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Abstract

The People’s Republic of China is the most
populous state in the world. Different ethnic
groups live there. Some of them have good
relations with the government in Beijing,
while others are facing various problems.
This paper will concentrate on Uyghur people
who live in the western part of China, an area
called Xinjiang. To better understand the ties
between China and the Uyghur people, it is
important to know basic facts about Xinjiang
and the people who live there. It is also
important to know why China spends so
much effort to have a successful influence
over that area. The second part of the paper
explains methods that China uses for
controlling people in the region of Xinjiang,
from video surveillance to detention camps.
This paper also explains China’s foreign
policy regarding the Uyghur people and its
ties with Turkey and the United States of
America since many Uyghurs live in Turkey
and the USA, where they lead campaigns and
protests against China’s politics in the
Xinjiang region. 
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Introduction 
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The paper aims to explain the relations of the
Government of the People’s Republic of China
(PRC) with its most significant autonomous region,
Xinjiang, where most of the population are
Uyghurs. They do not accept Xinjiang as the name
of that region, and they call this region East
Turkestan. This research provides relevant
information about the region and Uyghur people
and covers Xinjiang’s importance for the
government in Beijing. This paper provides an
overview of measures taken by the Chinese
government on the Uyghur people and their
culture and religion under control it makes them
loyal to the government in Beijing. Some of the
measures for controlling include video
surveillance, sending government officials in the
region for better control and centres for “re-
education” of Uyghur people in China. Also, the
paper provides information about Uyghurs, their
identity and culture, and their view on the politics
taken by the government in China towards them.
Xinjiang is an important region for the
government in Beijing because of its natural
resources. It is also the most western part of
China, an important part of China’s new “Silk
Road” concept. With all these facts, China invests
a lot of money and effort to have a more practical
rule over Xinjiang. On the other side, it is
important to see how Turkey, the USA and the EU
look on this issue. A lot of Uyghur people live in
Turkey and the USA after they left the Xinjiang
region. The foreign policy of China suggests that
politics towards Uyghur people is just
‘’educational’’ (BBC News,2021) without any
repression and force, while on the other side,
Mike Pompeo, previous US secretary of state
called China’s politics towards Uyghur people as
genocide. Foreign policy, international trade,
economy and many other aspects must be
considered when it comes to the approach and
definition of China’s politics in Xinjiang since
China is an economic superpower and an
important trade partner. For that reason, many
countries are silent on this question or try to
escape any statements on this issue. 

Qualitative methods were used for the
development of this research. Relevant data is
collected through content analysis of journal
articles, academic papers and news articles, but
also through literature review. 
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This paper is descriptive research aimed at
providing insight into the most important parts of
the Xinjiang and Uyghur people in the People’s
Republic of China (PRC). In its nature, this
research is a case study focusing on Uyghurs as
an ethnic group living in China. 

Uyghurs and Xinjiang (East
Turkestan)
Uighur also spelt Uygur or Uyghur, a Turkic-
speaking people of interior Asia. Uyghurs live for
the most part in northwestern China, in the Uygur
Autonomous Region of Xinjiang; a small number
live in the Central Asian republics. (1) Most of
them live in rural parts of Xinjiang, and their
primary source of income is agriculture. In recent
years many of them went to live in urban centres
in the region like the capital of Xinjiang, Urumqi,
and one of the most important cities in that part
of the world, Kashgar. From ancient times Kashgar
was important for the Silk Road trade and its
location near Russia. In religious aspects, they are
Sunni Muslims, and religion plays an important
role in everyday life, especially in rural areas and
older people. Their language belongs to the Turkic
group of Altaic languages, which is very different
from the Chinese Standard language. One
interesting fact is that the Uyghur language can be
written in Arabic, Latin, and Cyrillic script.
According to the BBC News (2021) reporting,
Uyghurs faced many problems, including torture,
closure in the camps, and their land was taken
over by the government after communist China
established its rule. Most other countries in the
world see the politics of China as repression and
called for stopping such politics. At the same time,
the government in Beijing claims that it is
educational politics and the resocialization of
radicals and extremists in the region. They refer
to the camps as “Vocational Education and
Training Camps”. China presents these camps as a
necessary and important part of the re-education
process of Uyghur people, where they spread its
propaganda and try to “re-socialize” people in
camps so they become better citizens of China. 

Xinjiang, the autonomous region of China,
occupying the northwestern corner of the country.
It is bordered by the Chinese provinces of Qinghai
and Gansu to the east, the Tibet Autonomous
Region to the south, Afghanistan and the disputed
territory of Kashmir to the southwest, Kyrgyzstan
and Tajikistan to the west, Kazakhstan to the 



northwest, Russia to the north, and Mongolia to
the northeast. It is China’s largest political unit. Its
capital is at Urumqi. (2) More than 40 distinct
ethnic groups are living there. Uyghurs and Han
Chinese are the largest. After the government in
Beijing formed an autonomous zone, Han Chinese
people started moving to this region. The state
also provides them with the best land and
employment. Many of them work as government
officials, or they have other important roles for
the government in Beijing. Xinjiang’s
administrative framework represents the policies
of recognition and self-administration of ethnic
minorities in which local officials are named to
governmental roles. One of the main reasons for
that is the fact that they see it as one of the tools
of government in Beijing for suppression of their
language and culture. Also, other types of control
and supervision are present in the region. The
central government has put a lot of effort into
having effective control in the region. 

“Since the late 1990s, China’s control over the
region known as Xinjiang and its integration into
Chinese property has increased dramatically. At
the same time, China’s response to domestic
troubles within the region has increasingly come
under attack” (Gladney, 2004, p.101). There are
several reasons why this region is so important
for the government in Beijing. First, this region is
located in the heart of Asia and has a strategic
geopolitical position. Also, Xinjiang covers about
one-sixth of China’s territory.It borders Mongolia,
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Pakistan, and Tajikistan.
Historically, Xinjiang also has long served as a key
route for Chinese commerce: The Silk Road. China
also uses the strategic position of the region to
influence surrounding Muslim countries and
spread their influence on them. “Even beyond its
control over the exploitation of fuel resources,
however, the central government continues to be
involved in Xinjiang’s economy to an exceptional
degree” (Wiemer, 2004, p.163). With strategic use
of the region, China tries to become closer to
Europe and other countries. For them, it is crucial
to spread their interests and technology in other
parts of the world since they are in some type of
“global race” with other actors such as the USA. 

The second reason is the economy. Xinjiang is the
biggest Chinese autonomous region, with the
biggest reserves of oil, gas and coal. These natural
resources are crucial to the Chinese economy and
economic growth. No other region in China 
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possesses that much natural resources as
Xinjiang. “The Chinese government’s development
strategies for Xinjiang have their main emphasis
on exploiting mineral and other natural resources
and border trade” (Dillon, 2004, p.39). A new
initiative called “Belt and Road Initiative”
introduced by the Chinese authority, which has a
goal to spread the influence of China and their
interest in Western countries, is passing through
Xinjiang, as it was the case with the Silk Road
trade route.  According to the State Council of
China (2015), the Belt and Road Initiative is a
systematic project, which should be built to meet
the interests and integrate all countries along the
Belt and Road. The Chinese government already
published the Vision and Actions on Jointly
Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-
Century Maritime Silk Road. The main goal of this
initiative is to promote cooperation and connect
Asian, African and European countries in new
forms. 

The region is also presented as a tourist
destination. China makes much effort to present
the region as secure and tourist welcome. Having
effective control over Xinjiang and having loyal
people in key positions makes it easier for China
to extract resources and improve the economy
and economic growth. Since this region has oil
and gas, it is crucial to have control over it. In a
globalized world, large reserves of gas and oil still
provide a lot of income to countries that can sell
those resources in the global market. Also, large
reserves of coal for China are important. Their
economy is still dependent on so-called “dirty
sources” of energy, and because of that, they are
often criticized by ecological movements and the
international community. 

Third and maybe the most important reason is
population. China is the most populated country
in the world. Its large cities like Beijing and
Shanghai are overpopulated. Thus, the
government decided to stimulate those who want
to move to western parts, especially in Xinjiang.
Just about 2% of the population in China lives in
Xinjiang, and it covers one-sixth of its territory, so
there is a big space to settle more people there.
After the 1950s, many Han Chinese moved to
Xinjiang as secret agents who worked for the
government and monitored what was happening
there. Nowadays, those who migrate there get the
best land from the government, many settlements
are built for those people, and most of them get 



the best jobs in the administration. Most
successful businesses in Xinjiang are owned by
Han Chinese people who migrate there in recent
decades or even years. Strategic relocation of
people is one of the tools used by the government
in Beijing. Throughout history, Uyghurs were the
dominant ethnic group in Xinjiang. However,
nowadays, they are still the majority there, but
the number of Han Chinese is growing and getting
closer to the number of Uyghurs. 
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Control of life and people in
Xinjiang
The Chinese government has introduced various
methods to regulate the daily lives of the Uyghur
people. Some of them include detention camps,
control of religion and separatism. There is an
oversight of any movement. Any suspicious thing
can lead people to be detained and then taken
away to the so-called “re-education camps”, as the
Chinese government calls places where they send
people who disobey certain rules imposed on this
specific group. 

Detention camps
Since the first camp was open in Xinjiang, the
government of China claims it is a form of re-
education of radicals and the only goal for
opening such camps is the fight against terrorism.
Many people were just taken into camps without
trials or any other form of procedure by law.
Many countries and international organizations
see this as repression and violations of human
rights. In their reports, Human Rights Watch
provide information about procedures and
violations taken by the government in the region
of Xinjiang. China uses all available tools to justify
its action against Uyghurs. The camps were
identified using survivor accounts, other projects
tracking internment centres, and satellite images.
Researchers mapped almost 400 detention camps
in the region of Xinjiang. “Beijing insists there are
no human rights abuses in Xinjiang. Chinese
authorities initially denied the existence of
internment camps, then later described them as
vocational training and re-education programmes
that aim to alleviate poverty and counterterrorism
threats” (Graham-Harrison, 2021). 

Control of religion

The Chinese government takes a lot of effort to
control the religious life of the Uyghur people.
One of the main measures through which they
control it is through religious leaders. Islamic
religious leaders are only allowed to take that
place if they get permission from China’s
government. This is only applied to Xinjiang and
Uyghurs. Hui Muslims are not controlled in this
way. Only Uyghur people are facing such type of
control. “The policy flows from China’s President,
Xi Jinping, who visited Xinjiang in 2014 in the wake
of a terror attack by Uighur separatists. Shortly
after, according to documents leaked to the New
York Times, he directed local officials to respond
with ‘absolutely no mercy’” (Hill et al., 2021)
Uyghurs began to feel like outsiders in their own
homes after the government agreed to resettle
Han Chinese in Xinjiang and give them the best
land and jobs. Xinjiang has enjoyed great growth,
and everyone has made some profit from it
except Uyghurs. The government educates
religious leaders, and only those who are
educated in Madrasah established by the Chinese
government can have a position. Young Uyghur
people do not know almost anything about their
culture and religion because, from their birth,
they were subject to Chinese propaganda. Just
men older than eighteen years can enter a
mosque, and before every entrance, they need to
go through the metal detector. Only the Quran
approved by the government in Beijing can be
used. Every mosque is being monitored. Streets
are covered with many cameras, and many of
them have face recognition technology. Without
fear of the international community, the Chinese
government used this to enforce violence against
Uyghurs. And if this were pointed out by the
international community, their reaction would be
that they were battling terrorism on their
territory. Hui Muslims who are ethnically Han
Chinese people do not have these problems and
surveillance. 

‘‘Separatism’’
Campaign “Becoming family” has its roots in the
1950s after China incorporated this region into its
territory. Immediately after that, the government
sent many former military officers to the region.
They were officially farmers, and their job was to
cultivate the land they got from the government.
However, on the other side, they were secret
agents who monitored indigenous people and
their behaviour and habits. 
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“This campaign started in 2016 when China’s
authorities decided to take more radical actions to
put Muslims in Xinjiang under control”. About
110,000 officials visit the largely Turkic Muslim
population in southern Xinjiang every two months
with a view toward “fostering ethnic harmony”
(Human Rights Watch). Everything that can be
related to Islam is noted, and some small mistake
can put you in prison. Children are sometimes
separated from their parents and put into the
propaganda process. During these stays,
government officials act as the main people in the
house. “By defining all separatist activity in
Xinjiang as a terrorist, the government of China is
hoping to obtain carte blanche from the
international community to take whatever action
it sees fit in the region” (Dillon, 2004, p.157).

How other countries and the
EU look on this issue
“The US has accused China of committing
genocide against the Uighurs. According to
international convention, genocide is the ‘intent to
destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical,
racial or religious group’” (BBC News, 2021). The
term genocide was used by former US Secretary
of State Mike Pompeo when he described actions
against Uyghurs in the Xinjiang region as
genocide: “I believe this genocide is ongoing, and
that we are witnessing the systematic attempt to
destroy Uighurs by the Chinese party-state”.
Relations between China and the USA strained for
different reasons, and the question and politics of
government in Beijing towards Uyghur people is
just one of the reasons for more tension between
those two countries. In the economic field, they
are in a race for the status of a global
superpower. The same situation is in the field of
military power and geopolitical interests, and
sphere of influence. 

Also, Turkey wants good relations with China and
to improve exchange between the two countries.
For that reason, the question of the Uyghur
people can be problematic in relations between
Turkey and China. “Turks have close cultural,
religious and ethnological links with the Uyghurs,
a Turkic Muslim people who live in China’s far
west Xinjiang region. The Uyghurs also view
Turkey positively, and the mutual intelligibility of
their languages has formed the basis of a long
history of links between them” (Kaya, 2013). In
previous years, Turkish officials called actions in 

Xinjiang crimes and “almost genocide”. Turkey is
also important for Uyghur people since a large
number of Uyghur immigrants found a new home
in Turkey. They often organize protests and
campaigns to show what is happening in Xinjiang.
It will be interesting how Turkey will balance
between its economic aspirations and situation
where Turkey is seen as a protector of the rights
of Muslim people in Asia and Europe. This is
especially interesting about the possibility of
extradition of Uyghurs from Turkey back to China.
The Uyghur community in Turkey warns that those
who will be returned will be sent to prison camps.
On the other side, China can use this question to
achieve its goals for strategic partnership and
trade between those two countries. 

Conclusion
Due to the nature and style of Chinese
governance and a distinct culture and language,
access to information on developments in Xinjiang
has been extremely limited to the rest of the
world. But in the era of globalization and quick
information flow, the Government in China cannot
deny these elements of repression. Xinjiang is
becoming an increasingly important region in
China because eastern parts of it are
overpopulated. With new residents in Xinjiang, it
becomes important to have tolerance for different
cultures and religions. Different ethnic groups
have different traditions and lifestyles.
Multiethnicity becomes more common, so in
future, it will send a much stronger message.
Violence only generates more violence, and the
authorities should reconsider their methods to
influence the Uyghur people and their perception
of statehood. But with all of these measures taken
against the Uyghur people, China demonstrates
its power and continues to be a state where
political power is “the main player in the field”,
and there is no place for any other power.
Everybody who stands up against these measures
will be eliminated in some way. Western countries
know about this repression of Uyghur people, but
China is an important trade partner for all of
them. They promote human rights as the ultimate
goal, but they also close their eyes to the obvious
violation of the human rights of the Uyghur
people. Only the US and Canada called the
treatment of Uyghurs as genocide, while other
countries tend to avoid any reaction on that.
Turkey looks to make its relations with China safe
and avoid strong statements and reactions.
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Also, in recent times, several Western countries
imposed sanctions on officials in China due to this
repression in Xinjiang. “The sanctions were
introduced as a coordinated effort by the
European Union, UK, US and Canada. China
responded with its sanctions on European
officials. It has denied the allegations of abuse,
claiming the camps are ‘re-education’ facilities
used to combat terrorism” (BBC News, 2021). The
question of Uyghur people in China is not
something new. For years the central government
in Beijing used many ways and tools to put the
Uyghur people and Xinjiang region under control.
On the other side, Uyghur’s demanded freedom
and many of them escaped from Xinjiang and
became refugees in Turkey, the USA and other
countries. This article presented a short overview
of the current situation and historical background
of relations between the Uyghur people and
government in Beijing. This relation is very
complex, and with all relevant factors that have
influence, the question of Uyghur people could be
of the very actual topic in the future. 

Endnotes 
[1] The definition taken from the Encyclopedia Britannica

[2] Ibid.
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