-level authorities”*

Another persecuted group, labeled as “evil cult” since
1995, is the Church of the Almighty God (CAG), also known
as Eastern Lightning. It is the largest Chinese new religious
movement with a Christian inspiration.

According to a paper presented by three Western schol-
ars in 2019, the CAG

originated in 1991 around the revelations of a woman,
whose name is (probably) Yang Xiangbin, who was later
recognized as [...] the second coming of Jesus Christ, the
incarnated Almighty God. Around this belief a complete
system of dispensationalist theology grew, distinguishing
three ages of the history of humanity, the Age of Law, the
Age of Grace, and the present Age of Kingdom, which
will eventually lead into the glorious Age of the Millen-
nial Kingdom. CAG’s own statistics claim that more than
400,000 CAG members have been arrested in China from
2011 to date. These figures cannot be independently con-
firmed but certainly there are several CCP documents
calling for massive anti-CAG campaigns, monetary re-
wards are publicly offered to those who denounce CAG
members, and there are frequent references in Chinese
media to hundreds of arrests in one or another province.*

52 The Battle for China’s Spirit. Religious Revival, Repression, and

Resistance under Xi Jinping, Freedom House Special Report, February
2017, https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/2020-02/FH_ChinasS-
prit2016_FULL_FINAL_140pages.pdf [access: 15.02.2021].
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By June 2019, as the same paper reports, more than 5,500
members of the CAG had requested asylum in Europe, USA,
Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Japan or South Korea.
I have personally been contacted by several asylum seekers
in Italy, who face the risk of not being recognized as refugees
and consequently being deported to China.

The “best practices” examples of Taiwan and Hong Kong

The Republic of China settled from 1949 in Taiwan (which
acts as a sovereign state, while the PRC claims it as one of its
provinces) has a peculiar situation with ethnic minorities,
being home of 16 officially recognised indigenous peoples
and about 10 small other indigenous groups. Although they
constitute only a 2.4% of Taiwan’s population, numbering
about 559,000,>* as the descendants of peoples that had in-
habited the island for thousands of years they have legiti-
mately obtained, since the beginning of the democratization
process in the 1980s, to be designed with the self-selected
term ‘aborigine; instead of “the state-given term ‘mountain
compatriot’ (shanbao), which is viewed as assimilationist,”
used under the authoritarian Chiang Kai-shek’s regime.*
The Alliance of Taiwan Aborigines (ATA) was established

Church of The Almighty God, https://www.cesnur.org/2019/CAG-Tartu.
pdf [Access: 28.02.2021].

>t Minority Rights Group International, https://minorityrights.org/
country/taiwan/ [access: 28.02.2021] .

5 Kun-hui Ku, Rights to Recognition: Minority/Indigenous Politics in
the Emerging Taiwanese Nationalism, “Social Analysis’, 6.2005, https://
www.researchgate.net/publication/233485927_Rights_to_Recognition_
MinorityIndigenous_Politics_in_the_Emerging Taiwanese_Nationalism
[access: 28.02.2021].
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in 1984 to advocate for aboriginal rights, including claim to
self-determination and participation in the decision-making
processes on issues directly related to them. In 1996, under
the Executive Yuan, a Council for Aboriginal Affairs was
established, which in 2002 was renamed as the Council of
Indigenous Peoples. I had the opportunity to discuss local
issues freely during two visits to Taiwan, where I also met
with representatives of local tribes in their own territories.

As for the Hans, which constitute around 97 per cent of
the population, while most of them “belong to two groups
considered to be ‘Native Taiwanese’: the Hokkien who origi-
nally began immigrating from China’s southern Fujian prov-
ince in the 16th century and represent about 70 per cent
of the total population, and the Hakka (around 15 per cent
of the total population), who migrated in the same period
from China’s Guangdong province’, others “came from the
mainland with the Nationalist Kuomintang (KMT) govern-
ment and troops after losing the Chinese Civil War to the
Communists in 1949

As for freedom of religion, Taiwan can be considered an
example of “good practice’, because every traditional believe,
revealed religion, and new religious movement are free — in-
cluding among else Buddhism, Taoism (often combined and
worshipped in same temples), different Christian denomi-
nations (diffused also among the majority of the indigenous
population), Mormonism, the Unification Church, Islam, Ju-
daism, Hinduism, and folk religions with aspects of shaman-
ism and ancestor worship. Folk religion is also often practiced
along with other religions. The Dalai Lama was allowed to
visit Taiwan in 1997, in 2001 and in 2009, and in 2020 has re-

%6 Ibidem.
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ceived an invitation to return to the island the following year,
with favourable statements by the Taiwanese government.*’

Among the “estimated 711,000 foreign workers, primar-
ily from Southeast Asia’; there are more than 270,000 people
from Indonesia, who are predominantly Muslim, and about
155,000 from the Philippines, who are predominately Roman
Catholic.”®

A perfect example of “good practice” for the PRC to follow,
in my opinion, is the complete freedom of practicing for Falun
Gong, as the very fact that in Taiwan there are hundreds of
thousands of Falun Gong practitioners, and even large Falun
Gong events can frequently take place, shows that they do not
cause any trouble for “social stability” — what is officially stated
by the PRC as a reason to criminalize them as members of an
“evil cult” Falun Gong is also practiced by followers “of Bud-
dhism, Taoism, and other traditional religions”>

Taiwan is active in the promotion of religious freedom
in the world, and a Taiwan International Religious Freedom
Forum (TIRFF), “a multi-faith gathering of religious leaders,
government representatives, and NGO leaders to promote
religious freedom around the world,” was held in 2019.%°

Till now respect for minority and religious rights has been
also basically guaranteed in Hong Kong, which is officially
a Special Administrative Region and, for 50 years starting

57 The Dalai Lama wishes to visit Taiwan in 2021, “Taiwan News’,

9.09.2020, https://www.taiwannews.com.tw/en/news/4004858 [access:
28.02.2021].

58 U.S. Department of State, 2019 Report on International Religious
Freedom: Taiwan, https://www.state.gov/reports/2019-report-on-inter-
national-religious-freedom/taiwan/ [access: 28.02.2021].
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0" Taiwan International Religious Freedom Forum, TIRFF, http://
tirff.org/ [access: 28.02.2021].



224 Antonio Stango

from the restoration to China by the United Kingdom on 1 July
1997, should be “vested with executive, legislative and inde-
pendent judicial power, including that of final adjudication”®'

In particular, “Rights and freedoms, including those of
the person, of speech, of the press, of assembly, of associa-
tion, of travel, of movement, of correspondence, of strike, of
choice of occupation, of academic research and of religious
belief”).®2

The total number of people belonging to ethnic minori-
ties in Hong Kong was around 584,000 in 2016, constitut-
ing 8.0% of the total population, with an increase in the last
decade “fuelled largely by the influx of Southeast Asians®
Official records of the Special Administrative Region men-
tion the presence of “a variety of religions in Hong Kong,
including Buddhism, Taoism, Christianity, Confucianism,’
(which is not classified as a religion by the PRC) “Islam, Hin-
duism, Sikhism and Judaism”.®*

As in Taiwan, also in Hong Kong, Falun Gong follow-
ers have been generally able to practice their exercises,
distribute their literature, and conduct public events. How-
ever, in 2019, “Falun Gong practitioners reported harass-
ment from groups they said were connected to the Chinese

1 Joint Declaration of the Government of the United Kingdom of
Great Britain and Northern Ireland and the Government of the People’s
Republic of China on the Question of Hong Kong, Beijing, 19 December
1984 — Art. 3, clause 3: http://english1.english.gov.cn/2007-06/14/con-
tent_649468.htm [access: 1.02.2021].

%2 Ibidem.

6 Legislative Council of Hong Kong, “Religious facilities in Hong
Kong’, 8.12.2017, https://www.legco.gov.hk/research-publications/en-
glish/1718fs01-religious-facilities-in-hong-kong-20171208-e.pdf [access:
27.02.2021].

% Ibidem.



Freedom of Religion and Minority Rights in China 225

Communist Party (CCP) and difficulty renting venues for
large events, including from the SAR government’, and in
November that year “a printing warehouse for the Epoch
Times Hong Kong Edition, a Falun Gong-associated media
outlet, was subject to an arson attack by four masked assail-
ants armed with batons”®®

These developments follow the increasing efforts made
by the central government of the PRC, in the last few years,
to considerably reduce Hong Kong’s autonomy.

The near future will probably show whether the CCP will
consider at least part of the freedom experience of Hong
Kong and Taiwan a viable way to follow, coming to con-
ciliatory terms with the instances of the big part of the so-
ciety also in Mainland China, or will continue its policies
of co-opting loyal religious leaders, while oppressing — in
some cases, giving rise to accusations of cultural genocide
— millions of people who refuse homologation. This second
option, which in my opinion amounts to imposing party ide-
ology as a pervasive religion itself, would certainly face mas-
sive resistance in the country and increased strong criticism
internationally, notwithstanding the widespread use of pro-
paganda and disinformation campaigns in which the CCP
is actively engaged worldwide; and this might prove simply
not convenient for the élite in power, recommending a more
pragmatic approach to them.

% U.S. Department of State, 2019 Report on International Religious
Freedom: China — Hong Kong, https://www.state.gov/reports/2019-re-
port-on-international-religious-freedom/china/hong-kong/ [access:
27.02.2021].
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Abstract

In dealing with its officially registered 56 ‘nationalities; including the
dominant Han population, the People’s Republic of China has been
adopting policies varying from marginalization to assimilation, and
in some cases, to what some scholars argue, may be defined “cultural
genocide” With the fast economic growth since the 1990s, the state
has devoted huge resources to what it calls the modernization of the
theoretically autonomous regions, but has not cared of protecting
minority rights. As for freedom of religion, policies have aimed to
rigidly control the practitioners, with the Chinese Communist Party
supervising a system of ‘recognized religions’ and repressing other
groups of believers. In different moments, demolitions and partial
reconstructions of monasteries and temples have taken place, along
with the promotion of loyal religious chiefs and the oppression of
those who are not willing to accept the CCP’s pervasive ideology.
What was particularly hard was the suppression of Uyghur Muslim
believers and of Tibetan Buddhists who revere the Dalai Lama, as
well as of Falun Gong and other groups labeled as “evil cults”.

Several cases show a somehow paradoxical attitude of the Chi-
nese government when applying a strongly unifying ideology within
its territory, while officially using a relativist cultural approach when
it comes to the effective implementation of International Human
Rights Law.

This article mostly takes into consideration ‘Mainland China’; it
then refers to Taiwan as an example of a different way to deal with
minorities, and mentions the situation of Hong Kong.

Keywords: China, Religion, Minorities, Tibet, Dalai Lama, Uyghurs,
Falun Gong, Church of Almighty God



