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China – Treatment of the Uyghur people 

Who are the Uyghurs and why is China being accused of genocide? 

24 May 2022 

Pronunciation: Uy-ghur = Wi-gur 

China has been accused of committing crimes against humanity and possibly genocide 

against the Uyghur population and other mostly-Muslim ethnic groups in the north-western 

region of Xinjiang. 
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Human rights groups believe China has detained more than one million Uyghurs against 

their will over the past few years in a large network of what the state calls "re-education 

camps", and sentenced hundreds of thousands to prison terms. 

A series of police files obtained by the BBC in 2022 has revealed details of China's use of 

these camps and described the routine use of armed officers and the existence of a shoot-

to-kill policy for those trying to escape. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The US is among several countries to have previously accused China of committing genocide 

in Xinjiang. The leading human rights groups Amnesty and Human Rights Watch have 

published reports accusing China of crimes against humanity. 

Who are the Uyghurs? 

There are about 12 million Uyghurs, mostly Muslim, living in Xinjiang, which is officially 

known as the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR). 
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The Uyghurs speak their own language, which is similar to Turkish, and see themselves as 

culturally and ethnically close to Central Asian nations. They make up less than half of the 

Xinjiang population. 

In the early 20th Century, the Uyghurs briefly declared independence for the region but it 

was brought under the complete control of China's new Communist government in 1949. 

The region is valuable to China because it is rich in oil and natural gas and because of its 

proximity to Central Asia and Europe is seen by Beijing as an important trade link. 

Recent decades have seen a mass migration of Han Chinese (China's ethnic majority) into 

Xinjiang, allegedly orchestrated by the state to dilute the minority population there. 

China has been accused of targeting Muslim religious figures and banning religious practices 

in the region, as well as destroying mosques and tombs. Uyghur activists say they fear that 

the group's culture is under threat of erasure. 

Where is Xinjiang? 

Xinjiang lies in the north-west of China and is the country's largest region. Like Tibet, it is 

autonomous, meaning - in theory - it has some powers of self-governance. But in practice, 

both regions are subjected to major restrictions by the central government. 

Xinjiang is a mostly desert region and produces about a fifth of the world's cotton. Human 

rights groups have voiced concerns that much of that cotton export is picked by forced 

labour, and in 2021 some Western brands removed Xinjiang cotton from their supply chains, 

leading to a backlash against the brands from Chinese celebrities and netizens. 

China's 'tainted' cotton 

In December 2020, research seen by the BBC showed that up to half a million people were 

being forced to pick cotton in Xinjiang. There is evidence that new factories have been built 

within the grounds of the re-education camps. 

China is forcing hundreds of thousands of Uighurs and other minorities into hard, manual 

labour in the vast cotton fields of its western region of Xinjiang, according to new research 

seen by the BBC.   

Based on newly discovered online documents, it provides the first clear picture of the 

potential scale of forced labour in the picking of a crop that accounts for a fifth of the world’s 

cotton supply and is used widely throughout the global fashion industry. 

Alongside a large network of detention camps, in which more than a million are thought to 

have been detained, allegations that minority groups are being coerced into working in 

textile factories have already been well documented. 
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The Chinese government denies the claims, insisting that the camps are “vocational training 

schools” and the factories are part of a massive, and voluntary, “poverty alleviation” 

scheme. 

But the new evidence suggests that more than half a million minority workers per year are 

also being marshalled into seasonal cotton picking under conditions that again appear to 

raise a high risk of coercion. 

“In my view the implications are truly on a historical scale.  For the first time we not only 

have evidence of Uighur forced labour in manufacturing (garment making) but also in the 

picking of cotton. Anyone who cares about ethical sourcing has to look at Xinjiang, which is 

85% of China’s cotton and 20% of the world’s cotton.” (Dr Adrian Zenz, a senior fellow at the 

Victims of Communism Memorial Foundation in Washington who uncovered the documents, 

told the BBC.) 

https://www.bbc.com/news/extra/nz0g306v8c/china-tainted-cotton 

What are the allegations against China? 

Several countries, including the US, UK, Canada and the Netherlands, have accused China of 

committing genocide - defined by international convention, external as the "intent to 

destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group". 

The declarations follow reports that, as well as interning Uyghurs in camps, China has been 

forcibly mass sterilising Uyghur women to suppress the population, separating children from 

their families, and attempting to break the cultural traditions of the group. 

The US Secretary of State, Antony Blinken, has said China is committing "genocide and 

crimes against humanity". 

The UK parliament declared in April 2021 that China was committing a genocide in Xinjiang. 

A UN human rights committee in 2018 said it had credible reports that China was holding up 

to a million people in "counter-extremism centres" in Xinjiang. 

The Australian Strategic Policy Institute, external found evidence in 2020 of more than 380 

of these "re-education camps" in Xinjiang, an increase of 40% on previous estimates. 

Analysis of data contained in the latest police documents, called the Xinjiang Police Files, 

showed that almost 23,000 residents - or more than 12% of the adult population of one 

county - were in a camp or prison in the years 2017 and 2018. If applied to Xinjiang as a 

whole, the figures would mean the detention of more than 1.2 million Uyghur and other 

Turkic minority adults. 

Earlier, leaked documents known as the China Cables made clear that the camps were 

intended to be run as high security prisons, with strict discipline and punishments. 
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People who have managed to escape the camps have reported physical, mental and sexual 

torture. Women have spoken of mass rape and sexual abuse. 

The crackdown 

China has imprisoned or detained at least 630 imams and other Muslim religious figures 

since 2014 in its crackdown in the Xinjiang region, according to new research by a Uyghur 

rights group. 

Many of the detained clerics faced broad charges like "propagating extremism", "gathering a 

crowd to disturb social order", and "inciting separatism". 

The research shines a light on the specific targeting of religious figures in Xinjiang, appearing 

to support allegations that China is attempting to break the religious traditions of the 

Uyghurs and assimilate them into Han Chinese culture. 

According to testimony from relatives, the real crimes behind these charges are often things 

like preaching, convening prayer groups, or simply acting as an imam. 

Xinjiang is now covered by a pervasive network of surveillance, including police, 

checkpoints, and cameras that scan everything from number plates to individual faces. 

According to Human Rights Watch, police are also using a mobile app to monitor people's 

behaviour, such as how much electricity they are using and how often they use their front 

door. 

Since 2017, when President Xi Jinping issued an order saying all religions in China should be 

Chinese in orientation, there have been further crackdowns. Campaigners say China is trying 

to eradicate Uyghur culture. 

The Xinjiang Police Files, which all date from before 2019, shed further light on Uyghurs 

being punished for alleged crimes that took place years ago. Many appear to have been 

targeted for their mobile phone use, for listening to "illegal lectures" or not using their 

phones enough, which is regarded as a sign the user is trying to evade digital surveillance. 

What does China say? 

China denies all allegations of human rights abuses in Xinjiang. In response to the Xinjiang 

Police Files, China's foreign ministry spokesman told the BBC that the documents were "the 

latest example of anti-China voices trying to smear China". He said Xinjiang enjoyed stability 

and prosperity and residents were living happy, fulfilled lives. 

China says the crackdown in Xinjiang is necessary to prevent terrorism and root out Islamist 

extremism and the camps are an effective tool for re-educating inmates in its fight against 

terrorism. 



6 
 

It insists that Uyghur militants are waging a violent campaign for an independent state by 

plotting bombings, sabotage and civic unrest, but it is accused of exaggerating the threat in 

order to justify repression of the Uyghurs. 

China has dismissed claims it is trying to reduce the Uyghur population through mass 

sterilisations as "baseless", and says allegations of forced labour are "completely fabricated". 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-22278037 

 

Tying religion to extremism 

China is believed to have detained more than a million Uyghurs and other Muslims in 

Xinjiang, a large region in north-western China that is home to various ethnically Turkic 

peoples. The state has been accused of human rights abuses in the region, including forced 

labour, sterilisation and rape. 

Most of those detained in Xinjiang are sent to "re-education" facilities — prison-like camps 

where they are held for indeterminate periods of time without charge. But others have been 

given formal prison sentences, the number and severity of which have increased 

dramatically since 2017. 

The cost of speaking up against China 

30 March 2021 

Women who made allegations last month of rape and sexual abuse in Chinese detention 

camps have been harassed and smeared in the weeks since. Rights groups say the attacks 

are typical of an aggressive campaign by China to silence those who speak up. 

According to UN estimates, China has detained more than a million Uyghurs and other 

Muslims in camps in Xinjiang. The Chinese state has been accused of an array of abuses 

there including forced labour, sterilisation, torture, rape, and genocide. China denies those 

charges, saying its camps are "re-education" facilities for combatting terrorism. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-56563449 

Questions 

1. What is the ethnic and cultural background of the Uyghur people? 

2. Where is Xinjiang Province? 

3. Which countries border the Xinjiang Province? 

3. Why is Xinjiang Province valuable to China? 

4. What are the crimes against humanity practiced by the Chinese government against the 

Uyghur people? 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-22278037
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-56563449
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5. What happens in the camps? 

6. How are the Uyghurs exploited in the cotton industry?  

7. What should the Christian response be regarding buying cotton clothes from China? 

8. What is the Communist government’s attitude to any religious practice, whether Christian 

or Muslim? 

 

 

 

 


