Explain critically the development of Chinese government policy in relation to the Uyghur ethnic group in Xinjiang since the 1950s. What does current government practice reveal about the rights of Indigenous minorities in the PRC?
Xinjiang has been part of a contested landscape for many years. It is located in the Tarim Basin, northwest of mainland China (Thum, 2018, p.1). Historically, Xinjiang was two separate regions, Dzungaria and Nanjiang. The Tarim Basin makes up the majority of the Nanjiang area (China and Asia Cultural Travel, 2022). The Tang dynasty (618-907), Tibetan empire (618-842) and Kara-Khanid Khanate (840-1212) all claimed control over this region, with the land constantly changing ownership (China & Asia Cultural Travel, 2022). Perhaps this is because the Tarim Basin falls directly along the Silk Road which provided great economic wealth to the land. In 1759, the Quing Empire (1644 -1911) took control of the area. Under the Quing empire both Dzungaria and Nanjiang were united in 1864 to form Xinjiang (Thum, 2018, p.1). Since the eighteenth century, Xinjiang has been a colony of the Quing empire, Republic of China and then in 1949, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) (Thum, 2018, p.4). The PRC gave a new official name to the region, Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (Thum, 2018, p.1). 
[bookmark: _Hlk117337841]Currently, China has fifty-six official ethnic minorities, the Uyghurs fall into this category. The Uyghurs are a predominately Turkic speaking ethnic minority who make up the majority ethnic group in Xinjiang. Uyghur community have their own language, literature and culture. Uyghur heritage is entrenched in Turko-Persianate Central Asia and Sino-Soviet tradition (Thum, 2018, p.1). The roots of this minority can be traced back to the third century (Guo, 2017, p.287). Initially, Uyghurs followed Buddhism and after the fall of the Uyghur Khanate (744-840) settled in the Tarim Basin, modern day Xinjiang (China & Asia Cultural Travel, 2022). The Kara-Khanid Khanate claiming ownership over the Tarim Basin, brought Islam to the region. Progressively, over the years, Uyghurs became Sunni Muslims (China & Asia Cultural Travel, 2022). 
The Uyghur community has been present in the world for centuries with a long history. The United Nations General Assembly accepted the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) on the thirteenth of September 2007. Part of the declaration focuses on self-identification and the trials Indigenous communities face in the modern world. The PRC voted in favour for UNDRIP to be adopted by the United Nations General Assembly (UN: Meetings coverage and Press releases, 2007). 
Particular issues and contentions need to be considered when examining the Chinese government policies in relation to the Indigenous and ethnic minority, Uyghur community. The Chinese state orchestrated migration of the Han ethnic group into Xinjiang. The Uyghur community see the PRC rule over Xinjiang to be unlawful. Whilst, the PRC view Xinjiang as a Chinese colony. The tense political climate in the region has solidified the Uygur identity and encouraged the community to stand up to the Chinese government in several ways. China views the Uyghur community as posing a threat due to their religious beliefs being able to potentially radicalise others. Maybe this is why the Uyghur community is under the strictest security regime than any other minority in China (Thum, 2018, p.1). The nature of the government in the PRC is authoritative and autocratic. Perhaps this could allow the state to easily restrict the rights and freedoms of the Uyghur community. The Uyghurs and other ethnic minorities in China human rights’ have not always been upheld by the PRC as discussed by a number of human rights organisations (Human Rights Watch, 2020, Amnesty International, 2022). The question then needs to be addressed, why did the PRC actively support the implantation of the UNDRIP, if they were not committed to protecting Indigenous communities’ rights. 
The development of Chinese government policy in relation to the Uyghur ethnic group in Xinjiang has significantly changed since the 1950s. Under Mao Zedong (1893-1979) state policy towards the Uyghurs was discriminatory. Deng Xiaoping (1904-1997) in the 1980s produced policies that allowed for Uyghur literature, language, religion and culture to flourish. Throughout the leadership of Jiang Zemin (b.1926) Uyghurs rights progressively deteriorated. Current government practice reveals that Indigenous minorities in the PRC are not respected or protected but actively discriminated and abused. 
The leadership of Mao Zedong from 1949 to 1976 enabled the Chinese government to introduce harsh and unjust policies towards the Uyghurs. Before the establishment of the PRC, Xinjiang was controlled by the Chinese Nationalist party, Kuomintang (KMT). The KMT were defeated by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in 1949 (BBC News, 2019). At the start of Mao’s political governance, China had been through a drastic period of political and civil unrest. In July 1937, the Second Sino-Japanese war broke out which lasted until 1945 (Lawson, 2014, p.892). Directly after this war, the PRC participated in civil war between 1946-1949 (Li, 2012, p.56). Perhaps this is why Mao was so focused on bringing security and stability to the nation because of the many years of unrest. This may have influenced his decision making on Uyghur policy. The Uyghurs maintained an informal and uncategorised identity until the 1930s (Thum, 2018, p.2). At the start of the twentieth century, the Uyghur community in Xinjiang faced pressure from other nations to classify themselves (Thum, 2018, p.2). The Soviet Union, Republic of East Turkistan (Uyghuristan) and Soviet-aligned Sheng Shicai supported the newly defined Uyghur identity (Thum, 2018, p.2).The development of the Uyghur identity is important because in a short space of time the Uyghurs went from being a “ loosely defined majority group under indirect rule to a formalized ethnic minority under the administration of a Chinese-dominated police state” (Thum, 2018, p.2). Identity was a key factor in the development of Chinese government policy in relation to the Uyghur ethnic community. In the 1950s, Mao ordered migration of the Han Chinese community into the Xinjiang area up until the 1970s (Howell and Fan, 2011, p. 119). Perhaps Mao arranged state migration of the Han community to loosen Uyghur identity and nationalism. The academics, Howell and Fan’s research shows that this state organised migration produced inequality. The Uyghur community for instance did not have equal access to employment opportunities (Howell and Fan, 2011,p.136). Maybe this is significant because this Chinese migration policy laid the foundation for future inequality to occur. Inequality for the Uyghur community increasingly worsened. Mao’s Religious Reform campaign (1957-1959) stripped the Uyghur community of their religious freedoms, practices and worship (Thum, 2018,p.). Freedom of religion is part of the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) which was introduced in 1948 (UN, 2022). For the Uyghur community especially, identity and religion are closely intertwined. This may allude to the idea that Mao was trying to actively separate the Uyghurs from Islam and force the community to conform to Chinese tradition and culture only. The scholar, Thum argues that the Religious Reform campaign pre-empted the Great Leap Forward (1958-1962) and Cultural Revolution (1966-1979) (Thum, 2018 ,p.9). He argues during these periods Mao’s ‘radical cultural policies shared by all factions made most Uyghur social forms illicit’ (Thum,2018,p. 10). This reveals that throughout Mao’s leadership Indigenous minorities like the Uyghur ethnic group were treated unjustly. The PRC diminished the Uyghur community human rights through government policy and ‘reform’ campaigns. 
From 1978- 1989, the PRC policy towards the Uyghur ethnic group in Xinjiang was extensively altered. As a leader, he paved the way to new economic path for the PRC. China’s open door policy towards international investment and trade revolutionised the country (Ahmar, 2021). Xiaoping’s theory of economic progress was coined by the phrase, socialism with Chinese characteristics (Moak and Lee, 2015, p.91). His government merged early capitalist theory with communist intervention. He still stuck to the four principal ideals of the PRC; socialism, democratic dictatorship, CCP leadership and Maoist thought and Marxism-Leninism (Moak and Lee, 2015, p.91). The Chinese economy flourishing impacted the Uyghur community in Xinjiang. A large majority of the Uyghur community are oasis farmers. The option of small scale economic activities must have provided more income than in the Mao era. It must be noted though that the state still owned the majority of the economy in Xinjiang (Thum,2018,p.11). The academic, Clarke goes as far to argue that the economic dynamics formed in Xinjiang created opportunities for future ethnic unrest in the region (Clarke, 2007,p.39). However, Xiaoping did not just focus on economic reform. Deng Xiaoping’s management of China re-established Uyghur culture in Chinese society. Uyghur history, religion and culture was re-established (Thum, 2018,p.11). Uyghurs built mosques, set up religious schools and ‘had access to a rich body of texts that implied a glorious Uyghur nationalist heritage’ (Thum,2018,p.11). The correlation between identity and language is something that the academic, Dwyer explores. Dwyer identifies a relationship between language reforms and shifts in the Uyghur identity. She claims that “state cultural policy, and orthographic policy in particular, becomes important in defining and reinforcing a particular ethnic identity” (Dwyer,2005,p.16). The CCP created the Autonomous Region Language and Script Working Committee in Xinjiang in 1954. The purpose of this office was to reform Arabic based scripts and produce journals in multiple languages including Uyghur (Dwyer, 2005, p.16). Under the leadership of Deng Xiaoping, a new state language policy was put in place. The Latin alphabet was removed and a revised Arabic alphabet was introduced (Thum,2018,p.10). For the Uyghur community this could been seen as the CCP recognising how vital their Muslim Turkic identity is. This reinforces Dwyer’s argument that language and identity are intricately linked. Perhaps this is why in this period Uyghur nationalism increased and discourse around independence from the PRC became prominent. The development of Chinse government policy in Deng Xiaoping’s era in regard to the Uyghur ethnic group considerably improved from the Mao period. This demonstrates that in the 1980s the PRC respected the Indigenous Uyghur minority’s religion, language and literature. 
Jiang Zemin’s government introduced policy that detrimentally affected the Uyghur community. Zemin  focused on the continuation of state reform, development and stability. At the fifteenth CCP National Congress in Beijing 1997, the phrase, without stability nothing can be achieved, was frequently used by the PRC leader (Marinelli, 2013, p.113). He looked beyond the economic reforms of Deng Xiaoping and viewed reform, development and stability in a wider context. For Zemin, steadiness needed to be asserted in all areas of society. In 1998, on the twentieth anniversary of the Reform and Opening up Political policy, Zemin gave a speech (Marinelli, 2013, p.114). This speech supported the continuation of political reforms and severely altered Uyghurs rights. The aim of this policy was to fundamentally protect and retain the political power of the CCP (Marinelli, 2013, p.114). State control and domination increased throughout all aspects of society. The CCP’s absolutist power ideology was reinforced through violence. Protest, petitions and strikes were deemed to be unruly and chaotic. Any notions of independence or opposition of the CCP were met with discriminatory penalties (Marinelli, 2013, p.114). During this period, Uyghur nationalism and independence evolved. Political action became crucial to the Uyghur’s in this period. Frequent protests/uprisings were common in the 1990s. Some of the Uyghur community staged a violent protest in Baren which resulted in limited mosque building and religious education in Xinjiang (Thum,2018,p.11) . Perhaps, this could be viewed as a factor to why the PRC still has the viewpoint that religion is a threat to their governance. The scholar, Debata explains that the implementation of polices in Xinjiang directly generated discontent for the Uyghur community. In March 1999, the Great Western development programme was rolled out in Xinjiang. The objective of this policy was to integrate Uyghurs into the Chinese national mainstream (Debata, 2022, p.205). The hope was that it would stop the Uyghur community harbouring animosity towards the PRC policies (Debata, 2022, p.205). This was ineffective at stopping dialogue on Uyghur political freedom from China. Instead of Zemin addressing the realistic factors of why the Uyghur community held resentment towards China, he officially categorised Xinjiang as a hub of terrorism days after the 9/11 attack with the support of the United States of America (Debata, 2022, p.205). Then the PRC joined the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) in 2001 ().Maybe the SCO was a way for the PRC to gain international validation on the policies they set out in Xinjiang for the Uyghur ethnic group. According to the academic, Lanteigne, the intent of the SCO is ‘promote regional security and to protect its members from non-state security threats—especially terrorist organizations, ranging from local groups to more globalized entities’ (Lanteigne, 2018, p.124). This clearly demonstrates Zemin’s governments concentration on terrorism and security at local, regional, national and global scale. One would claim that is not surprising. Throughout the leadership of Jiang Zemin, state rhetoric and policy towards ethnic minorities was exclusionary and discriminative especially towards the Uyghur community. This is thought is further validated by the sixteenth CCP Congress in 2002. This conference was pivotal as Zemin’s theory on the ‘Three Represents’ was outlined (p.335).The parallel made by the PRC between security and stability working in harmony is at the core of ideology. This accentuates the idea that the CCP can only sustain complete control and power outside mainland China via unjust security on ethnic and Indigenous minorities. 
To conclude, Howell and Fan’s research illustrates that the PRC migration policy in the 1950s generated inequality for the Uyghur community. Thum details how Mao’s reform policies between 1957-1979, made all parts of Uyghur life illegal. Clarke explains that Chinese economic policy in the 1980s created inequality which played a role in contributing to civil strife in Xinjiang. Dwyer distinguishes how identity and language are intrinsically linked for the Uyghur community. In the 1980s the use of the modified Arabic alphabet was prominent way to promote inclusion, acceptance and equality for the Uyghur ethnic group. Marinelli identifies that the increase of state power in the 1990s directly impacted Uyghur’s religious freedoms and brought Uyghur independence to forefront of wider society in the PRC. Debata holds the view that the Great Western development policy in 1999 created further division between the PRC and Uyghur community. 
Since the establishment of the PRC, the rhetoric surrounding ethnic minorities, particularly the Uyghur community, has not been positive. Subsequent research and Chinese government policy highlights the long lasting systematic injustice faced by the Uyghur community in Xinjiang. The reason for this can never be fully explained. Perhaps it is because the largest oil and gas field is located in the Tarim Basin and Uyghur national independence does not allow for the PRC to benefit for it (Global Times, 2021). Even in the last ten years, Uyghurs human rights in China have been diminished. The PRC has set up ‘re-educational camps’ in multiple places including Xinjiang. The World Uyghur Congress call them concentration camps along with other human rights organisations (World Uyghur Congress, 2019). The Chinese government still deny responsibility and take the stance that they are preventing religious extremism (Human Rights Watch, 2021). This indicates that current PRC practice towards Indigenous communities like the Uyghurs is inhumane, unjust and not in accordance with the UNDRIP and UDHR. The question then needs to be asked, why is the international community not doing more to stop these human rights abuses governed by China? 
Overall, Mao’s governmental policy towards the Uyghur community was unjust. His use of state policy created the basis of discriminatory legislation towards the Uyghurs. Zemin’s implementation of Chinese government policy echoed Mao’s which enabled Uyghurs rights to be restricted even further. Xiaoping language policy re-established the Uyghur community’s literature, language and culture. 
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