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Religion and U.S. Foreign Policy

Q1. How does religion affect Sino-US foreign pol-
icy?

From the 1970s to ‘80s, American foreign policy was
shaped by the cold-war mentality, which focused on
geo-politics and the military balance of power. Cul-
ture and religion were rarely mentioned. In 1976-
1980, during President Jimmy Carter’s first term, the
U.S. government started to pay more attention to
human rights issues, and the State Department was
required to report annually on conditions around the
world. Carter asked Deng Xiaoping to allow printing
of the Bible, to re-open churches, and to allow the
return of missionaries to China. Deng agreed to the
first two requests, but not the third. China’s religious
toleration thus played an important part in the nor-
malization of relations with America. But in the era
of globalization after the cold war, the Sino-US rela-
tionship deteriorated on this front.

This had much to do with the growing involvement in
global politics in the 1990s by American evangelical
Protestants. Whereas they first had focused earlier
on domestic political issues, some of those issues
became internationalized and evangelicals them-
selves got more involved in travel, work and missions
overseas. IRFA is primarily a product of evangelicals’
lobbying. While their concerns were worldwide,
China became a target of criticism during the 1992
U.S. election campaign, which raised the question of
whether China should maintain MFN status and en-
ter the WTO.

In order to avoid a trade war with China, President
Clinton re-named MFN as NTR (normal trade rela-
tions) and set up alternative mechanisms to monitor
human rights issues in China, including the CECC. By
1997-98, improvements in China and new mecha-
nisms for addressing religious freedom issues eased
tensions. Under President Clinton and President Ji-
ang Zemin, the two sides promoted the establish-
ment of Sino-US human rights dialogue, and Jiang
Zemin invited the White House to sponsor a visit to
China by three prominent religious leaders in early
1998. Clinton and Jiang exchanged state visits, and
the Sino-US relationship seemed headed for a
brighter future. Unfortunately, China’s bans on politi-
cal dissent and on Falungong and other sects in 1998
-99 cast a shadow over cooperation, and the follow-
ing dialogues on human rights and religion were in-
termittent and largely ineffectual.

Q2: What is religious freedom? What is the sig-
nificance for America to promote religious free-
dom? In China we understand we can worship any
god or goddess, but only if this doesn’t hinder the
social order. This is religious freedom with limits.
What is the relationship between religion and hu-
man rights?

Religious freedom is closely related to other basic
human rights, especially freedom of the press and
association. As Secretary Clinton has put it, “itis also
about the right of people to think what they want, say
what they think, and come together in fellowship
without the state looking over their shoulder.” | think
it is important to use international, not just American
or Chinese definitions, such as those spelled out in the
“Declaration on the Elimination of all forms of
Intolerance and Discrimination based on Religion or
Belief (1981),” which both the U.S. and China have
signed. Here, the term used is “freedom of religion
and belief” (sometimes called “freedom of con-
science”). These terms help us understand that the
freedom to believe something in your mind is not
enough; only when you can speak or write about it

or meet with others to practice your belief do you
have freedom. This is why some believe that the
manifestation of religious belief should be consid-
ered the “first” among the basic human rights.

I think it is unfortunate that when the U.S. and China
began official dialogue on these issues, human rights
and religion were separated and often IRF was
treated as secondary to the others. | think they
should be combined so that the indivisible interrela-
tionships are very clear.

Q3: China has been designated as CPC ever since
1999 when the first IRF report was released by
DOS. Do Americans know that each year when
China is designated as CPC it always arouses the
aversion of Chinese people?

I’'m very aware that many Chinese people think that
the report is aimed at China, and is just one part of a
larger U.S. conspiracy against China. In fact, the re-
port is required by law to cover every country using
international standards and definitions, not singling
China out. China is only one of the 190 countries that
the report assesses.

Q4: Each year the IRF report has repeatedly ac-
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cused China for its persecution of Falungong, but
we understand that Falungong is an evil cult.

| think the problem lies in that Americans see that
the Chinese government handles issues like Falun-
gong with administrative rather than legal means,
and has suppressed all other “cults” since 1999 as
defined by Chinese not international standards. The
United States like all countries also has the problem
of suspicious spiritual groups that may harm society,
but the government tries to address the problem
with legal means and is criticized if they don’t. There
was widespread national controversy when police
suppression of the “Branch Davidians” in Waco Texas
in 1993 caused over 80 deaths.

The legal definition of religion in China is quite nar-
row; only five major global religions have legal
status, not even Eastern Orthodoxy, Hinduism or the
Mormon faith. Some sects are considered elsewhere
to be "New Religious Movements (NRMs),” not nec-
essarily evil cults. As long as they do not violate the
law, they are allowed to practice. Since there is no
clear-cut world-class definition for religion in China,
the police system has strong power to define what is
legal and what is illegal, resulting in the abuse of
power and religious persecution.

Q5: The IRF report often blames China for abuses
of religious freedom in Tibet, but in our mind,
Tibet is clearly a political issue, not just a religious
issue.

You are right, the Dalai Lama traditionally has been a
political as well as religious leader, and that does
complicate things far more than most Americans
realize. For Tibetans, the Dalai Lama’s spiritual roleis
central to their local cultural identity and spiritual
and emotional wellbeing, and perhaps many Chinese
don’t understand how important that is. Meanwhile,
he is very popular among young people in the United
States, because he preaches a philosophy of love,
peace and environmental concern. But most Ameri-
cans do not know the complicated mixing of religion
and politics in Tibet, or the history of CIA secret in-
tervention in Tibet. While the Dalai Lama does not
advocate for independence in Tibet, and uses the
word “autonomy” instead, there is a huge gap be-
tween the two sides over technicalities, including the
geographic designation of “Tibet” and legal defini-
tions of autonomy, which require serious dialogue
and negotiation.
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Q6: Do you think religious freedom in China has
improved over the years?

The Chinese government has adjusted its policy on
religion several times, shifting from political-
ideological suppression to regulation by the govern-
ment. The narrowly-defined, authorized “patriotic”
organizations have gained the most freedom of op-
eration. Through the 1990s, the government regu-
lated appointments of leaders and places for gather-
ings but didn’t interfere with the content of belief,
expecting religion to gradually diminish. But since
2000, the government has been more intervention-
ist, sponsoring “theological reconstruction move-
ments” in each authorized religion, which requires
revising doctrines to make religion serve the state,
and using police as well as religious affairs channels to
enforce the rules against other groups. They also have
become more restrictive since 2005 of the for- eign
ties of religious (and other nonprofit) organiza- tions
— contrary to more open trends in the economy or
academia. Unregistered groups are labeled as po-
tential threats to state security. So while religious
practice continues to grow at the grassroots, and
there is less social discrimination against believers,
religious policy remains quite restricting.

Q7: Do you know that many Chinese regard the
United States promotion of international religious
freedom as a kind of cultural imperialism?

| would address accusations of cultural imperialismin
this way. America emphasizes individualism. We be-
lieve the interests of individuals and minority groups
are very important on the assumption that if their
interests are protected, then those of the majority
automatically would be safe. China tends to stress
the interests of the Han majority over those of mi-
norities — ethnic groups and religious believers. So
Americans focus on pressing China to allow minori-
ties the right to believe and practice what they like,
not on trying to make China into a Christian nation or
promoting separatism.

Q8: Why does the religious report assess almost all
countries in the world but with the exception of
America?

This is because IRFA is mandated by Congress as a
foreign policy act, and it is not the duty of the State
Department (for foreign, not domestic affairs) to
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assess the religious situation in the US. Meanwhile,
the format of the report is fixed by law and focuses
on details of abuses of human rights. There is little
space allowed to address improvements in religious
freedom in any detail, only an overview in the pref-
ace. This contributes to an impression that the
United States believes it is perfect in its religious
situation.

Q9: What impact does the 9/11 event have upon
US foreign policy?

After 911, it became obvious to the world that relig-
ion-based terrorism poses a threat to national and
international security. Religious freedom thus be-
came directly connected for the first time with
American national security policy. The impression
grew that religion is a negative thing, despite some
scholars and religious leaders pointing out how free-
dom of religion can be a positive tool to counter ter-
rorism.

Q10: With the passage of IRFA in 1998, religion
was formally institutionalized into American for-
eign policy, with two agencies established. One is
the IRF office in the State Department, the other
USCIRF. How do you evaluate their more than 10
years of work?

The act also created an Ambassador-at-Large for IRF,
whose work is supported by the office. Because this
was so new, many traditional officers in the State
Department worried that religious issues might im-
pact adversely on bilateral relations with its allies
and trading partners. So the office was put under the
control of DRL, rather than directly under the Secre-
tary of State. This has tended to limit the authority
and influence of the Ambassador, the office, and the
issue itself.

USCIRF is not a government agency and has no real
power, with its mandate limited to advising the
President, Secretary of State and Congress. But they
have a large budget, actually more than IRF office or
even the entire DRL bureau. Being a monitoring
body, USCIRF tends toward critical thinking; the
longer the list of CPC countries, the better. However,
the approach hasn’t produced much positive effect
on the actual behavior of other countries.

Q11: Will the reelection of President Obama affect
promotion of religious freedom?

During the election campaign, there was little atten-
tion given to religion in general, or IRF in particular,
whether by the media or either candidate. | think the
background of the candidates had much to do with
this. While Obama is a Christian, he was closely asso-
ciated in his early career with an African-American
pastor in Chicago, who is viewed by many as politi-
cally radical and even anti-American, so Obama is
better off avoiding the issue. Romney also tried to
avoid referring to his Mormon identity, so as not to
provoke suspicion or dislike from some Christians. Of
course, if Romney had been elected, perhaps he
might have been more active in promoting religious
freedom, as Mormons are quite active in missions
around the world. So far, since the election, the signs
point to a second Obama term focused on domestic
issues, not foreign affairs. I’'m not sure what John
Kerry’s views on IRF may be.

Q12: Thomas Farr at Georgetown University, and
former director of the IRFA office, has pointed out
that IRFA is a failure as a foreign policy tool. In
2009 he offered his “Future of U.S. International
Religious Freedom Policy: Recommendations for
the Obama Administration” to adjust implementa-
tion of the IRFA. What do you think is the future
trend for IRFA?

| agree that advocates for religious freedom need a
fresh approach to their engagement of countries like
China that have consistent records of abuses. Past
efforts to influence such countries have often failed
to improve significantly the protection of religious
human rights because they have been perceived as
foreign impositions, not as opportunities for mutu-
ally advantageous cooperation. Instead, religious
freedom interventions have aroused official and
popular suspicion of subversive political intent, erod-
ing trust. So a new framework is needed to promote
religious freedom in China.

The old approach has relied primarily on (a) lobbying
for “top-down” government-to-government political
discussions at high levels; and (b) media exposure of
detentions or arrests, in order to pressure foreign
governments into concessions regarding religious
rights abuses. A new framework is needed that is a
“both/and” approach. On one hand, this approach
preserves room for selective use of publicity-
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oriented tactics and advocacy for urgent immediate
cases of abuse. On the other hand, it would empha-
size new innovative mutual efforts (such as training,
experimental projects) to support medium- and long-
term cultural and institutional changes. We could
return to the stance of mutual cooperation in human
rights, focused on the rule of law, matching domestic
with international law, which failed on launching in
the late 1990s. The government dialogue could focus
on practical issues involved in China’s ratification of
the “International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights” (including religious freedom), which it signed
in 1998.

Most important in my view, this mutual cooperation
framework could be used in strategic planning by civic
institutions as well as by economic actors to promote
respect for religious and other rights in China. These
nongovernmental actors are purveyors of “soft power”
(i.e. cultural power, exercised across multiple social
sectors via explicit training and im- plicit modeling of
important values). They often have more influence
and access to the agents of social transformation
than do governmental actors, which typically rely
on“hard” political and military power.

In an era of transnational interaction of all kinds,
government is not always the best choice to play the
leading role in bringing about positive change. In
general, this is an approach that emphasizes “win-
win” diplomacy and multi-sectoral engagement.
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