Conference: “Comparative Approaches to Regulating Religion and Belief: State Authority and the Rule of Law”.
Beijing, 17 – 19 October 2004

Report from a participant from The Oslo Coalition on Freedom of Religion or Belief

Participants at the conference in Beijing in October 2004
During the summer of 2004 Egil Lothe, group chair of the China project of the Oslo Coalition, received an invitation to participate in a conference on legislation on religion planned to take place in Beijing and organised by The Institute of World Religions, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (IWR / CASS). 

The invitation was conveyed by Mr. Jeremy Gunn, an American scholar in the field freedom of religion, well known by the Oslo Coalition through such engagements as the project Teaching for Tolerance
.  Mr. Jeremy Gunn was at the time associated with The Institute for Global Engagement (IGE) in Washington DC 
. The IGE was apparently significantly involved in the conference, organizing much of the international participation, which was handled by Mr. Joshua White, Vice President for Policy at the IGE.  The involvement of the IGE was also profiled by the participation at the conference of its president Mr. Chris Seiple. The IGE appears as an American Christian proponent of freedom of religion and presented itself as follows on its website:  

A "think tank with legs," created to develop sustainable environments for religious freedom worldwide, and to inspire and equip emerging leaders with faith-based methodologies of engagement. Founded by Robert A. Seiple, the first-ever U.S. Ambassador-at-Large for International Religious Freedom, IGE uniquely combines strategic analysis with an operational component that seeks solutions to complex political and religious problems in difficult parts of the world.

The IGE as such was not profiled in the program of the conference, as only four universities in the US and Germany were listed as co-sponsors of the conference. In addition Beijing Pacific Solutions, Ltd. was referred to as supporter of the conference. This company was understood to be directed by Mr. Liu Peng
, otherwise associated with The Institute of American Studies at CASS. 
The conference

The conference, Comparative Approaches to Regulating Religion and Belief: State Authority and the Rule of Law, took place on the premises of CASS in Beijing from 18 to 19 October 2004 with around 35 participants, evenly divided between Chinese and foreign scholars. The foreign participants came from the United States, as well as from the UK, Germany, Belgium, France, Spain, Italy, Australia and Norway (from the Oslo Coalition). The total number of persons attending the conference probably exceeded 60 and included staff and students at CASS, as well as government officials, (such as Mr. Ji wen-yuan, Vice Director General Beijing Municipal Religious Affairs Bureau (who also visited Oslo with a Buddhist delegation in September 2004)). In addition a few members of Chinese Buddhist clergy as well as a Daoist priest from China Daoist Association could be observed. Regarding the approach to the topic of freedom of religion in the Chinese contexts a non confrontational approach was adhered to with the papers of the foreign scholars focusing on conditions in other countries than China. Issues relating to China were left to Chinese scholars to explore. In a few cases these scholars also covered issues in other countries in their papers. The majority of the participants presenting papers at the conference were distinguished scholars, in a number of cases with a background in law.

 The conference was divided into eight sessions, each focusing on a particular theme within the area of legislation on religion. As previously mentioned the Chinese participants spoke on the situation in China while the foreign participants spoke on the same themes but in the context of other countries.  The conference was well planned with simultaneous interpretation in English and Chinese facilitating a smooth exchange of thoughts between the participants during the proceedings.

Apart from attending the proceedings during the two days that the conference lasted the representative from the Oslo Coalition also found time for some other engagements. During the opening banquet he got acquainted with some of the Chinese participants and was invited the following day to the department of Buddhist studies at the IWR / CASS. The visit there, including a conversation with one of the Tibetan scholars, was definitely a useful addition to the activities of the conference, creating links for future cooperation, as were conversations with other Chinese and foreign participants.

The most prominent participant from the IWR / CASS was Professor Jin Ze, the vice director of the IWR. In his opening speech he stressed the fact that this conference was the first of its kind in China. He also outlined the foundations the contemporary Chinese policies on religion which in his view rested on several bases: the policies on religion of the Ming and Qing dynasties, Marxist theories on religion, western theories regarding the social role of religion, as well as perceived pragmatic and social needs of contemporary Chinese society.
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Professor Jin Ze (L) and Professor Liu Peng (R) 

One of the most interesting papers were presented by Mr. Zhang Xunmou, Deputy Chief, Bureau of Politics and Law, State Administration for Religious Affairs (SARA). His presentation was afterwards also noted by newspapers in Hong Kong. In his presentation he stressed that regulating religious activities should not be 
understood as limiting religious activities. He also emphasised the continuities between contemporary policies and the policies on religion during the imperial system and the Guomindang rule (the republican period1912 – 1949) as well as stressing that China was presently in a state of transition regarding its policies on religion. His main point was that that the period of regulating religion purely through administrative measures was now at its end and that it was now necessary to introduce a system of regulating religions on the basis of law, with an equal focus on regulating the religions as well as the administration itself.

Several of the Chinese participants also touched upon the problems connected to the situation of not having clear definitions of what constitutes an ”evil cult organisation” (with the government being authorised to define in each case what are ”good religions” / ”harmful religions”). Many also emphasised the need to standardise the procedures followed when processing applications for registration of religious groups by relating such procedures to a legal framework, ensuring that the social need of maintaining proper standards of religious groups is maintained by legal rather than by administrative measures.  The present situation in this area was said to be ”confused” leading to a state of affairs where in fact many religious groups were not subject to any legislation at all. Some indications were given that a national law on religion in China was being developed and might be proposed for implementation within the next two years.

  The representative of the Oslo Coalition was given the honour of presiding the session on Financing and Social Activities of Religious and Belief Organization and used the opportunity to make an official presentation of the Oslo Coalition’s recently published Deskbook on freedom of religion to professor Jin Ze as the representative of the IWR / CASS. Being (correctly) referred to as the president of the Buddhist Federation of Norway our representative was particularly keen to stress his relation to the Oslo Coalition mentioning its cooperation with the SARA over a period of several years as well as its positive contacts with the IWR / CASS. In addition our partner and co-editor of the desk book, Professor Cole Durham, distributed a few copies of the book to some of the local representatives.

Our representative was invited to the working lunch with the representatives of the sponsoring institutions on the last day the conference (Jeremy Gunn, Joshua White, Chris Seiple, as well as the representatives of the American and European universities involved). There were good reasons to conclude that the conference was successful and a continuation of the project through organising a new conference in Europe was discussed. 

Our evaluation of the conference was that the idea of leaving it to the Chinese themselves, rather than foreigners, to voice criticism about conditions in China had turned out to be a very sound idea.  The Chinese participants had generally been very frank in pointing at what they considered weaknesses and deficiencies of contemporary Chinese policies on religion.  The fact that this took place in a public setting may be regarded as a positive indication in relation to future developments in this area.  The papers were generally of a high standard and the discussions during the question and answer sessions served to highlight the Chinese context of the issues discussed. With altogether four hours allocated to these sessions this contributed significantly to the discussions concerning the underlying theme of China’s relationship to the international conventions on freedom of religion or belief. During these sessions there were also a few “unauthorised” opinions expressed from the audience, such as the statement that the idea of having a state religion was a very good one and that in the case of China that religion should be Confucianism, as well as a complaint from a Buddhist nun from Taiwan claiming that the law abiding religions (read Buddhism) were controlled in all kinds of ways while those that chose to ignore the law (read Christian house churches and the like) were free to do whatever they liked.  Rather interestingly, the presentation of Mr. Zhang Xunmou from SARA was followed up by a long statement from Mr. Ji Wen-yuan (SARA Beijing) where he went to some lengths in arguing against some of the viewpoints of his colleague from the central SARA. Such examples of an incipient public debate are presumably very new in China. As such they represent a trend that may prove significant for future developments and suggests that the conference may have been of some use in this regard.

Additional activities in Beijing

The conference was concluded with the usual banquet on the evening of Tuesday 19 October, followed on the day after by sightseeing for the foreign participants. Rather than joining the sightseeing our representative chose to visit the Norwegian embassy meeting our partner in China and erstwhile co traveller in Tibet first secretary Odd Magne Ruud. He was briefed on the outcome of the conference and the recently published Deskbook of the Oslo Coalition, which he promised to make available to interested individuals. Our representative was also allowed to ”borrow” the Chinese interpreter of the embassy for the whole day as he had made an appointment that day with Ms. Guo Wei, head of the department of foreign relations at SARA. Meetings with China Buddhist Association and China Daoist Association were not possible as both organisations were involved with major conferences during these days. There was, however, a meeting with the monks at Guanghua temple (headquarters of Beijing Buddhist Association) as well as calls at three Buddhist temples in the neighbourhood. The meeting with Ms. Guo Wei lasted about an hour and seemed to confirm the positive relationship between the Oslo Coalition and SARA. She was also presented with the desk book of the Oslo Coalition and was also informed about the ongoing work on a publication about the recent visit to China by a delegation from the Oslo Coalition where he voiced his interest in receiving comments from the SARA about the issues raised by the Oslo Coalition, which are not only concerned with the realities on the ground in China, but even more with the policies of the Chinese government in relation to the religions in the country and the reasoning that lies behind them. In our view this is a very important point in the following up of our engagement in China. 

Concluding remarks
In our view the experiences from our participation in this conference points to the importance of focusing on the specific issues relating to legislation on religion as a foundation for a dialogue on the larger issues of freedom of religion or belief. Discussing the diversity of specific issues relating to legislation on religion in all countries it is easier to grasp the characteristics of the realities of a particular country such as China. Involving legal experts and government officials in exploring the challenges facing governments when developing policies in relation to religions, is conducive to a common understanding of the role of religions in society, which in turn facilitates more effective communication on the issue of freedom of religion and how it relates to particular countries. 

The engagement of the Oslo Coalition in China has focused on particular areas where Chinese policies can been seen as controversial in relation to the international conventions on human rights, such as with regard to the rights of children (minors) to engage in religious activities (as for instance as pupils in Sunday schools and the like), the rights of government employees and students to engage in religious practice (problems have been reported among Muslim Uigurs in Xinjiang) as well as the rights of religious communities to govern their own internal affairs by selecting and following their own religious leaders (problems have been reported among Roman Catholics and Tibetan Buddhists).  
One of the strengths of The Oslo Coalition in its dialogue with China is its expertise in many areas not covered by other specialists on China as its experience is very much in the area of the indigenous Chinese religions which have received much less attention than Chinese Christianity from Western scholars studying the contemporary religious situation in China. In addition it has gained an extensive contact with the officials implementing government policies on various administrative levels of Chinese society as well as developing contacts with religious leaders from the communities that are monitored through those government policies (in our case mainly Buddhism and Daoism). It has also facilitated their exposure to the situation of religious communities in our own Norwegian society. What it has so far not achieved on its own is a comprehensive discussion on the legal aspects of the situation in China. It has, however, on numerous occasions, brought up issues relating to the international conventions on freedom of religion in ways directly relating to actual conditions in China. Its concerns have been raised with those who implement the policies on national, regional and local levels rather than the legal experts and academics at universities and seats of learning who relates their activities to international developments in the area of human rights. For this reason the conference in Beijing in 2004 and the Oslo Coalition each represents complementary approaches to a dialogue on freedom of religion or belief in relation to China. 
Further cooperation with the organisers of this conference seems to be a valuable addition to the activities of the Oslo Coalition in relation to China which must be expected to enhance the depth and scope of The Oslo Coalition’s dialogue on freedom of religion or belief with relevant partners in China.
Egil Lothe
� See presentation of this project on the website of the Oslo Coalition (http://� HYPERLINK "http://www.oslocoalition.org" ��www.oslocoalition.org�).


� Website: � HYPERLINK "http://www.globalengage.org/" ��http://www.globalengage.org/�





� The activities of Mr Liu Peng are described on his website: � HYPERLINK "http://www.pacilution.com" ��http://www.pacilution.com� (in Chinese).





� See article in SCMP: 





Hong daily reports "paradigm shift" in China's religious affairs policy 


Text of report by Nailene Chou Wiest in Beijing: "Religious groups get more room to move", carried by Hong Kong newspaper South China Morning Post web site on 19 October 


Beijing is revamping its religious policy, moving from control by diktat to the rule of law to curb arbitrary interference by the state and give religious groups more autonomy, a senior official says.


Zhang Xunmou, director of the Religious Affairs Bureau's policy and legal department, said the old way of issuing a "document with a vermillion letterhead" - an administrative order - to run religious affairs was over. Officials would now have to abide by rules setting clear limits on their powers and subject themselves to supervision, he said. They could even face legal action if found to be abusing their authority.


The new policy put the "administrator" and the "administrated" on the same footing, each with its own rights and obligations, he said. "This is a paradigm shift," he added.


Speaking at a two-day international conference on religions and law that ended in Beijing yesterday, Mr Zhang said limiting state authority over religious affairs was a revolutionary concept because throughout Chinese history the secular state, unlike in Europe, had never had to share its supremacy with religious power or influence. Over the centuries, China had developed secular institutions for regulating religious affairs and conferring legitimacy on religious groups.


In the 19th century, Christian churches were seen as collaborating with Western powers to challenge the Chinese state and Mr Zhang said historical grievances still coloured policies on religion, as expressed in the "Three Self" principles - self-administration, self-support and self-propagation.


However, he said these principles were a reaction to the power of the foreign churches in China and were not directed against religion itself. Provisions on religion can be found in the constitution, the criminal and civil law codes, and an assortment of administrative orders. Mr Zhang said a "comprehensive law on religion" was being considered, but he did not elaborate on progress towards it.


Legislative initiatives would emphasize the need to strengthen the self-governing and self-policing of religious groups. "This conforms to the general trend of reducing the government's administrative costs," he said.


Under the market economy, some temples in affluent coastal provinces had prospered and amassed considerable assets, and Mr Zhang said rules on taxing religious groups would be drafted so the levies would become a regular part of local fiscal revenues.


It is widely recognised that existing laws and regulations are proving inadequate to cope with issues involving religious groups after more than two decades of reform and opening up.


Jin Ze, deputy director of the Institute on World Religions, said one area that needed to be addressed was the status of folk religions, whose growth in some provinces had vastly outpaced that of the five recognised religions - Buddhism, Taoism, Islam, and Catholic and Protestant Christianity.


Chinese legal scholars have called for a redefinition of folk religions so legitimate activities of the fast-growing groups can be regulated.


Peking University professor Zhang Qianfan said that although the constitution guaranteed freedom of religion, only religions recognised by the state enjoyed rights.


The separation of state and religion was not clear-cut, as religious associations were mostly funded by the state and religious groups often received subsidies, he said. 


Source: South China Morning Post web site, Hong Kong, in English 19 Oct 04 
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