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Introduction
Religion is not the principal driver of relations between the United States and China, but it has
become a recurring diplomatic issue alongside trade, technology, Taiwan, security, and global
influence. The disagreement begins with different legal and political frameworks. The United States
treats freedom of religion or belief as an internationally protected right and has institutionalized that
concern through the International Religious Freedom Act, annual reporting, congressional oversight,
sanctions authorities, and the U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom. China’s
Constitution states in Article 36 that citizens enjoy freedom of religious belief while also providing that
the state protects “normal religious activities” and may regulate religion in relation to public order,
health, education, and foreign influence (Constitution of the People’s Republic of China, art. 36). The
dispute therefore concerns not simply whether religion may exist, but who defines lawful religious
activity, how much organizational independence communities can possess, and when outside
criticism becomes legitimate human-rights scrutiny or, from Beijing’s perspective, interference in
domestic affairs.

The U.S. Religious-Freedom Framework
U.S. foreign policy treats religious freedom through a combination of rights advocacy and ordinary
strategic diplomacy. The International Religious Freedom Act of 1998 created reporting mechanisms,
an ambassador-at-large, and USCIRF as an independent bipartisan commission that makes
recommendations but does not itself control executive policy. USCIRF’s 2026 Annual Report, covering
conditions during 2025, again recommended that China be designated a Country of Particular
Concern and described restrictions affecting Uyghur Muslims, Tibetan Buddhists, independent
Protestants, Catholics, and other communities (USCIRF, 2026a). These findings influence
congressional hearings, sanctions debates, visa restrictions, and public diplomacy, but U.S. policy is
not determined by religious freedom alone. Washington also negotiates with Beijing over economic,
military, climate, consular, and security matters, creating recurring tensions between rights advocacy
and strategic priorities. Critics of U.S. policy argue that human-rights standards are sometimes
applied inconsistently across countries. That criticism can affect credibility without resolving whether
a particular allegation about religious restriction in China is factually supported.
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China’s Regulatory Model and Sinicization
Chinese authorities officially recognize Buddhism, Taoism, Islam, Protestantism, and Catholicism
through state-supervised organizations and require religious communities to operate within laws and
administrative regulations. Government documents describe this model as protecting lawful belief
while preventing extremism, foreign control, illegal activity, and threats to social stability. Under Xi
Jinping, the policy of “Sinicization of religion” has become increasingly central. Chinese official
discourse presents Sinicization as adapting religion to Chinese culture, national conditions, and
socialist society, while USCIRF and other critics describe it as a system that subordinates religious
teaching, institutions, clergy, architecture, and online activity to Chinese Communist Party
requirements (USCIRF, 2026b). The disagreement is therefore partly definitional. Beijing emphasizes
sovereignty, national unity, and regulation of organizations; outside monitors emphasize freedom of
conscience, independent worship, religious education, and institutional autonomy. The existence of
constitutional protection does not by itself settle how rights operate in practice, just as outside
criticism should distinguish documented restrictions from assumptions that every registered religious
community experiences identical treatment.

Xinjiang, Tibet, Christianity, and Competing
Accounts
Xinjiang and Tibet have become especially prominent because religion intersects there with ethnicity,
language, separatism concerns, security policy, and national identity. International monitors,
researchers, journalists, and survivor testimony have described mass detention, surveillance,
restrictions on Islamic practice, family separation, labor transfers, and damage or alteration of cultural
and religious sites affecting Uyghurs and other Turkic Muslims. The Chinese government rejects
characterizations of systematic religious persecution and describes its policies as counterterrorism,
vocational education, poverty reduction, and protection of lawful religious belief; official white papers
state that normal religious activities in Xinjiang are protected under law (State Council Information
Office, 2021). Tibetan Buddhism raises disputes over monasteries, religious education, devotion to
the Dalai Lama, and succession authority. Independent Protestant house churches and some Catholic
communities have faced registration disputes, closures, detention, or pressure to join state-
supervised structures, while Beijing frames enforcement through registration, fraud, building,
education, or public-order law. These competing accounts require careful source comparison because
access to affected areas and independent verification remain constrained.

Religion as Human-Rights Issue and Strategic
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Instrument
Religious-freedom disputes are genuine human-rights questions and also operate within a broader
geopolitical rivalry. These functions can coexist. U.S. legislators, religious groups, diaspora
organizations, and human-rights advocates may raise cases because they regard them as serious
abuses, while sanctions or public criticism can simultaneously serve strategic signaling. Chinese
leaders may sincerely frame restrictions as counter-extremism or national-integration measures while
the same policies strengthen Party oversight and reduce independent organization. Trade policy
illustrates this overlap because allegations of forced labor in Xinjiang have connected human-rights
concerns with supply-chain restrictions and corporate due diligence. Diaspora communities also
report pressure on relatives or surveillance abroad, turning domestic religious governance into a host-
country security concern. At the same time, politicizing religion can place believers in a difficult
position if Chinese authorities treat independent religious relationships as evidence of foreign
influence or if U.S. rhetoric treats every Chinese religious institution as merely an instrument of the
state. Diplomatic analysis should therefore distinguish communities from governments and evidence
from strategic messaging.

Evidence, Dialogue, and Diplomatic Consequences
Verification is unusually important because the two governments present sharply different narratives.
Chinese authorities publish laws, white papers, statistics, and organized visits that emphasize
constitutional protections, development, anti-extremism, and regulated religious practice. Outside
researchers use survivor testimony, satellite imagery, leaked documents, court records, procurement
data, demographic evidence, and open-source investigation to assess restrictions that are difficult to
observe directly. Each evidence type has limitations, so strong conclusions should be based on
convergence among independent sources rather than on one dramatic account. Religious diplomacy
also has both public and private forms. Public reporting and sanctions can signal that a government
considers rights violations serious, while private negotiations may address prisoner release, family
reunification, clerical appointments, or access. Engagement does not guarantee liberalization, and
condemnation does not necessarily produce compliance. The diplomatic significance of religion lies
precisely in this persistence: it affects reputation, legislation, diaspora politics, trade measures,
Vatican relations, and high-level dialogue even when neither Washington nor Beijing treats it as the
central issue in the bilateral relationship.

Conclusion
Religion has become an enduring component of Sino-American relations because the two
governments understand the relationship between state authority and religious organization
differently. The United States frames freedom of religion or belief as a universal right and supports
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that position through formal reporting and policy institutions. China’s Constitution protects religious
belief while its regulatory system defines lawful activity through registration, public order, national
unity, and Party-led Sinicization. Disputes involving Uyghur Muslims, Tibetan Buddhists, independent
Christians, Catholics, and other groups therefore combine questions of conscience with ethnicity,
sovereignty, security, trade, and geopolitical competition. USCIRF’s 2026 reporting describes severe
restrictions, while Chinese official documents reject accusations of systematic persecution and
emphasize lawful protection and counter-extremism. A neutral analysis should present those positions
without treating them as equally substantiated on every factual question; specific claims must be
evaluated through available evidence. Religion is significant in the relationship not because it
replaces strategic rivalry, but because domestic governance of belief repeatedly becomes a subject of
international law, sanctions, diplomacy, and competing claims about sovereignty.
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