
 
This paper explores the cultural context of the genocide of Uyghurs in Xinjiang. I completed this paper for the class 
CONF 501: Introduction to Conflict Analysis and Resolution. We were permitted to write about any conflict, and I chose 
this genocide because of it's severity and prominence in global political and business spheres. I also found this topic 
particularly critical to discuss ahead of China holding the 2022 winter Olympics. International discussion has refocused 
on human rights violations in China in the months ahead of the games, with calls for boycotts. In fact, a previous 
version of this paper included a section on policy recommendations regarding the Olympic Games, but was eliminated 
due to length constraints. I think expanding knowledge about and responding to these blatant human rights violations 
in China should be a top priority of the USA--yet at the same time I recognize the political complexity of addressing 
human rights in China. Overall, I chose this topic because I have previously studied the crackdown on free speech in 
Hong Kong and wanted to further explore and better understand another significant conflict in China.  
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 The ongoing discrimination, detention, surveillance, and “re-education” of Uyghurs 

constitutes a cultural genocide. This mostly Muslim ethnic group forms a minority of the 

population of Xinjiang, a region in northwest China, and has been attacked by the Chinese 

Communist Party (CCP). Cultural differences—language, traditions, and religion—between 

Uyghurs and the majority Han Chinese population are a core factor motivating the CCP to 

perpetrate this conflict. In addition to this cultural context, economic factors drive the CCP’s 

attempt to extinguish Uyghurs. Since 2017, these efforts have taken widespread and aggressive 

means, which have been labeled genocide by the US, Dutch, and Canadian governments 

(Maizland 2021); yet, China’s permanent position on the UN Security Council renders 

international action on the issue improbable. To prevent the cultural elimination of Uyghurs, the 

international community must enact domestic policies that sanction CCP officials and ban 

imports of Chinese goods from Xinjiang. These penalties will impair the CCP’s political and 

economic power and will pressure the CCP to change its policies toward Uyghurs. 

 This conflict is best understood through its cultural context, which begins with the 

historical roots of Xinjiang, the unique culture of Uyghurs, and the CCP’s fears of separatism. 

The CCP has attempted to diminish the cultural influence of Uyghurs in order to maintain power 

over the region that it has controlled since the People’s Republic of China (PRC) was established 

in 1949. Xinjiang has a history of independence: in 1933, the region was declared East Turkestan 

by Uyghurs (who were the majority at the time) and then in 1944, it re-gained independence with 

the support of the Soviet Union (Regencia 2021). Both times, the region was re-conquered by 

China (Regencia 2021); but this history contributes to the CCP’s concerns that Uyghurs could 

instigate a separatist movement. Additionally, Uyghurs’ unique culture, language, and religion 

differentiates Xinjiang from the rest of China and makes fears of independence movements more 
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tangible to the CCP (Regencia 2021). Uyghurs speak a language similar to Turkish and perceive 

themselves as “culturally and ethnically close to Central Asian nations,” (BBC News 2021). One 

method the CCP has employed to squander the influence of Uyghurs and the potential for 

separatism is incentivizing Han Chinese (the ethnic majority in China) to move to Xinjiang, so 

Uyghurs become a smaller minority in the region. Between 1999 and 2009, nearly two million 

Han Chinese moved to Xinjiang (Wang 2021). By diluting the Uyghur population, their cultural, 

linguistic, and traditional influence is minimized, making Xinjiang more Han Chinese-dominant 

and, thus, more aligned with traditional Chinese culture (Finnegan 2020, 6). Consequently, 

Uyghurs have struggled to express their identity, and tensions between the two ethnic groups has 

increased (Finnegan 2020, 9). 

Another cultural context driving this conflict is religion. The CCP has justified its 

violence against Uyghurs by claiming that it is working to contain religious extremism in the 

region (Wang 2021). This rhetoric rapidly expanded after the September 11, 2001 attacks on the 

U.S. World Trade Center—the CCP took advantage of the rise in global Islamophobia to 

manipulate the public’s perception of Uyghurs and justify implementing suppressive policies 

against the Muslim minority (Kine 2021; Shibli 2021, 158). The CCP perceives practices of 

Islam as extremist actions or, at least, an indication of an extremist mentality and a potential 

terrorist threat (Maizland 2021; Finnegan 2020, 9). In a series of secret speeches in Xinjiang in 

2014, Chinese President Xi Jinping called for “the weapons of the people’s democratic 

dictatorship” to be used to counter the “‘toxicity of religious extremism,’” (Ramzy and Buckley 

2019). Sequentially, security forces more aggressively cracked down on Uyghurs’ religious 

expressions. For example, they began to punish Uyghurs for displaying traditional Muslim dress, 

such as having “‘abnormally’ long beards” or wearing veils in public places  (BBC News 2017). 
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Religious extremism rhetoric has spread globally in the decades since 9/11 and the CCP has 

invoked this fear to justify and accelerate the suppression of Uyghurs.  

Combined, these cultural contexts (the history of independence, differing cultures, and 

Islamic religion of Uyghurs) are root causes of the conflict in Xinjiang. The CCP fears that 

“Xinjiang serves as a breeding ground for the ‘three evil forces’ of separatism, terrorism, and 

extremism,” and has attempted to control the region and extinguish cultural differences through 

force (Wang 2021). This has become especially prominent in the years since Xi Jinping became 

president in 2013. Under Xi, the CCP “has aggressively pursued assimilationist policies in ethnic 

minority regions, increasingly insisting on the ‘Sinicization’ of those communities,” (Wang 

2021). These tactics by the CCP have continued to become more widespread, invasive, and 

aggressive, engendering strong tensions between Uyghurs and the CCP. 

In addition to the cultural contexts, economic factors are a core driver of this conflict. 

Xinjiang is located in an important location for the CCP, along the former Silk Road and the 

current Belt and Road Initiative, connecting the PRC with Eurasia (Zhou and Zhang 2021). 

Beyond being a critical transport hub, the region produces nearly 90% of China’s cotton; holds 

30-40% of the country’s reserves of oil, natural gas, and coal; and provides 20% of the country’s 

renewable energy (Zhou and Zhang 2021). Uyghurs are often forced to work in the extraction 

and production of these resources, which the CCP has defended as a “‘poverty alleviation’” 

policy (Maizland 2021). Meanwhile, Han Chinese receive the majority of the economic benefits 

from this production in Xinjiang, which has incentivized more Han Chinese to move to the 

region and has further marginalized Uyghurs (Maizland 2021; Finnegan 2020, 9). The CCP’s 

actions against Uyghurs can be perceived as an effort to maintain control over the crucial 

passageway for and production of goods in Xinjiang.  
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Tensions between Uyghurs and the CCP have occasionally manifested in conflicts, which 

have pushed the CCP to further escalate its tactics of suppression. The first major overt conflict 

occurred in 2009 when Uyghurs protested the CCP-supported influx of Han Chinese to the 

region as well as other ongoing cultural discrimination and economic repression (Maizland 

2021). After this demonstration broke out into riots in which 200 people were killed, the CCP 

blamed the Uyghurs, and the event “marked a turning point in Beijing’s attitude toward 

Uyghurs,” (BBC News 2021; Maizland 2021). The main change was that the CCP began to label 

Uyghurs a terrorist threat (Maizland 2021). In the wake of this clash and other smaller scale 

violence in the following years, the CCP expanded its security enforcement in Xinjiang. This 

security presence has committed numerous human rights violations including “mass surveillance, 

controls on movement, arbitrary arrest and enforced disappearance, cultural and religious 

erasure, and family separation,” (Wang 2021), initiating the genocide.  

In addition to an expanded security presence, the CCP has also used legal methods to aid 

its persecution of Uyghurs. Specifically, the CCP has passed numerous pieces of legislation that 

officially identify Uyghurs as a domestic security threat. The 2015 National Security Law 

labeled activities of Uyghurs an internal threat to national security and was supported by a 

counter-terrorism law, passed shortly thereafter, which concentrated on Uyghurs (Finnegan 

2020, 7). Subsequent legislation continued to target Uyghurs; and one of the most significant 

policies enacted by the CCP was a 2017 anti-extremism law. Amongst many strict cultural 

restrictions, this law “officially recognized the use of training centers to eliminate extremism,” 

(Maizland 2021). The 2017 law was further expanded in the following year’s anti-extremism 

regulation, which gave local governments the authority to “establish ‘education, skills training 
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and psychological institutions for people who may have been affected by extremist thoughts,’” 

(Finnegan 2020). With these laws, the CCP legally defended its genocide of Uyghurs. 

The “training centers” (or “re-education” camps) are the main method through which the 

CCP eliminates Uyghur culture. At these camps, detainees are forced to announce their loyalty to 

the CCP, praise communism, and learn Mandarin while denouncing their own religious beliefs, 

language, and culture (Maizland 2021; Finnegan 2020, 10). In addition to cultural discrimination, 

there have been numerous allegations of sexual violence including rape, forced sterilizations, and 

torture at these camps (Hill, Campanale, and Gunter 2021). International media often calls them 

“detention camps” or “internment camps” because of these abusive tactics (Hill, Campanale, and 

Gunter 2021; Schecter 2021). Between April 2017 and August 2018, the camps tripled in size, 

and held between 800,000 to 2 million Uyghurs and other Muslims (Maizland 2021). 

International condemnation pressured the CCP to announce in July 2019 that most people in the 

“re-education” camps had been “‘returned to society;’” yet, in 2020, an Australian thinktank 

found evidence that new camps were built throughout 2019 and 2020. (Martina 2019; Graham-

Harrison 2020). New reports continue to emerge, providing more detailed accounts of the crimes 

against humanity the CCP has committed against Uyghurs in Xinjiang and the CCP’s effort to 

cover them up (Chang, Sirianni, and Jarenwattananon 2021).  

 The cultural violence against Uyghurs extends beyond the confines of the “re-education” 

camps. A 2019 Human Rights Watch report detailed the pervasiveness of mass surveillance 

throughout Xinjiang. It found that, through a police app, the government tracks people’s 

movement and monitors statistics like electricity use, trips to the gas station, and international 

travel through information from people’s phones, vehicles, and ID Cards  (“China: How Mass 

Surveillance Works in Xinjiang” 2019). The government also collects and stores biometric data 
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from Xinjiang residents between the ages of 12 and 65 (“China: How Mass Surveillance Works 

in Xinjiang” 2019). In addition to these forms of surveillance, the CCP has directly attacked 

Uyghur culture. Thousands of  mosques and graves have been destroyed (Serhan 2020; Regencia 

2021); in schools, Mandarin education has replaced the Uyghur language (Serhan 2020); and 

official rhetoric calling Uyghurs terrorists or separatists has become common (Cronin-Furman 

2018). The CCP even targets Uyghurs outside of Xinjiang, threatening the jobs of professors and 

other academics at Chinese Universities if their teaching diverges from the CCP curriculum or if 

they criticize the CCP (Finnegan 2020). For the eleven million Uyghurs not forced into “re-

education” camps, cultural control and suppression by the CCP is still prominent in daily life. 

Together, these actions by the CCP to eliminate Uyghur culture constitute a cultural and 

legal genocide. Although it is not a crime in international law,1 cultural genocide is “the 

elimination of a group’s identity, through measures such as forcibly transferring children away 

from their families, restricting the use of a national language, banning cultural activities, or 

destroying schools, religious institutions, or memory sites”—activities which have been 

prevalent in Xinjiang (Cronin-Furman 2018). This form of genocide does not necessarily entail 

violence, although it often leads to it, as occurred in the Rohingya genocide, which began with 

cultural discrimination and quickly intensified into overt conflict (BBC News 2020). Recent 

escalations in Xinjiang, notably the “re-education camps” and forced sterilizations, also meet the 

definition of genocide as defined by the UN Genocide Convection (Westcott and Wright 2021). 

By “imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group,” “causing serious bodily or 

mental harm to members of the group,” and “deliberately inflict[ing] conditions of life calculated 

to bring about its physical destruction in whole or in part,” the CCP’s treatment of Uyghurs 

 
1 Cultural genocide was discussed during the Genocide Convention, but eventually left out of the final agreement, 
and it was not included in the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court (Finnegan 2020).  
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matches the definition of genocide (Westcott and Wright 2021). Consequentially, countries who 

are party to the Genocide Convention can take action to mitigate the genocide and punish the 

perpetrators (“Genocide Convention: Legal Framework” n.d.).  The CCP’s actions in Xinjiang 

have become genocidal and, as a result, the international community must intervene.  

 It is unlikely that international organizations will be able to end the genocide in Xinjiang 

because of China’s prominent role and influence on the international stage. Most notably, the UN 

will be paralyzed because China’s permanent position on the Security Council means that it will 

be able to veto any anti-China legislation. Furthermore, prosecutions by the International 

Criminal Court (ICC) will also be impossible. Although this court prosecutes genocide, it can 

only prosecute crimes that were committed in a country that ratified the Rome Statute, in a non-

signatory country that consents to an investigation, or in a country referred to the ICC by the UN 

Security Council (“How the ICC Works” n.d.). China has not ratified the Rome Statute, will not 

consent to an investigation, and will veto any Security Council reference to the ICC. Thus, the 

Uyghur genocide will not reach the ICC. China’s permanent position in the UN Security Council 

effectively renders international organizations powerless in addressing the Uyghur genocide.  

 Instead, the international community must work individually, but collectively, to enact 

sanctions that pressure China. The first step, if countries have not already done so, is to label the 

situation in Xinjiang a genocide. Once they have declared it a genocide, countries should expand 

the use of domestic policies, such as the U.S. Global Magnitsky Act, to enforce sanctions on 

CCP officials and other individuals who have participated in the genocide in Xinjiang. In March 

2021, the Biden Administration used this act in conjunction with the EU, UK, and Canada to 

sanction top CCP officials (Verma 2021). More nations should enforce similar penalties to 

reprimand Chinese officials. Specifically, Australia and New Zealand, which are strong trading 
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partners with and in the same region as China, should sanction Chinese officials, instead of just 

verbally condemning them (Verma 2021). The more widespread these sanctions are in terms of 

the number of people penalized and the number of countries enforcing penalties, the more 

pressure there will be on the CCP to cease its crackdown in Xinjiang.    

 Restrictions should also be placed on products that were created using forced labor in 

Xinjiang. An Australian report found that 83 foreign and Chinese companies benefited from 

Uyghur forced labor (Withnall 2020). Thus, widespread international action needs to be taken to 

restrict the trade of these products. In January, the U.S. House of Representatives passed a bill 

which would prohibit the import of goods made through forced labor in Xinjiang, and a similar 

bill passed the Senate in July (Swanson 2020; S.65 Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act 2021). 

Congress must agree on one version of the bill to become law, and other nations must enact 

similar bans on products made with Uyghur forced labor to impair China’s economic benefit 

from the Xinjiang region. 

  The CCP’s treatment of Uyghurs in Xinjiang constitutes a genocide as defined in the 

Genocide Convention. The cultural context of this conflict can be understood as a main driver of 

the CCP’s actions: the CCP perceives Uyghur’s cultural differences as a threat to its security and 

power, and thus has attempted to eliminate that threat. Additionally, the economic prosperity in 

Xinjiang has made it increasingly crucial for the CCP to eliminate any dissent or separatism, 

which the CCP claims is prominent amongst Uyghurs. Some countries have already recognized 

this cultural violence as genocide, and more countries should join in this declaration. Although 

the UN and ICC will be immobilized due to China’s permanent position on the UN Security 

Council, the international community can collectively enforce domestic policies that punish the 

CCP, prohibit Chinese exports, and pressure the CCP to change its policies. The genocide of 
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Uyghurs is a deeply rooted cultural conflict in which the international community can and must 

intervene.  

Word Count: 2546 

Works Cited 
BBC News. 2017. “China Uighurs: Xinjiang Ban on Long Beards and Veils,” March 31, 2017, 

sec. China. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-39460538. 
———. 2020. “Myanmar Rohingya: What You Need to Know about the Crisis,” January 23, 

2020, sec. Asia. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-41566561. 
———. 2021. “Who Are the Uyghurs and Why Is China Being Accused of Genocide?,” June 21, 

2021, sec. China. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-22278037. 
Chang, Ailsa, Anna Sirianni, and Patrick Jarenwattananon. 2021. “New Report Details Firsthand 

Accounts Of Torture From Uyghur Muslims In China.” NPR, June 10, 2021, sec. Asia. 
https://www.npr.org/2021/06/10/1005263835/new-report-details-firsthand-accounts-of-
torture-from-uyghur-muslims-in-china. 

“China: How Mass Surveillance Works in Xinjiang.” 2019. Human Rights Watch (blog). May 1, 
2019. https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/05/01/china-how-mass-surveillance-works-
xinjiang. 

Cronin-Furman, Kate. 2018. “China Has Chosen Cultural Genocide in Xinjiang—For Now – 
Foreign Policy.” Foreign Policy. September 19, 2018. 
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/09/19/china-has-chosen-cultural-genocide-in-xinjiang-
for-now/. 

Finnegan, Ciara. 2020. “The Uyghur Minority in China: A Case Study of Cultural Genocide, 
Minorty Rights and the Insufficience of the International Legal Framework in Preventing 
State-Imposed Extinction.” Laws 9 (1). https://doi.org/10.3390/laws9010001. 

“Genocide Convention: Legal Framework.” n.d. United Nations Office on Genocide Prevention 
and the Responsibility to Protect. Accessed October 6, 2021. 
https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/genocide-convention.shtml. 

Graham-Harrison, Emma. 2020. “China Has Built 380 Internment Camps in Xinjiang, Study 
Finds.” The Guardian, September 24, 2020, sec. World news. 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/sep/24/china-has-built-380-internment-camps-
in-xinjiang-study-finds. 

Hill, Matthew, David Campanale, and Joel Gunter. 2021. “‘Their Goal Is to Destroy Everyone’: 
Uighur Camp Detainees Allege Systematic Rape.” BBC News, February 2, 2021, sec. 
China. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-55794071. 

“How the ICC Works.” n.d. How the ICC Works. Accessed October 27, 2021. https://how-the-
icc-works.aba-icc.org/. 

Kine, Phelim. 2021. “How China Hijacked the War on Terror.” POLITICO. September 9, 2021. 
https://www.politico.com/news/2021/09/09/china-hijacked-war-on-terror-511032. 

Maizland, Lindsay. 2021. “China’s Repression of Uyghurs in Xinjiang.” Council on Foreign 
Relations. March 1, 2021. https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/chinas-repression-uyghurs-
xinjiang. 



 Schmidt 10 

Martina, Michael. 2019. “China Says Most People in Xinjiang Camps Have ‘Returned to 
Society.’” Reuters, July 30, 2019, sec. Emerging Markets. 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-xinjiang-idUSKCN1UP15F. 

Ramzy, Austin, and Chris Buckley. 2019. “‘Absolutely No Mercy’: Leaked Files Expose How 
China Organized Mass Detentions of Muslims.” The New York Times, November 16, 
2019, sec. World. https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/11/16/world/asia/china-
xinjiang-documents.html. 

Regencia, Ted. 2021. “What You Should Know about China’s Minority Uighurs.” July 8, 2021. 
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/7/8/uighurs-timeline. 

S.65 Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act. 2021. https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-
congress/senate-bill/65/text. 

Schecter, Anna. 2021. “Torture, Cover-Ups in China’s Camps for Uighurs Revealed in New 
Report.” NBC News. June 10, 2021. https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/new-details-
torture-cover-ups-china-s-internment-camps-revealed-n1270014. 

Serhan, Yasmeen. 2020. “Saving Uighur Culture From Genocide.” The Atlantic. October 4, 
2020. https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2020/10/chinas-war-on-uighur-
culture/616513/. 

Shibli, Nawroos. 2021. “Political Geographies of Islamophobia: Chinese Ethno-Religious 
Racism and Structural Violence in East Turkestan.” Islamophobia Studies Journal 6 (2): 
150–66. https://doi.org/10.13169/islastudj.6.2.0150. 

Swanson, Ana. 2020. “Nike and Coca-Cola Lobby Against Xinjiang Forced Labor Bill.” The 
New York Times, November 29, 2020, sec. Business. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/29/business/economy/nike-coca-cola-xinjiang-forced-
labor-bill.html. 

Verma, Pranshu. 2021. “U.S. Joins Allies to Punish Chinese Officials for Human Rights 
Abuses.” The New York Times, March 22, 2021, sec. U.S. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/22/us/politics/sanctions-china-uighurs.html. 

Wang, Maya. 2021. “‘Break Their Lineage, Break Their Roots’: China’s Crimes against 
Humanity Targeting Uyghurs and Other Turkic Muslims.” Human Rights Watch. 
https://www.hrw.org/report/2021/04/19/break-their-lineage-break-their-roots/chinas-
crimes-against-humanity-targeting. 

Westcott, Ben, and Rebecca Wright. 2021. “Exclusive: New Report Claims Evidence of 
Beijing’s ‘intent to Destroy’ Uyghur People.” CNN. March 9, 2021. 
https://www.cnn.com/2021/03/09/asia/china-uyghurs-xinjiang-genocide-report-intl-
hnk/index.html. 

Withnall, Adam. 2020. “Apple, Samsung and Sony among 83 Global Brands Using Uighur 
Muslim ‘forced Labour’ in Factories, Report Finds.” The Independent, March 3, 2020. 
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/uighur-muslims-china-forced-labour-
work-xinjiang-apple-nike-bmw-sony-gap-a9371711.html. 

Zhou, Qian, and Zoey Zhang. 2021. “Investing in Xinjiang: Economy, Industry, Trade, and 
Investment Profile.” China Briefing News, April. https://www.china-
briefing.com/news/investing-in-xinjiang-economy-industry-trade-and-investment-
profile/. 

 


