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Introduction

In February 2021, an Uyghur who escaped to Kazakhstan raised up strong allegations against

the Xinjiang officials for atrocities such as systematic rape, violence, and ethnic cleansing. The detailed

accounts of such atrocities shocked the world. However, this was not the first time. Ever since Xi Jinping,

the general secretary of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) approved plans of building mass camps

housing Uyghurs in 2017, there have been multiple accounts―either by eyewitnesses or self-proclaimed

inmates of such camps. The accounts painted a gruesome picture of the treatment of Uyghurs and other

minorities in Xinjiang such as the Kyrgyz, Tibetans, and others. These accounts revolved around

disturbing violence, ethnically cleansing minority culture, and also an oppressive and uncomfortable

lifestyle under the CCP. Throughout the multiple controversies, the CCP has stood strong against such

allegations, claiming they are all lies and accused the west of intentionally tarnishing its reputation. The

CCP claims that these camps are for vocational job training, and to improve the lifestyle of the Uyghur

Muslims.

Over time this issue has turned into a larger geopolitical dispute between the PRC and other

member nations. Some member nations such as the US and the UK have strongly condemned China for

its practices in Xinjiang. Due to the rising tensions between the PRC and the western nations, such as

Canada and the US, the Xinjiang issue has become more and more prominent on the international

stage. The US, alongside the UK, Canada, and the European Union(EU), has sanctioned multiple

officials for “human rights violations” in Xinjiang. Furthermore, they have boycotted the upcoming 2022

Beijing Winter Olympics, citing human rights violations in Xinjiang. China has responded back with

sanctions of its own on US officials, further pushing such a pressing issue on the international stage.
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Definition of Key Terms

Uyghurs

The Uyghurs are a Turkic ethnic group that is affiliated with the general region of central or east

Asia. These Uyghurs live in the Xinjiang province, one of the northernmost provinces in China. These

Uyghurs are Turkic by origin and have very different customs and beliefs from the Han Chinese people.

Most Uyghurs are Muslims, different from the common Buddhist or Daoist beliefs of Mainland China.

Even though there are 13.5 million Uyghurs in Xinjiang, they only account for around 0.31% of the

population, making them a minority in China.

Xinjiang province

The Xinjiang province, officially named XUAR(Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region) is a

landlocked province in China located in the northwestern part of the central Asian country. The XUAR is

home to around 25 million people, with 13.5 million native Uyghurs in the area and many other

minorities. However, recently, separatist attacks and the influence of radical Islam have adversely

impacted the stability of the region, with conflicts flaring up. The instability has prompted CCP action in

Xinjiang, with multiple arrests made and camps built to supposedly provide job training and also stem

from separatism.

CCP(Chinese Communist Party)

The CCP is the founding party of the PRC or the People’s Republic of China, which took over

from the ROC led by the KMT. The CCP is the sole ruling party in the PRC, basically controlling the

entirety of China. It was founded by revolutionaries Li Dazhao and Chen Duxiu in 1921 and came to

power under the reign of Mao Zedong. Currently, the general secretary of the CCP is Xi-Jinping, who has

control over a vast range of subjects, including trade, industries, civilian life, and religious freedoms.

Transparency

Transparency means to operate in a way for others to easily know what is going on. However, in

the context of human rights, it means to have the freedom to ask, receive, and impart information from a

specific government or organization.
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Background Information

Early History of Uyghurs in Xinjiang

Origin of the Uyghurs

The Uyghurs are a Turkic-speaking group of people that live around central Asia. They

are among the oldest Turkic language-speaking groups in the region, with records spanning to as

early as the 3rd century. In the 8th century, they established a kingdom in what is now near

northern Mongolia. However, that empire was soon overrun by the Kyrgyz and moved down

southward into a place they call ”Tien Shan”, a mountain range in Xinjiang China. Cultures that

are established today plot back to their settlement in “Tien Shan.” They mainly conducted an

agricultural lifestyle, growing crops such as corn and maize on the slopes of the Tien Shan

mountain range. Many Uyghurs also engaged in mining, petroleum extracting, and also

production in the urban areas.

Caption #1: A map of the Xinjiang region
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Culture of the Uyghurs

In the year 1000 AD, Turkic forces invaded the place where the Uyghurs settled. The

Turks were Islamic and introduced Islam to the Uyghur masses. From the year 1000 AD onwards,

Uyghurs adopted the Islamic religion. Until 1600, most Uyghurs in Xinjiang identified themselves

as Muslims, with Islam being the main religion in Xinjiang. Moreover, the language used by the

Uyghurs also changed. Today, the Uyghur language is closely related to the other Turkic

languages.  However, the Uyghurs use Persian alphabets as their main writing system.

Xinjiang under the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)

Autonomy of the Xinjiang Region

Even though the Uyghurs and the Han Chinese share the same government under the

Chinese Communist Party (CCP), they share a very different culture. During the 1750s, the Qing

Dynasty gained control of the Xinjiang regions, raising tensions between the Han Chinese and

the Uyghurs. Xinjiang has been under the control of successive Chinese regimes. The ROC, or

the Republic of China, took the region after the fall of the Qing dynasty. During the time, there

were 2 short-lived establishments of the “East Turkestan” in Xinjiang, which acted as an individual

state. In 1949, the CCP took over China, and the Kuomintang (KMT), or the legitimate

government of the ROC, fled to the island of Taiwan. The CCP once again took over the Xinjiang

region. With the soviet disintegration in the 1990s and the independence of many Central Asian

states, there was another short-lived ETIM (East Turkestan Independence movement) that aimed

to make Xinjiang regain independence. However, such movements failed and increased tensions

with the Chinese Communist Party.

Riots and protests of Uyghurs

In the late 20th century, Han Chinese continued to move into Urban areas in Xinjiang

because of increased work opportunities. The Uyghurs also continued to pour into urban areas in

Xinjiang, for the urban areas have more economic opportunities compared to the mountains.

These interactions often created clashes between the Han Chinese and the Muslim Uyghurs.

Furthermore, increased ethnic contact and economic competition coincided with separatist

attacks.

In February 1990, several suspected separatists were rounded up by the police. The

roundup resulted in protests that turned into violence. The CCP later cracked down on the

protesters, killing 9 people and injuring many others. Later on, in response to the crackdown, an
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Uyghur separatist planted 3 bombs in 3 different buses and killed 9 people while injuring 68

others.

In 2009, far away from Xinjiang, 2 Uyghur employees were accused of harassing Han

Chinese women in Guangdong, which resulted in clashes with 2 Uyghurs killed. In July 2009,

mass protests appeared in Xinjiang calling for an investigation of the incident. These mass

protests turned violent as they turned into a “Han-Chinese” targeted killing. The Chinese

Government claimed that 197 people died, mostly ones that are Han Chinese. These protests

heightened the tensions between the mainland and the Uyghurs, with multiple reports of Chinese

crackdowns and restrictions.

Caption #2: Uyghur protestors on the streets of Urumqi in the 2009 Urumqi riots

Mass surveillance

According to various reports by Human rights organizations, the CCP has been

committing mass surveillance on the Xinjiang area. According to reports from inside the region,

such as from a prestigious Human rights organization named Human Rights Watch, there have

been massive efforts put on surveillance webs. There are reportedly security cameras

everywhere around Xinjiang, monitoring the lives of every Uyghur and minority in the region. In

the common security apps that people install on their phones in the region, it tracks the activities

of the minorities in detail, often detailing minuscule events such as grocery shopping and going to

the gas station. These alleged mass surveillance heavily impacts the privacy of these minorities,

as they are subjected to being constantly monitored and spied on by the authorities. Furthermore,
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there are often “relatives” of such Uyghurs sent by the Chinese Authorities into the homes of

Uyghurs, living with them and monitoring their everyday activities. These people, often

indoctrinated in CCP ideologies, act like missionaries, spreading Han Chinese principles to

Muslim minorities.

Key Issues

Unethical Treatment of Uyghurs in Xinjiang

Throughout the 21st century, the Chinese Communist Party has actively involved itself in

restraining Muslim activities that Uyghurs conduct. Reports by the Economist have claimed that the

Uyghurs in Xinjiang are forced to conduct in activities that Islam permits, such as eating pork.

Furthermore, the Chinese Communist Party has laid down restrictions on religious prayers and other

Uyghur practices. Critics of the Chinese government claim that it’s a “crackdown” against these Uyghurs,

and claimed that Uyghurs have “no religious rights” and live in horrible conditions. However, the Chinese

Communist Party has stated again that these restrictions are to counteract “terrorism” and “separatism”

in the area. In 2017, the CCP General Secretary Xi Jinping gave administrative approval to the building

of camps in Xinjiang. The CCP claims that these are for vocational job training, trying to emphasize its

good intent. However, reports have claimed that these camps are fraught with “brainwashing” and “ethnic

cleansing”, with some using “genocide” to describe the conditions in the camp. Many people who were in

the camps mentioned how the officials forced them to learn Chinese and basically abandon their culture.

There was even evidence of systematic rape and sexual violence in the camp. The PRC denies such

claims and calls them baseless and even calls them fabricated to smear China.

Religious rights and freedom

Throughout the discussion about the religious rights of the Uyghurs in Xinjiang, the PRC

has remained consistent in saying that “religious beliefs are fully guaranteed” in Xinjiang. It says

that “normal religious activities” will still be allowed. Furthermore, the PRC has said that all of its

citizens have “religious freedom” and says “no state organ, public organization or individual may

compel citizens to believe in.” However, it also says that “religious extremism”, which it defines as

antisocial or anti-governmental behaviors caused by religion, is curbed in Xinjiang. In addition,

the PRC says that if the “religious extremist” is beyond control they would “consciously integrate

the contents of Islamic doctrines that are in line with the socialist core values and the fine

traditional Chinese culture into the religious teaching and interpretation, guiding the Muslim

people to establish correct attitude towards the country, history, Chinese nation, culture and
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religion, and effectively enhancing the national consciousness, civic awareness and sense of

community of Chinese nation so that they can consciously resist the infiltration of extremist

ideas.” However, contrasting parties such as the United States and other powers condemned the

lack of religious freedoms and the flaws of the PRC. According to the US state department’s

statistics, 65 percent of the mosques in Xinjiang were being altered, damaged, or even destroyed

and a “further 30 percent of important Islamic sacred sites had been demolished.” The

children in Xinjiang are “separated from their families” during preschool and forced to study

“ethnic Han culture, Mandarin, and CCP ideology.”

Alleged Sexual violence and unethical conditions

Even though the CCP constantly denies claims about sexual violence and unethical

practices within the camp, multiple former inmates and whistleblowers have claimed about

“systematic rape” and violence by Chinese Men on Uyghur Women. In a report by the BBC, an

Uyghur who was in the camps for 9 months described a system of systematic violence against

Uyghur women. Other than the systematic rape, there was also forced sterilization, or forcefully

stopping Uyghur women from reproducing through unethical means. The sterilization, critics

argue, is a way to terminate Uyghur culture and heritage and restrain population growth. Many

nations have alleged that it is a way to reduce their population to reduce the social unrest it may

cause.Furthermore, there are more and more reports and alleged “photos” of the internment

camps or re-education camps, painting a gruesome image of the living conditions there. In a

video supposedly taken “in secret” by an inmate, there were barred doors and security cameras,

similar to those of a prison, throughout the camps. China, however, constantly denies these

allegations saying they are “lies and absurd allegations.” China at many times argued that these

camps were none other than for vocational job training centers. China also alleges that these

claims are made by the west to “tarnish” their reputation and that they have done nothing wrong

in the region.

International Condemnation

In response to the various reports of the widespread violence and ethnic cleansing in the

camps, many parties have expressed condemnation of such behavior. The US has expressed

deep concern about the conditions in the camps and has voiced its condemnation to the CCP.

President Joe Biden, through a spokesperson in 2020, said that the crimes in there amounted to

a “genocide”. The US government also said that the CCP has the “intent to destroy, in whole or in

part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group.” Addition to the United States, a group of 43

nations criticized China for its ethical treatment. These nations included a band of western
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nations and also new countries in the group such as Turkey, Eswatini, and Liberia. Other than the

member nations’ criticisms towards China on human rights in Xinjiang, human rights

organizations have shown an equal or even greater concern towards the situation in Xinjiang.

The UN Human Rights Council High commissioner Michelle Bachelet has shown concern about

the situation and wished to get access to Xinjiang to investigate the claims of Uyghur

mistreatment. However China has since them been attacking back with claims that what they

were doing was nothing wrong, simply what the Americans and the western nations were doing to

their own minorities and natives. The back and forth remarks by both sides caused rising tensions

and a tight relationship between China and the western nations such as the US, UK, and

australia.

Lack of Transparency and demanding accountability

Non compliance and transparency by China

What happens inside the Xinjiang province is often opaque and it is hard to get a clear

picture on the daily life of those Uyghur or other minorities. Some reports have even proclaimed

of the use of “slave labor” in XInjiang. Some reports by Uyghurs or other people in XInjiang have

reported that the CCP was forcing Uyghurs to do labor on cotton fields and other factories. These

allegations sent shocks around the world, as many companies started withdrawing their factories

and demanding China an explanation. THe lack of transparency in XInjiang produce is an major

issue as big factories and companies such as Nike, Patagonia, and many others cannot tell the

working conditions of the workers. It is hard or even impossible to check the working conditions in

Xinjiang. To improve the treatment of XInjiang uyghurs, transparency on the lives of Uyghurs and

other minorities must be restored to justify or denounce claims of alleged forced labor, horrible

conditions, and even a “police state” in Xinjiang.

However, despite a huge amount of international attention on the Xinjiang Issue, China

has always denied the allegations regarding the unethical practices against Uyghur populations.

However, it has always been extremely difficult for reporters and UN officials alike to access the

Xinjiang area. The Head of the UNHRC(United Nations Human Rights Council) Michelle Bachelet

has repeatedly said how difficult it was to access the area to investigate human rights disputes.

She said “I regret that I am not able to report progress on my efforts to seek meaningful access to

the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region,” which makes investigating claims even harder. Other

than UN access to the area being difficult, journalists are reportedly also being targeted.

According to the BBC, one of its journalists for the Xinjiang region recently left for Taiwan

because of pressure from the authorities. John Sudworth, the reporter, was one of the reporters
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that were involved in a critical report about the Chinese government’s actions on the Xinjiang

Uyghurs. Before Sudworth left Xinjiang he felt that he was “under surveillance, faced threats of

legal action, obstruction, and intimidation.” Nevertheless, the CCP claims that they do not know

why he left because he did not notify them of their leave. The lack of official UN investigations

and objective journalistic sources causes a lack of transparency on what happens inside Xinjiang.

Even though there may be multiple eyewitness accounts or claims made by others, it is hard to

justify or disprove these claims. The lack of transparency inside makes investigation and holding

responsible parties accountable extremely difficult and is a major obstacle in this issue.

Demanding accountability

Many Uyghurs from Xinjiang have suffered great trauma from alleged inhumane treatment

from the officials. Whether these claims are of sexual harassment or brutal treatment, holding

those individuals accountable has become a difficult task. Especially with the lack of transparency

in Xinjiang, it is hard to investigate the validity of the allegations and who should be held

accountable. Furthermore, China denies all allegations made against it, saying they are “lies” to

tarnish its reputation. The CCP claimed their actions against the Uyghurs are only to curb

separatism and the camps are for vocational job training. With China denying allegations and the

lack of transparency, demanding accountability from China for its practices is a great challenge.

Several nations, such as the US, have already sanctioned certain CCP officials that control the

Uyghur population. However, holding more people accountable for the crimes they have done will

be a much greater issue to be solved.

Major Parties Involved and Their Views

People’s Republic of  China (PRC)

The PRC has been the center of the Xinjiang Uyghur conflict. In 2017, it has since developed

policies to curb separatism or terrorist ideas in the Xinjiang region, most namely against the Uyghur

minority. The Uyghur Minority has in the past few decades shown defiance against Chinese rule, with the

2009 protests especially targeting Han Chinese, supposedly killing as many as 200 innocent Han

Chinese. According to Xinhua News agency, a Chinese news source, religious freedoms and practices

are still respected and present. However, it also mentioned the need to instill “correct and Han Chinese

Principles” in the Uyghurs and other minorities. Furthermore, China has since developed what it calls

“vocational job training camps” to improve the conditions of Uyghur life. Since then the PRC has

allegedly imposed various domestic policies such as imposing a “police state” on Xinjiang Uyghurs,
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forced sterilization of Uyghur women, or even rumors of using Xinjiang minorities as “slave labor.”

However, the general secretary of the CCP, Xi Jinping in a statement in September 2020 has proclaimed

the success of its Xinjiang policies. Xi has said that “facts have demonstrated that our national minority

work has been a success” and emphasized the need for “long-term” policies.

United States of America (USA)

The USA has been one of the most vocal critics of the PRC’s activities in Xinjiang. The USA has

called out China for various human rights abuses and has heavily condemned China in that aspect. In a

joint statement by the US Department of State released on March 22, 2021, the US Department of State

cited that the evidence against China was “overwhelming”, whether from “Chinese Government’s own

documents, satellite imagery, and eyewitness testimony.” They claimed that there were “severe

restrictions on religious freedom”, “mass detention in internment camps”, and “concerted destruction of

Uyghur heritage.” In 2021, then president-elect Joe Biden, stated that the treatment of Uyghurs in

Xinjiang amounted to “genocide” and called for punishments on China. The USA along with many other

western or European nations have taken a hard line against China because of the supposed Uyghur

Human rights Violation. The USA has called for a diplomatic boycott of the 2022 Winter Olympics held in

Beijing and imposed sanctions on the people the USA claims are responsible for such human rights

violations.

Turkey

Turkey, as a Muslim Majority nation has taken a special stance on China. Turkey is a nation near

the Uyghur nation. Many Uyghurs that have escaped from China often go to Turkey. In Turkey, it is the

largest concentration of Uyghurs outside China. However, Turkey’s government has taken a rather

neutral stance on the issue. Turkey called for China to treat Uyghurs as “equals” to Han Chinese

Citizens. However, Turkey’s government has emphasized its respect towards China’s sovereignty and

would not get involved in their conflict.

Timeline of Relevant Resolutions, Treaties, and Events

Date Description of event

9th Century AD

Uyghurs arrive in Tien Shan

The Uyghurs, an ethnic Turkic group, established a kingdom in northern Mongolia.

However, that kingdom got overrun by the Kyrgyz. Therefore, the Uyghurs move

down to a mountain range called “Tien Shan”, which is modern-day  Xinjiang
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October 13th, 1949

CCP takes control of Xinjiang

The People’s Liberation Army takes control of Xinjiang province after the fall of the

Republic of China led by the KMT

February 25th, 1997

Urumqi Bus Bombings

Several separatists, in response to what they saw as unfair treatment of Uyghurs,

planted 3 bombs in 3 different buses. The bombs killed 9 people while injuring

many others. The event sent waves of shock throughout the international

community and the Chinese government.

July 5th, 2009

Urumqi riots

In 2009, a few Uyghur workers in Guangdong faced charges of sexual rape against

a mainland Chinese woman. However, in Xinjiang, the Uyghurs felt it was unfair

and outrageous. Massive violent riots broke out, especially targeting ethnic Han

Chinese. The PRC proclaims that 197 people died, mostly Han Chinese. As many

as 400 Uyghurs faced criminal charges for their actions in the riots, with at least 26

people facing death sentences, and many important figures went missing.

April, 2017

Construction of Camps in Xinjiang

In April 2017, Xi Jinping, the general secretary of the CCP, gave official permission

to the construction of massive camps to house the Uyghurs. This drew widespread

criticism from other nations accusing China of using these camps to commit ethnic

cleansing on the Uyghurs. However, the PRC denies such allegations and says

they are to stem out separatism and also for vocational job training.

Relevant UN Treaties and Events

● UN Genocide Convention, 12 January 1951

● Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 10 December 1948
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Evaluation of Previous Attempts to Resolve the Issue

There have not been many attempts to resolve this issue. This is largely due to the lack of

transparency by China and its lack of compliance with the international community on investigating

allegations of unethical treatment. However, the US and other western nations have attempted to solve

the issue by applying pressure on China. These attempts, such as the US’s boycott and sanctions on

goods deemed made by “Xinjiang slave labor,” or its boycott of the 2022 Beijing Winter Olympics, do not

seem to have an impact on its Xinjiang policy. China has never admitted to those charges and has

always dismissed them, making the effect of pressuring China unseen. China, being a very economically

powerful nation, has a lot of influence and a lot of allies, which makes pressuring China even harder.

However, the clear effects of the sanctions were the rising tensions between China and the western

nations. They usually result in retaliation by China, which not only does not solve the issue but also

worsens the tensions between China and the west.

Possible Solutions

Due to the recent escalation of international intervention from other nations, China has grown

increasingly repulsive of the west and other UN efforts to examine this issue. To promote UN support

groups or NGO support groups for the region, China may not be as resistant to such suggestions.

These NGOs or support groups could send aid or supplies to the Uyghurs and other minorities in the

region. By aiding them, it would make China less resistant to foreign aid and UN operations, while also

helping the Uyghur or other minorities there.

Another contrasting approach would be to call on other more influential institutions such as the

UNSC or others to increase punishments and pressure in the CCP. Even though Sanctions levied by the

Security Council may not be feasible because of China’s veto power, other international sanctions on

CHina such as trade embargoes, sanctions on officials would be another more forceful way to solve

the issue. However, a more diplomatic approach, such as condemnation would be more feasible in this

situation. Another way to pressure China into giving in to such investigations would be to boycott all the

goods produced in Xinjiang. By boycotting such goods, China would be under huge pressure as

Xinjiang is a place where a lot of its goods are manufactured. This way would make China easier to

accept such investigations and be more transparent about its conduct.
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