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China’s official narratives on
Xinjiang: Interethnic mingling,
economic prosperity and
religious terrorism

The northwest region of Xinjiang in the People’s Republic of China
has drawn international attention recently because of state-perpe-
trated violence towards its non-Han population. This paper exam-
ines how Chinese authorities construct their narratives about the
Xinjiang issue and justify their actions in the region. The analysis
will focus on official white papers published by the State’s Council
Information Office. Through the investigation of the documents,
three main narratives on Xinjiang will be presented, together with
the way in which they have developed over the past decades.
Each will be then situated within the larger transformation of Chi-
nese politics and political discourse in recent years, especially
since General Secretary of the Chinese Communist Party Xi Jin-
ping has taken office. Instead of considering Beijing’s narratives
on Xinjiang as an exception, this essay maintains that their un-
derlying paradigms comply with Chinese governmental strategy
as a whole, although the repression in Xinjiang represents their
extreme consequences.

1. Introduction

Little known until a few years ago, the northwest province of Xin-
jiang in the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and its dominant
nationality, the Uyghurs, now figure frequently in press reports
worldwide. The Uyghurs are a population speaking a Turkic lan-
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The global attention has intensified since the emer-
gence of mass internment camps, about which, in
August 2018, the Committee on the Elimination
of Racial Discrimination of the United Nations ex-
pressed its concerns." In the past three years there
has been an escalation of intensity of the debate
and research among Western governments, foreign
media and scholars and international organisations
on what is (still) going on in Xinjiang.? At the same
time, the ‘discursive war’ between Beijing and
foreign countries has heightened. The peak was
reached in March 2021 when the United States,
Canada, the European Union and Britain imposed
sanctions on Chinese officials deemed responsible
for the ‘human rights abuses’ in Xinjiang. While the
US had already implemented sanctions the year
before, those levied by the EU were the first since
1989, after the violent repression of the so-called
Tiananmen movements.® Chinese sanctions soon
followed, targeting, among others, the Political and
Security Committee of the Council of the European
Union, Members of the European Parliament, re-
search centres such as the Berlin-based think-tank,
MERICS, and scholars, including Adrian Zenz and
Joanne Smith Finley (Newcastle University) who
have long worked on Xinjiang.*

Scholarly literature has already highlighted the re-
pressive measures applied to Xinjiang in recent
years: mass ‘reeducation’ camps where Uyghurs

and other non-Han nationalities are coercively de-
tained, or at least, non-voluntarily detained, and
submitted to forced labour as both a ‘poverty al-
leviation’ measure and a solution to ‘religious ter-
rorism’. ®> There have been reports of demolition
of mosques, sacred shrines as well as other sites
that are centres of Uyghur cultural, religious and
social life;® the secularisation of Xinjiang’s non-Han
through Han population’s surveillance on their pri-
vate life; 7 not to mention the disappearance, im-
prisonment or death of many Uyghurs who dared
to raise their voices on the state-perpetrated vio-
lence.® These are just a few of the techniques of
repression that scholars have pointed out so far.?

Unlike most current literature on Xinjiang that tends
to emphasise the peculiarities of Beijing’s activities
in the region, this analysis aims to highlight how the
paradigms sustaining the official view on Xinjiang
are by no means limited to this region but charac-
terise the country’s overall strategy of governance.
This paper argues that government action in Xin-
jilang cannot be reduced to a reaction to ‘terrorist
attacks’ (as they are referred to officially) over the
past decades." On the contrary, it posits that Chi-
na’s official narrative on Xinjiang is consistent with
recent developments in Chinese politics and with
the development of Chinese political discourse as
a whole.
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In addition to secondary literature, the materials
used to understand how Beijing articulates its nar-
rative on Xinjiang are the white papers (WPs, here-
after) released by State’s Council Information Office
and dealing specifically with Xinjiang. WPs are cre-
ated by governments with the aim of communicating
their standpoint and informing the public on specific
issues. However, in China they are characterised
mainly as a reaction to external criticism."" Indeed,
the first WP Beijing ever issued was in 1991 in re-
ply to criticism by the international community of the
violent repression of the 1989 movement. The first
WP pertaining specifically to Xinjiang was released
in 2003. From 2003 to August 2021, 11 documents
have been issued, with a growing intensity in recent
years (in 2019, three WPs focusing only on Xinjiang
were released). Most of the WPs are available in
Chinese and English, from which it can be inferred
that they aim to ‘tell China’s story’ — quoting Xi Jin-
ping’s well-known phrase of 2013 — both abroad
and at home. "2

The results of the analysis reveal that three narra-
tives structure China’s official view: 1) the creation
of the ‘Chinese nation’ through a new approach to
interethnic relations; 2) Chinese authorities’ devel-
opmentalism and China’s civilising project; 3) the
Xinjiang question as part of the US-led global war
on terror and a new approach to ‘stability mainte-
nance’. In the following pages, each of these three
narratives on Xinjiang will be explained and then
situated in the larger context of contemporary Chi-
nese political discourse. A final section will be de-
voted to considering the Xinjiang issue in the cur-
rent centralisation of power in the hands of the CCP
and its new approach to ‘stability maintenance’.

2. China’s official narratives on
Xinjiang

2.1 A new paradigm for interethnic
relations within the Chinese nation

The official narrative on Xinjiang is based on the
‘three histories’ (san shi =%): 1) the history of Xinji-
ang; 2) the history of the development of ethnic mi-
norities; 3) the history of the evolution of religions.
Underlying these three histories is the view that
Xinjiang has belonged to China since ancient times,
a point that almost all the WPs stress. The one pub-
lished in 2003 specifies that ‘since the Western Han
(206 BC- 24 AC) it has become an inseparable part
of China’s unified multi-ethnic country’ and that, in
60 BC, the Han dynasty established the Western
Regions Frontier Command in Xinjiang’.”* At the
time, Xinjiang was part of the ‘western territories’
(xi yu #13). With the founding of the People’s Re-
public of China, Xinjiang was reportedly ‘peacefully
liberated’ (heping jiefang FEfERX). This ‘history
of Xinjiang’ is informed by the well-established as-
sumption that the contemporary PRC is the natu-
ral heir of imperial China; China’s history would be
thus characterised by a political continuity that le-
gitimises the rule of the Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) over Xinjiang as well as over other provinces
and territories, and that makes the Chinese nation
unique in the records of civilisations for its uninter-
rupted history of five millenniums.

Han (206 BC — 220 AD) and the Tang (618-907)
empires ruled over parts of the territories that are
nowadays known as Xinjiang, and the people liv-
ing in those territories had quite close contents
with the states commonly defined as Chinese dy-
nasties.’ However, today’s Xinjiang has not been
part of all the Chinese empires, nor it has always
been a unified political entity. Instead, the political
identity of the region was fragmented and mainly
shaped by the local oasis. The Qing empire (1644-
1912) — whose rulers were clearly identified as be-
ing Manchu, thus non-Chinese — placed Xinjiang
under its control.’> The PRC has built its territorial

11 Paper presented at the 23 Biannual Conference of the European Association of Chinese Studies by Martin Lavi¢ka, ‘Narrating Xinjiang

through the Lens of Governmental White papers’, 24 August 2021.

12 The first two white papers on Xinjiang are available only in Chinese. Since 2014 both Chinese and English versions are released. All the white

papers are available at: http://www.scio.gov.cn/zfbps/

13 State’s Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, #3871 £ 5 &K & (History and development of Xinjiang), 26 May 2003
(http://www.scio.gov.cn/zfbps/ndhf/2003/Document/307907/307907 .htm).

14 In using ‘empire’ in place of ‘dynasties’, | follow James Millward who has recently raised awareness on the language used to describe China’s
history. James Millward, ‘Decolonizing Chinese Historiography with special attention to Xinjiang’, Cornell University, 25 October 2021 (https://
vimeo.com/639170697 ?fbclid=IwAR1G5qnxOSIt_YMyZijxKdYxe33iBWUmzK3CP_Ahc2IWivP5UyJFQPyd9Ps).

15 James A. Millward & Peter C. Perdue, ‘Political and Cultural History of the Xinjiang Region through the Late Nineteenth Century’, in S. Fred-
erick Starr (ed.), Xinjiang: China’s Muslim Borderland, New York, M.E. Sharpe, 2004, pp. 27-62.



sovereignty on the legacy of the Qing empire. Lat-
er, along with the consolidation of political power
by the Party, ‘national sovereignty’ and ‘territorial
integrity’ were elevated as two of China’s non-ne-
gotiable ‘national core interests’,'¢ intimately linked
to the principle of ‘non-interference’ in domestic af-
fairs which has been advocated since the 1950s."’
Indeed, ‘National sovereignty’ and ‘territorial integ-
rity’ are often cited to counter criticism of state-led
violence in Xinjiang."®

Against the backdrop of a ‘continuity paradigm’ pro-
jected by China’s state authorities, however, the
relations between the various nationalities consti-
tuting the country’s ethnic patchwork have seen an
important evolution. In 2014, Xi delivered a speech
at the Central Xinjiang Work Symposium where he
specified that the long term cause of the “Xinjiang
issue’ (Xinjiang de wenti #T52#IB&A) is to reinforce
unity among nationalities; to ensure it, the author-
ities should increase the interethnic ‘contacts, ex-
changes and mingling’ (iaowang, jiaoliu, jiaorong 3
AR RARL) as well as promote the ‘consciousness
of the community of the Chinese nation’ (Zhonghua
minzu gongtongti yishi 4Rk REEZIR). 9 Af-
ter Xi's talk, both expressions started began to be
widely used in WPs, including the most recent one.

Xi Jinping’s call for interethnic ‘mingling’ as a way-
out to the ‘Xinjiang issue’ represents a turning point
in China’s ethnic policy.?’ Since its early days, the
CCP committed itself to recognising the existence
of ethnonational diversity within the territory of the
ex-Qing empire, though the Leninist principle of
self-determination and the right of secession were
deleted by the CCP as soon as it gained power.
21 This commitment by the CCP was an attempt to
distinguish itself from the assimilationist approach
of the Nationalist Party, i.e., Guomindang, who saw
the integration of the non-Han nationalities into the
Han majority as unavoidable. Instead, the newly
centralised state of PRC established a system bor-

rowed from the Soviet Union, and based on auton-
omy for those regions populated mostly by non-Han
nationalities. Xinjiang Uyghurs Autonomous Region
was the product of this political stand, along with
four other autonomous regions. Accordingly, over
the past few decades, the central government tend-
ed to emphasise the peculiarities of each of the
55 ‘national minorities’ (shaoshu minzu > B RI&)
living in the PRC'’s territory, portraying itself as the
guarantor of their cultural customs. The collapse of
the Soviet Union, however, sparked an intellectual
and political debate on the validity of this system
which had been erected in 1950s, because the re-
vival of regional nationalism was cited as one of
the major causes of the USSR collapse. Since the
early 1990s, discussions on the need for a ‘sec-
ond-generation nationality policy’ (di er dai minzu
zhengce X EHB3) among Chinese intellec-
tuals emerged, with some state intellectuals such
as Hu Angang, advocating for a new approach that
would place more emphasis on a shared national
identity, rather than on individual ethnic nationalities
within China.?? Xi Jinping’s speech at the Central
Xinjiang Work Symposium in 2014 tacitly approved
this new view on interethnic relations. Interesting-
ly, the new approach resembles the assimilationist
one advocated by the Guomindang and Sun Yatsen
(the so-called ‘father of the nation’) from which the
CCP was trying to distinguish itself.

Since 2014, interethnic ‘mingling’ has become a
mantra in the official narrative on Xinjiang. It was
also applied retrospectively, emphasising the role
of ‘interethnic fusion’ in shaping both the Uyghurs
as well as the Han. However, the formation of the
Han majority is described as differing greatly from
the ethnogenesis of the Uyghurs. The WPs tell us
that Uyghurs are the product of ‘long-term migra-
tions and interethnic mingling’ and that, despite
ethno Turkic origins, they are not descendants of
Turks; only in 1934 did the name ‘Uyghur’ emerge
as the standard Chinese appellation for the people

16 According to the white paper issued in 2011 ‘China’s Peaceful Development’, China’s core interests include: 1) state sovereignty; 2) national
security; 3) territorial integrity; 4) national reunification; 5) China’s political system established by the Constitution and overall social stability;
6) basic safeguards for ensuring sustainable economic and social development. State’s Council Information Office of the People’s Republic
of China, ‘China issues white paper on peaceful development’, 7 November 2011 (https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/topics_665678/whitepa-

per_665742/t856325.shtml).

17 Jerker Hellstrom, ‘Sovereignty / 4 , E#X’, in Decoding China (https://decodingchina.eu/sovereignty/).

18 Reuters Staff, ‘China tells UN rights chief to respect its sovereignty after Xinjiang comments’, Reuters, 11 September 2018.

19 Xinhua, JIEFEE ZXPRIFBEIEERS EAREEHFE (Xi Jinping’s speech at the second Central Xinjiang Work Symposium), 29 May
2014 (http://www.xinhuanet.com/photo/2014-05/29/c_126564529.htm).

20 James Leibold, ‘Xinjiang Work Forum Marks New Policy of «Ethnic Mingling»’, China Brief Volume Issue 14, No. 12, 2014, pp. 3-6.

21 On the ambiguity of the CCP towards Leninist principle of self-determination, see James Leibold, Reconfiguring Chinese Nationalism, New

York: Palgrave Macmillan US, 2007, pp. 88-93.

22 James Leibold, ‘Toward A Second Generation of Ethnic Policies?’, China Brief Volume, Issue 12, No. 13, 2012, pp. 7-10.
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residing in Xinjiang . It goes without saying that
this had an apparent intent of discrediting separat-
ists” instances. It cannot be denied that Uyghurs
were neither a single unitarian population nor a na-
tionality that avoided mingling with other peoples
over the centuries; yet, it should also be underlined
that ethnicity did not feature so crucially, before
the formation of nation-states.?* Furthermore, when
coming to the ethnonym Hanzu (3X &), which is also
a neologism coined in the late 19"-early 20" cen-
tury, China’s official narrative applies a different
attitude. The Hanzu is described as being extreme-
ly ancient, so ancient that it can be traced back to
centuries ago: ‘The Huaxia people who appeared
in the pre-Qin period, after years of integration with
various other peoples, and especially after 500 tur-
bulent years of cultural convergence in the Spring
and Autumn and Warring States periods, further
integrated with other peoples in the Qin and Han
dynasties, to form the Han people (hanzu X k), a
majority group in the Central Plains and the major
people in Chinese history’.?¢

Leaving the debate of ethnogenesis aside, this
new approach to interethnic relations goes hand
in hand with a new emphasis on Chineseness and
Chinese identity. The newly promoted concept of
‘consciousness of the community of the Chinese
nation’ mentioned above leverages on the sense of
belonging to a common ‘Chinese nation’ (Zhonghua
minzu H 4 K HR). This latter is an expression coined
by the reformist and intellectual Liang Qichao at the
beginning of the 20" century. Against the backdrop

of social Darwinism informing the intellectual-polit-
ical debate of the time,?” creating a ‘Chinese na-
tion-state’ was conceived as the prerequisite to
save the ‘nation’ from foreign imperialism. This idea
of a ‘united Chinese nation’ has continued to inform
China’s political discourse today. However, in re-
cent years it has acquired an even more prominent
role. In 2018, the expression ‘Chinese nation’ was
enshrined in the country’s constitution, in relation to
the goal of realising its ‘rejuvenation’ (fuxing £>%),
28 a signature slogan under Xi Jinping which recalls
Sun Yatsen’s call to ‘reinvigorate’ (zhenxing #x>%
China.??

‘Interethnic mingling’ within the ‘Chinese nation’ ap-
pears to be more an integral part of China’s over-
all strategy, than just a means to solve interethnic
conflicts. The ‘consciousness of the community of
the Chinese nation’, the ‘identification in Chinese
culture’ ( Zhonghua wenhua rentong FR43C4LIA
[E ) ,* the promotion of a ‘China spirit' (Zhong-
guo jingshen HE¥E1#) (another expression which
echoes Sun Yatsen’s vocabulary of the early 20"
century)®' are all indicators of an attempt to forge
a nation-mindedness — with a strong Han accent
— one able to ‘unite’ the people around the CCP, a
project which goes far beyond the borders of the
PRC and includes overseas Chinese.*? The suc-
cess of this strategy is based, as Xi spelled out,
on a direct correlation between the peoples’ faith
and the country’s strength: ‘When the people have
faith, the country has strength, and the nation can
have hope’ (renmin you xinyang, guojia you liliang,
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‘Uyghur’ is used also in the Chinese version of the white paper. See: State’s Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, ¥
BHRE. =Wk 1E5ARRRE (The Fight Against Terrorism and Extremism and Human Rights Protection in Xinjiang), 18 March 2019
(http://www.scio.gov.cn/zfbps/ndhf/39911/Document/1649848/1649848.htm).

Dru Gladney, ‘The ethnogenesis of the Uighurs’, Cental Asian Survey, Issue 9, No. 1, 1990, pp 1-28.

The name Han comes from the Han River (Hanshui) flowing from modern Shaanxi through to Hubei, where it joins the Yangzi river. Han
became the name of the state founded by Liu Bang, the Han empire. However, at that time Han refers to the people under the political dom-
ination of the Han empire, without reference to culture, language or any other features bounding together the members of an ethnic group.
Mark Elliott, ‘Hushuo: The Northern Other and the Naming of the Han Chinese’, in Mullaney, Thomas S. Leibold, James Gros, Stéphane et al.
(eds.), Critical Han Studies: The History, Representation, and Identity of China’s Majority, Berkeley and Los Angeles, California: University of
California Press, 2012, pp. 173-190.

State’s Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, $ii&# & T 71 £ [@ & (Historical matters concerning Xinjiang), 21 July
2019 (http://www.scio.gov.cn/zfbps/ndhf/39911/Document/1649848/1649848.htm).

Tsing-song Vincent Shen, ‘Evolutionism through Chinese Eyes: Yan Fu, Ma Junwu and Their Translations of Darwinian Evolutionism’, ASIA-
Network Exchange, Issue 22, No. 1, 2014, pp. 49-60.

Ma Rong, a state-intellectual, notes that ‘Chinese nation’ was absent in the previous versions of the PRC’s Constitution before 2018. Ma
Rong, FERKXEBAHENA EEEHIE (The Historical Evolution China’s System of Autonomous Ethnic Regions), Zhongyang she-
huizhuyi xueyuan xuebao, 2019, pp. 94-101, p. 108. The Constitution of the People’s Republic of China is available at: http://www.gov.cn/
quoqing/2018-03/22/content_5276318.htm.

Orville Schell & John Delury, Wealth and Power: China’s Long March to the Twenty-first Century, London, Little, Brown, 2013.

State’s Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, ‘The fight against terrorism and extremism and human rights protection
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Beatrice Gallelli, ‘Jingshen ¥&#: A Governmental Keyword in 21st Century China’, in Una Aleksandra Bérzina-Cerenkova (ed.), From Hu

Jintao to Xi Jinping: The Political Discourse of China Re-examined through Discourse Analysis Theories, London & New York, Routledge,
forthcoming.

Sheng Ding, ‘Engaging Diaspora via Charm Offensive and Indigenized Communication: An Analysis of China’s Diaspora Engagement Poli-
cies in the Xi Era’, Politics, Issue 35, No. 3—4, April 28, 2015, pp. 230-44.
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minzu you xiwang AREEM , EREHE , RIK
BEFRE).»

Indeed, in recent years, official propaganda has
attempted to define the so called ‘Chinese char-
acteristics’ and Chineseness, which, in sum, are
‘Han characteristics’, much in the same way as the
‘standard national language’ ( guojia tongyong yuy-
an wenzi ERBRAESXF ) is defined as Hanyu
(3X1iB), the language spoken by the Han maijority,
i.e., The Mandarin language.?** The results of these
efforts are, for instance, the ‘socialist core values’
(shehuizhuyi hexin jiazhiguan $#t% £ XA OMMEM)
promoted since 2012, which marry values belong-
ing to the Confucian tradition with modern princi-
ples promoted by the CCP.

The ‘socialist core values’ are also quoted in one
of the WPs issued in 2019, and are placed in rela-
tion to the need of ‘Sinicize [its] religions’ (zongjiao
Zhongguohua>R¥H E): ‘We must carry forward
the historical tradition of sinicization of religions,
use the socialist core values as a guide (yindao 5|
£) and penetrate various religions in China with
Chinese culture, strive to integrate religious’ teach-
ings with Chinese culture, and actively guide var-
ious religions, including Islam, to follow the path
of sinicization (Zhongguohua WE4{).3° Before
Xi, references to the process of ‘sinicization’ were
made primarily with regard to the ‘sinicization of
Marxism’ (Makesizhuyi Zhongguohua B 5B E X
FE4L), but, in recent years they have been ap-
plied to the religious and, interestingly, also to the
‘cultural sphere’. When Xi Jinping addressed writ-
ers and artists at the Forum on Literature and Arts
in 2014, for instance, he warned against the threat
of ‘de-sinicization’ (qu Zhongguohua EH E).3¢

2.2 Promoting economic development and
increasing peoples’ quality

Imbued with the evolutionist view of historical mate-
rialism, non-Han nationalities have been denigrated

as lagging behind China’s dominant ethnicity, the
Han, in terms of socioeconomic development.?’
This view has been, since the founding of the PRC,
the leitmotiv of Beijing’s approach to non-Han na-
tionalities, including the Uyghurs. In other words,
Han represents development and modernity, while
non-Han populations are backwards and need help.
This assumption is implicit in the above-mentioned
‘peaceful liberation’ phrase.

All the WPs dedicate long sections to comparing
the backward economic structure in Xinjiang and
the development brought about by the founding of
‘New China’ (xin Zhongguo ¥ # E). Quantitative
data are used to sustain the argument. For instance,
the 2003 WP provides detailed quantification of
the increase in Xinjiang’s GDP, of the technologi-
cal improvements in the agricultural sector, of the
increase of industries and of industrial production,
of infrastructure and telecommunication thanks
to the support of China.*® Grounded on a view of
‘science’ as the ‘authoritative knowledge’ and ‘ulti-
mate arbiter of “truth™ in modern society,** precise
quantification and extensive use of numerical data
demonstrate the objectivity and incontrovertibility
of authorities’ arguments about Xinjiang improve-
ments since 1949.

Although state-sponsored development projects
and massive economic investment — such as the
‘Great Development of the West (Xibu da kaifa 783}
KFF &) — have fallen short of expectations, espe-
cially with regard to improving living standards for
Uyghurs and non-Han nationalities in the region,*°
China’s authorities’ official narrative seemingly uti-
lises ‘development’ as a shield to protect from inter-
national and domestic criticism on the Xinjiang is-
sue. More recently, the ‘success’ in the fight against
absolute poverty reported in 2020 as well as the im-
plementation of the Belt and Road Initiative which
feature in Xinjiang have further fueled this reason-
ing. Interestingly enough, China’s official narrative
uses the signifier: ‘human rights’ (renquan AX) as

33 XiJinping, RELEEZR/ NRELFIHFNRFEFEHL T UFAMR—EPER=RETARELERRKS LHIRE (Secure a deci-
sive victory in building a moderately prosperous society in all respects and strive for the great success of socialism with Chinese character-
istics for a new era. Political report issued at the 19th National Congress of the Chinese Communist Party), Xinhua, 27 October 2017 (http://
news.xinhuanet.com/politics/19cpcnc/2017-10/27/c_1121867529.htm).

34 State’s Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, $ii&# Xt R ¥ 5 & & (Cultural protection and development in Xinjiang),
15 November 2018 (http://www.scio.gov.cn/zfbps/ndhf/37884/Document/1641510/1641510.htm).
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a discursive tool in order to defend itself from the
claim of human rights violations in Xinjiang. Indeed,
the last of the WPs issued is entirely dedicated to
clarifying the ‘rights’ enjoyed by the Chinese people
and, in particular, by Xinjiang’s population. In the
long introduction, it describes how the population in
Xinjiang was oppressed by ‘imperialist forces, the
feudal exploiting class and the privileged religious
hierarchy’ and ‘deprived of basic human rights’, and
notes the way in which, thanks to the CCP, they
gained a ‘better protection of human rights’.#’ By
doing so, the WP also provides a definition of ‘hu-
man rights’ ‘with Chinese characteristics’ that differs
from the one attached to Europe and the US, as it
defines the ‘right to development’ (fazhan quan &
BM) as ‘the essential precondition for the realisa-
tion of all human rights’.#? In light of the above, it
is not surprising that the officially-called ‘vocational
education and training centres’ (zhiye jineng jiaoyu
peixun zhongxin BRALFBEHEIZH L), known
abroad as ‘reeducation camps’ operate in order
to uphold the protection of human rights: This is
where Xinjiang’s non-Han population (mostly Uy-
ghurs) have been interned since 2016. The PRC’s
justification: ‘the protection of labor rights entails
the safeguarding of human dignity, and therefore
protects human rights’ (baozhang laodong quan jiu
shi weihu ren de zunyan, jiu shi baozhang renquan

REFHNAREN ANE™ , MBREAN ) . ©

It is worth noting that the concept of development
that the official narrative refers to is not limited to
economic growth or the amelioration of living stan-
dards but also includes the civilising project of non-
Han nationalities. Indeed, one of the three WPs
issued in 2019 revolves around the vocational edu-
cation and training centres, and states that their aim
is to ‘help the trainees to emancipate their minds,
improve their quality (suzhi #&J5T) and their develop-
ment prospects’.** The discourse on suzhi arose in
the debate on the need to control the demographic
growth of China in the late 1970s. The underlying

idea at the time was that by reducing the population,
it might be possible to increase its inherent quality.
This view led, for example, to the implementation
of family planning policies for the whole Han pop-
ulation (non-Han were excluded at the beginning)
starting in 1979.4> Nowadays, while the strict limits
imposed on Han population are gradually relaxing,
the original 1979 birth-control policy has been co-
ercively applied to the Uyghurs since 2017.%¢ As it
was four decades ago for the Han, the underlying
view is still informed by the discourse on civilising
China’s population and improving ‘people’s quality’.
Therefore, the goal of developing Xinjiang is not
limited to improving its economy in the various sec-
tors and proving ‘job opportunities’. In fact, a great
deal of emphasis is placed on transforming the pop-
ulation into an ideal community of ‘modern citizens’
that are compliant with the developmental vision
promoted by the authorities.

2.3 The people’s war on terror

It has been already demonstrated that two discours-
es in the international sphere have played a key
role in the development of China’s official narrative
on Xinjiang: first, the one on the ‘three evils’ (san
gu shili =B& % 1) elaborated within the framework
of the Shanghai Five, (China, Russia, Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan), and, second, the US-
led global war on terror.*’

The Shanghai Five was formed in 1996 as a plat-
form to resolve issues of border demarcation. How-
ever, it soon included in its agenda security issues,
and, in 1998, elaborated the notion of the ‘three
evils’ (terrorism, separatism and extremism). In
2001 Uzbekistan joined the Shanghai Five, which
soon afterwards was rebranded Shanghai Coop-
eration Organization (SCO). A few months before
the attack on the Twin Towers (11 September 2001)
took place, the SCO had adopted the moniker of
‘Shanghai Convention on Combating Terrorism,
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Separatism and Extremism’.*®¢ The concept of the
‘three evils’ unified ‘separatism’, ‘terrorism’ and
‘extremism’, paving the way for the identification
by Beijing authorities of all perceived ‘separatist’
threats as ‘terrorism’.*?

The Twin Towers attack represents a turning point in
Beijing’s discursive strategy. US President George
W. Bush’s announcement of a global ‘war on terror’
in 2001-2002 provided a further argument for Chi-
na to justify state-led suppression of dissent voices
as well as religious practices in Xinjiang. Chinese
authorities reenacted violence that had occurred
in the previous decades, most of which was the
product of spontaneous outrage against abuses,
rather than an execution of predetermined plans.
According to the official narrative, these episodes
of violence had been carried out by Uyghurs’ ter-
rorist organisations, namely the ‘Eastern Turkistan
Terrorist Forces’ that were allegedly supported by
the Taliban in Afghanistan.>° Probably in an attempt
to gain China’s support for its own global war on ter-
ror, in August 2002, the US government supported
Beijing’s claims by designing the East Turkestan Is-
lamic Movement as an international ‘terrorist organ-
isation’ linked to Al Qaeda and, therefore, a threat
for the US too. While Chinese authorities had point-
ed to various organisations belonging to the elusive
‘Eastern Turkistan Terrorist Forces’, the US blamed
only one of them, i.e., East Turkestan Islamic Move-
ment itself, as responsible for all the violence. This
mistake by the US was later absorbed by China’s
official narrative. Thus, the East Turkestan Islamic
Movement became the sole actor responsible for
all the alleged Uyghur-perpetrated violence that oc-
curred in the previous decades in China.®'

Surfing the wave of Islamophobia worldwide,*? in
2014 China declared the beginning of the ‘peo-
ple’s war on terror’ (fan kong renmin zhanzheng
R AR %). The same year, Beijing amended

the 1994 Regulations of Xinjiang Uyghur Autono-
mous Region on Religious Affairs that, as Lavicka
demonstrates, ‘attempt to uproot religion from so-
ciety and everyday life’.>® In 2015, Beijing passed
a new ‘Counterterrorism Law’ that further codified
and justified (in terms of ‘rule by law’ (fazhi 3£38))
the assimilationist policies and anti-Islamic practice
put into place in Xinjiang.>*

The repressive measures applied in Xinjiang were,
therefore, no longer framed as merely combating
the ‘separatism’ that threatened China, but as ef-
forts to thwart ‘counterterrorism’ and fight ‘religious
extremism’ in the entire world. ‘Separatism’ was ini-
tially deemed to be the ‘hotbed’ (wenchuang BEK)
of the other two ‘evils’, to use official terminology,*®
but has been less emphasised since the declara-
tion of the ‘people’s war on terror’. The lesser im-
portance now attached to ‘separatism’ is apparent,
by looking at the mission of the ‘vocational educa-
tion and training centre’, which is fighting ‘religious
extremism’ and ‘terrorism’, but does not include
‘separatism’.>® This specific view is based on a
cause-effect link created in China’s official narrative
between the ‘increase of religious extremism world-
wide since the end of the Cold War’ and the rise
of ‘religious terrorism in Xinjiang.*” In this way, the
Chinese ‘people’s war on terrorism’ evolved quite
effortlessly into a ‘global war on terror’.

2.4 The Party's leading role and a new ap-
proach to ‘stability maintenance’

So far, the three main narratives shaping the Xinji-
ang issue have been outlined. In addition, two main
trends featuring Chinese politics in recent years
also deserve our attention for the deep impact they
have had on the Xinjiang issue: first, the recentral-
isation of power in the hands of the CCP; second,
the role played by a new approach to ‘stability main-
tenance’ in China’s political discourse.
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To start with the first, in recent years and even more
s0, since Xi Jinping took office, the CCP has placed
under its direct control all spheres of contemporary
Chinese society, from the cultural to the econom-
ic, and also the religious, to the detriment of the
state’s capacity to cope. The well-known wording of
the political report issued at the 19" National Party
Congress sums up this trend: ‘Party, government,
military, society and education, east, west, south,
north, the Party leads everything’ (dang zheng jun
min xue, dong xi nan bei Zhong, dang shi lingdao
vigie de RBERZ% , RARILH , XROS—1Y)
#9).58 Specifically for religious affairs, this recentral-
isation of power under the CCP finds its concrete
application in the restructuring of the United Front
Work Department of the Central Committee of the
Chinese Communist Party, which, in 2018, ab-
sorbed the State Administration for Religious Affairs
(a state organ under the State Council) causing the
dissolution of this latter.’® The re-establishment of
CCP leadership over religious life signals a U-turn
from the political practice implemented in post-Mao-
ist China. Notwithstanding the adherence to Marx-
ist, Leninist and Maoist’s view, according to which
there is no place for religion in China, the years fol-
lowing the end of the Cultural Revolution permitted
a relative freedom of religious belief for Chinese cit-
izens. The re-centralisation of control over religious
practice under the CCP represents the materialisa-
tion of the view of religion as ‘an obsolete aspect of
Chinese culture, and thus it has to be controlled by
the ‘modern and atheistic’ Party’.¢° By repressing
religious beliefs and practices, the Party also weak-
ens faith systems that might challenge its monopoly
on ideology and its own promoted ‘faith’, i.e., top-
down ‘patriotism’.

In addressing the new approach to ‘stability mainte-
nance’ adopted by the Party, scholars have empha-
sised that, in Xinjiang, ‘the CCP had inverted its for-
merly declared relationship between development

and stability.’®" In other words, China’s authorities
no longer believe that economic development and
prosperity are tools to achieve ‘social stability’. This
has led to the adoption of a new approach based
on ‘preventive’ (yufang iBr) measures implement-
ed in the region since the early 2000s. These mea-
sures are informed both by ‘foreign models’ (such
as United States-led occupation of Iraq and Afghan-
istan) and Chinese intellectuals’ theoretical contri-
butions.®? A WP issued in 2019 defines ‘preventive’
measures as ‘top priority (yufang di yi wei Tiph 58 —
fi).¢* ‘Prevention’ finds application in the ‘transfor-
mation through education’ (jiaoyu zhuanhua 3% ¥
1t), a practice which was previously applied to the
members of the Falun Gong, and that, in Xinjiang,
led to the construction of the reeducation camps.é*

While it cannot be denied that this new approach
to ‘stability maintenance’ finds its extreme conse-
quence in Xinjiang, this perspective can be viewed
as part of a broader governance strategy that has
been developed even before Xi Jinping’s office,
though, under his leadership it has been further
promoted. It has gained momentum in conjuncture
with the slowing down of the Chinese economy.
Against the backdrop of China’s GDP lower growth
rate, the CCP has been even harsher in repressing
all those voices that may posit a threat to its rule,
but has also silenced those voices that did not di-
rectly express dissent.®®> A new emphasis on ideol-
ogy has gone hand in hand with new limitations on
freedom of expression.®¢ In light of this, the CCP
applies a ‘preventive’ approach to the whole soci-
ety, attempting to bar all forms of crisis that may
threaten its leadership. This approach is developing
alongside a growing emphasis on the need to safe-
guard China’s ‘security’.

A series of country-level reforms provides evidence
of this new discursive emphasis. In 2013, a Central
National Security Commission (Zhongyang guojia
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anquan weiyuanhui P REREZ£ZE i £) under the
direct control of the general secretary of the Party
was established; in 2015, a new National Security
Law was issued, i.e. National Security Law (guojia
anquan fa B X% £ %), and April 15 was chosen as
National Security Education Day (quanmin guojia
anquan jiaoyu ri ERERZ £ E B). Interesting-
ly, the 2015 legislation defines ‘prevention as the
priority’ (yufang wei zhu P51 ), a point which
was not included in the previous versions of the
law.¢” The definition of ‘national security’ is quite
broad: “national security” means a status in which
the regime, sovereignty, unity, territorial integrity,
welfare of the people, sustainable economic and
social development, and other major interests of
the state are relatively not faced with any danger
and not threatened internally or externally and a
status in which security is constantly maintained’.¢®
The ‘preventive’ measures address all the events
that harm or ‘could’ (keneng Tl &€) harm the country.
The frequency of ‘security’ measures has increased
and the concept of ‘country security’ (quojia anquan
E X% %) has grown in importance since 2014 and
now figures prominently in all the WPs released
since that year.

3. Conclusion

Over the past few years, the northwest region of the
PRC and its main population have seen an escala-
tion of state-perpetrated violence. This analysis has
set out to understand further the ground on which
the Chinese authorities justify their actions in the
region. It has investigated the 11 white papers is-
sued by the State’s Council Information Office since
2003, which specifically address the Xinjiang issue.

Results of the analysis demonstrate that China’s
authorities structure their view on three main dis-
cursive layers. First, a new approach to interethnic
unity lies at the centre of CCP’s manner of handling
of the Xinjiang issue. The promotion of interethnic
mingling has gone hand in hand with the promotion
of a ‘Chinese identity’ — embedded in expressions
like ‘Chinese nation’, ‘Chinese spirit’ punctuating
contemporary Chinese political discourse — which
is nothing but Han-ness. Second, Chinese state
developmentalism — for which development over-
whelms everything — contributes to discursively
justifying the repressive measures portrayed as
necessary to propel Xinjiang’s economic develop-
ment and to improve the ‘quality’ of the non-Han
population. Third, the SCO’s ‘three evils’ and the

US ‘war on terror’ have triggered the reframing of
the Xinjiang issue, making it part of a ‘global war on
terror’. Given the role of foreign discourses — such
as the US discourse on fighting terrorism — it would
be worth analysing how they interact with one an-
other and the similarities and differences between
China’s discourse on its war on terror and those of
other countries, including the US.

In addition to these three main narratives carving
out China’s official view on Xinjiang, the analysis
has pointed out that state repression of religious
belief complies with the Party’s recent emphasis on
its guiding role in all the spheres of social life. This,
in turn, materialises into a new approach to stabili-
ty maintenance aimed at uprooting all the potential
threats to Party’s grip on power. China’s new ap-
proach to ‘stability maintenance’ is mostly embed-
ded in the concept of ‘national security’, interesting-
ly, another non-negotiable ‘core interest’.

China’s ‘national core interests’ form the intersec-
tion where China’s domestic and foreign policies
blur one into the other. When it comes to Xinjiang,
this is even more so, as it is a borderland region,
crucial for realising China’s Belt and Road Initiative.
The state-perpetrated repression in the region and
the country’s reaction to external criticism mani-
fest the Party’s growing assertiveness in defending
‘core interests’ at home and abroad.
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