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Introduction: 

     For a couple of years, there has been increasing global concerns about China’s vicious 

treatment of 13 million Uyghurs and other Turkic Muslims in Xinjiang as part of its “Strike 

Hard Campaign Against Violent Extremism “. There have been speculations that at least one 

million Turkic Muslims being indefinitely held in “re – education “camps. China’s severe 

suppression also contains overall surveillance and the demolition of Turkic Muslim cultural 

and religious heritage over Xinjiang.   

    This problem is a religious – ethnic conflict that has been going on in China’s Xinjiang 

Uyghur Autonomous Region since the 1960s. Uyghurs claim that the East Turkestan Republic 

was annexed by China in 1949 and is currently under Chinese occupation. 

     The Uyghur Turks lived with the Chinese throughout history.  And they have only been 

independent twice. One is called “Islamic Republic of East Turkestan “(IRET) between 1933- 

1934 and the other is under the name of “East Turkestan Republic “(ETR) established 

between 1944 and 1949 with the support of the Soviet Union. 

     Both ended with the invasion of the People’s Republic of China. Since 1955, Uyghurs 

have been living in the autonomous region, which they call East Turkestan and China 

recognizes it as Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region and rejects the name East Turkestan. 



 

 

 

  

 

     According to 1953 census, 75% of the population in Xinjiang district was Uyghurs and 6% 

was Han Chinese. In 2000, 40,57% of the population consisted of Han Chinese and 45,21% of 

the Uyghurs. The main reason of this drastic change in the region in a short period of 47 years 

has been the policies pursued by China to reduce the Uyghur population rate and increase the 

rate of Chinese people in the region.  

 

Key Definitions:  

Uyghur Turks (Uygurs/Uighurs/Uigurs): A Turkic minority ethnic group. It is accepted that 

the Ughurs originated in Central and East Asia and are native to the Xinjiang Uyghur 

Autonomous Region of the People’s Republic of China. 

Autonomous Region: A region or area in a country that has freedom from an external 

government or authority  



 

 

Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region: an autonomous region of the People's Republic of 

China. “Xinjiang” translates from Chinese to “New Frontier”  

Discrimination: Unjust treatment of different people based on race, sex, age, ethnicity or 

religion 

Marginalisation: Making a group of people insignificant or second class.  

 

Background Information: 

 

The Cold War period (1960-1989) 

 

    The Sino- Soviet split during the Cold War ignited the incidents that escalated the Uyghur – 

China problem. The Soviet Union encouraged Cossacks in the region to involve in attacks 

against China. China then installed the Bingtuan militia on the Xinjiang- Soviet border. In the 

1960s, the Soviet Union provoked the Kazakh and Uyghurs in the region against China. They 

made radio broadcasts from Tashkent to East Turkestan and tried to incite Uyghurs for an 

independent state. In 1962, 60,000 Kazakhs and Uyghurs were obliged to flee to the Soviet 

Socialist Republic of Kazakhstan. Rumors spread that the Soviet Union would assemble an 

army from these exiles and that the army would combat against China under the name of the 

“Liberation Army”. 

    When the Soviets entered Afghanistan in 1979, China spread rumors that “the Soviets 

carried out persecution of Muslim Afghans” in order to influence the Uyghurs against the 

Soviets. Furthermore, China did not only encourage Chinese migration to Xinjiang, they also 

considered it as a vital precaution against Soviet expansionism. 

 

 

After the Cold War (1990- present) 

 

     The murder of 30 Uyghurs in Ramadan ,1997, led to major protests in the region. The 

Chinese media portrayed the protests as riots. On the other side, Western media stated that the 

protests were held in a nonviolent manner. 



 

 

     On January 5, 2007, Chinese forces invaded the camps of the East Turkestan Islamic 

Movement and executed 18 people. This incident lit the fuse of the Uyghur uprisings in 2008. 

In 2008, radical Islamist Uyghur organizations carried out attacks at many different locations 

in the region. 

      Various attacks still take part today. The Chinese government consider the incidents as 

terrorist attacks. Western states constantly attribute to human rights violations in the district. 

Moreover, China’s restraining policies towards the Uyghurs caused the radical movements in 

the region. 

 

Strike Hard Campaign Against Violent Terrorism 

      China initiated its “Strike Hard Campaign Against Violent Terrorism” in May 2014, in the 

Xinjiang conflict, the ongoing encounter by the Chinese government in order to dominate the 

ethnically miscellaneous zone. This movement has been efficiently allowed the state to punish 

and regulate Muslim Uyghurs regarding their religious identities. A crucial component of the 

movement is the imprisonment of approximately one million Uyghurs in Xinjiang’s   re-

education camps. Chinese government claimed that the campaign is crucial in order to 

maintain national safety. 

     In early 2014, Chinese government established the renewed “Strike Hard “campaign which 

incorporates measures targeting cell phones, computers, and religious belongings of Uyghurs. 

They also banned long beards and wearing veil in public areas. Official rates demonstrate that 

Xinjiang forces authorized 27,164 criminal arrests in 2014 which is the first year of the new 

strike- hard campaign.  

      For many years, China has committed many human rights violations against ethnic 

minorities including Muslims, especially Uyghurs and Cossacks in the region and this has 

been frequently expressed by human rights organizations. 

       In East Turkestan, assigning passports for Uyghurs is extremely difficult. This is 

considered as the restriction of freedom of travel, one of the most basic human rights. Also, 

according to the law, praying together, going to work places with religious clothes, wearing a 

headscarf and using other symbols which reveal that the person is Muslim are some of the 

criminal offenses. 

 



 

 

Xinjiang Re-Education Camps 

 

     These re-education camps have been operating since 2014 in the Xinjiang Uyghur 

Autonomous Region of the Peoples’s Republic of China and detain people from various 

ethnic groups, mainly Uyghur Turks and Muslims. Since the launch of these camps, Chen 

Quanguo, Communist Party Secretary of Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region, has increased 

the number and the capacity of the camps. These camps are secretly regulated outside the 

legal system many prisoners were reportedly occupied in camps without any trial or 

allegation. According to the authorities, the aim of these arrests is to cope with the extremism 

and terrorism and to promote Chineseization. As of 2018, a million Kazakh, Kyrgyz, Hui and 

other ethnic Turkish Muslims, as well as Christians and some foreign citizens, are estimated 

to be detained in these camps. Randall Schriver from the US Department of Defense claimed 

that “at least one million but more likely three million citizens were held “in words 

condemning these concentration camps. A human rights panel at the UN in August 2018, 

stated that they have received numerous “credible reports” showing that approximately one 

million Uyghurs were being held in these “re-education camps”. In 2016 and 2017, Chinese 

government deployed more than 90,000 police officers (which is twice as much as they had 

deployed in the last seven years) and classified up to 7300 heavily guarded checkpoints in the 

district. 

       These camps in Xinjiang are secretly managed. Chinese government changed some 

existing vocational schools, communist party schools and official buildings in urban areas into 

camps. In suburban areas, they established new facilities particularly for retraining objectives. 

Armed forces, prison-like gates, security fences, surveillance systems, watchtowers etc. are 

included in facilities and many of them are clearly visible on satellite images. 

                        



 

 

    The detainees are also enforced to drink alcohol and eat pork which are banned in Islam. 

Some detainees take unknown drugs and others attempt suicide. Also some of the survivors 

stated that they have been raped or got beaten to death. These treatments even cause the death 

of the detainees. 

 

 

 

New York Times and ICIJ Leaks 

    On November 16, 2019, the New York Times published a leak of 400 documents. These 

documents were provided by a Chinese government employee who wanted Xi Jinping 

(President of the People’s Republic of China) to be held accountable for his actions. The New 

York Times said the leak caused discomfort among the members of the Communist Party in 

Xinjiang. The documents showed that the people held in the camps did not commit a crime. 

     In 2018, the Chinese Daily reported that Communist Party official Wang Yongzhi was 

dismissed for “serious disciplinary violations”. The New York Times received a copy of 

Wang’s confession (according to the report, this confession was signed under pression). The 

New York Times reported that Wang released 7000 prisoners and claimed that Wang was 

dismissed for being too lenient on Uyghurs. Wang told his superiors that he was concerned 

that actions against Uyghurs would lead to more violence in the future. According to the 

leaked documents, Wang, instead of obeying, “ignored and challenged the Party’s central 

leadership’s strategy for Xinjiang”. 

 

    On November 24, 2019, the International Consortium of Investigative Journalists (ICIJ) 

released the China Cables, which includes six documents, an “operations manual” for 

managing the camps and detailed use of predictive policing and Artificial Intelligence to 

surveille people and regulate life in the camps. 

   

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Involved Countries and Organizations 

 

Chinese Communist Party (CCP) 

     Chinese Communist Party has the most significant role playing on this issue. CCP 

is the ruling political communist party in China since it took power in 1949. The Uyghurs 

briefly declared independence in the early 20th 

century but then, they were brought back under 

control of China after the CCP had took the lead 

of the government. Since then, the Uyghurs in the 

autonomous region have been dealing with 

violation of human rights and now with the “re-

education” camps a majority of Uyghurs who are 

mostly Muslims are being pushed to renounce 

their religion, swear loyalty to the government of 

China and detribalized. Beside all the concrete evidence; the CCP authorities, the government 

and officials still refuse to accept the existence of the camps and justify the rumours as 

“completely untrue”.  

East Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM) 

     ETIM is a Muslim extremist and separatist group based in northwest China’s 

Xinjiang province founded by militant Uyghurs. One of its stated goals is establishing an 

independent state, “East Turkestan” in the Xinjiang region. 

After the 9/11 attacks, the group was broadly designated as a 

terrorist group. Since then, all committed terrorist attacks 

around the area were blamed on ETIM by the Chinese 

government. Subsequently, the Chinese government started 

reasoning its arbitrary actions towards Uyghurs to combat 

“‘the three devils’- separatism, religious extremism and international terrorism- at all costs.”  

United States of America 

     In US, a trade deal with China had been stopped until late 2020 while US House 

approved a bill called “Uyghur Human Rights Policy Act” to place sanctions on officials 

involved in the “ongoing human crisis” in Xinjiang to call for the closure of the mass 



 

 

detention camps. Following this tough response, Beijing called the bill “a malicious attack” 

on China and demanded not to turn it into a law. Otherwise, Beijing stated that they will 

defend its interest “if necessary”. Also, a congressional committee on China reported that 

“Muslim ethnic minorities are being subjected to arbitrary detention, torture, egregious 

restrictions on religious practice and culture”. United States of America has clearly shown its 

attitude towards the camps but has not taken permanent actions yet. 

 

 

Turkey 

     The detainees in the camps seem to be targeted for variable reason including 

travelling to or contacting people in 26 countries that China considers “sensitive” which 

Turkey is one of them. Coming from the same Turkic origin, Turkish president Erdoğan had 

been vocal about the concerns towards the Uyghurs in China and many ministers publicly 

ashamed China for the detention in the past. On the other hand, in his latest visits the 

president said that in fact the Uyghurs were living “happily” and the issue in Xinjiang “should 

not spoil” the Chinese-Turkish relationships. Many reporters thought his about-face about the 

camps in Xinjiang was to strike greater economic partnership with Beijing. Turkey was the 

only Islamic country to dare to speak up about this crisis until now. 

Russia 

     Russia has a border with Xinjiang which helped the invasion of Xinjiang in 1934. 

Russian origins still exist in the area and many Russians still live there. In the early 2019, the 

Russian Foreign Minister stated that he was not aware of the reports about the current re-

education camps in Xinjiang even though US had been raising the issue. A few months later, 

Russia signed a letter supporting China. There has been no other action taken about this issue 

after that.   

  Kazakhstan 

     Sharing borders with Xinjiang, Kazakhstan and China had developed strong 

economic and political ties over the years as well as accomplished great trade partnerships. 

The numbers in Kazakhstan’s economy 

seem to be projected to increase with the 

help of China’s strategic development 

plan, Belt and Road Initiative, stretching 

through Asia and Europe. According to 

the leaders of both countries, the initiative 

will benefit Kazakhstan’s economy 

immensely. However, ethnic Kazakhs 

being held in Xinjiang camps among 

Uyghurs and other Muslim groups could 

cause extended impacts on Kazakhstan-

China relations in the long run. Also 

China has listed Kazakhstan as one of the 26 “sensitive” countries to target people from. The 



 

 

people of Kazakhstan are creating such domestic opposition to the camps in Xinjiang whereas 

the economic and geostrategic needs put the leadership of Kazakhstan in a difficult dilemma. 

 

 

 

 

Kyrgyzstan  

     Similarly, like Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan also has a border with Xinjiang and had 

been a trade partner for years but in 2018 many Kyrgyz people, mostly students, started to 

disappear and got captured in Xinjiang’s camps. Kyrgyzstan is currently being listed as one of 

the China’s 26 “sensitive” countries too. Kyrgyz parliament, relatives of the disappeared ones 

and social groups started pressing the leaders for answers but the government’s answers were 

muted. Then a few months later Kyrgyz president stated that they were handling the issue 

through diplomatic channels for only the Kyrgyz detainees and they did not want to “interfere 

with the internal affairs of another country”.  

 

 

Pakistan  

     Pakistan and China had been on good terms and it has been a major ally of China. 

On the other hand, Pakistan was also one of the first countries to censure Beijing for the 

camps in Xinjiang and got a place in the list of 26 “sensitive” countries. Recently, Pakistan 

has abruptly stopped censuring Beijing for the crackdown. Even the Pakistani Prime Minister 

stated that he does not know about the issue in Xinjiang and continued to talk about the 

country’s economic partnership with China. In December 2019, a spokesman for the ministry 

said the Pakistani detainees in the detention camps were actually “undergoing voluntary 

training”. Activists and critics suggest that this clearly illustrates “the power of Chinese 

money”. 

 

 

 Timeline of Events:  

Date of Event Event  

1933-1934 Islamic Republic of East Turkestan (IRET) was established as an 

independent republic. 

1944-1949 East Turkestan Republic (ETR) was established, also 



 

 

independent. China however did not recognize this republic. 

1955 Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region was established and 

recognized by China however, China still governed this region. 

1960’s Soviet Union provoked Kazaks and Uyghurs against China 

1962 60,000 kazaks and Uyghurs are forced to flee to the Soviet 

Socalist Republic of Kazakhstan  

1997 30 Uyghurs were murdered during Ramadan, this initiated 

protests which the chinese media portrayed as riots.  

5 January 2007 Chinese forces executed 18 people in camps of East Turkestan 

Islamic Movement 

2008 Uyghur uprisings and attacks began. These were noted as 

terrorist attacks by the chinese government. 

May 2014 China initiates “Strike Hard Campaign” against Violent 

Terrorism 

2014 27,164 criminal arrests were authorized 

2014 China legalises and implements re-education camps 

2018 UN states that approximately 1 million Uyghur citizens were 

detained in re-education camps 

16 november 2019 The New York Times publishes 400 documents proving that the 

people being held in the camps did not commit crimes 

 

 

Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue 

     Much of the world’s response to the Uyghur issue in Xinjiang is opposing to what China 

believes. After many calls from the members of United Nations, UN human rights chiefs and 

officials have demanded unfettered and immediate access to the camps. In July 2019, a group 

of 22 countries- mostly European and no Muslim majority countries- signed a letter issuing a 

joint statement calling for China to stop the arbitrary detention in Xinjiang. China denied the 



 

 

existence of the camps and the demand resulted in no permanent action and an angry response 

from Beijing about the case. 

     In October 2019, the United States urged visa restrictions to Chinese officials who are 

involved with the crisis in Xinjiang and toughening its attitude to the matter. US also 

blacklisted many Chinese companies and agencies that are linked to the detention camps in 

the area so that they would be banned to trade and buy US products. Lastly, a congressional 

committee on China has urged the Trump administrations to approve of the bill to sanction 

officials that are involved in the crisis. Announce of the bill has caused the president of China 

to respond and state that if they put the bill in the law they will be fighting back for their 

“interest”. 

     The European Union has called on China for religious freedom and respect for the 

Uyghurs in Xinjiang as well as change its policies. Many human rights organizations such 

Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch and Asia Watch publically challenged the 

president of China, sanctioned officials and shown great concern that created no effective 

result in the case. 

     There has been a lot of international criticism towards the detention in China but no 

country or organization have taken any crucial action beyond vocal opposition in the matter. 

 

 

Possible Solutions:  

● Sanctions could be forced onto China by the UN and other countries until the people 

in the re-education camps are released 

● The East Turkestan Republic could become and independent country from China with 

its own government 

● China should recognise that the Xinjiang area is an autonomous region 
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