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The national security of the People’s Republic of China is susceptible
to an array of intricate internal challenges, risks and threats. This includes
challenges that may be of a political nature, risks caused by economic
and social differences, threats caused by tensions in ethnic relations, as
well as many others. This paper seeks to concentrate on ethnic tensions,
namely ethnic violence and terrorism, as the most substantial factors that
pose a significant threat to the country’s stability and security.

The paper delves into the development of ethnic tensions and
conflicts resulting from the interaction between Chinese authorities and
factions within the Uyghur movement for national self-determination. It
emphasizes the extremist current within the broader Uyghur ethnonational
movement that utilizes violence and acts of terrorism in political activism.

This paper aims to follow the evolution and changes of strategies
and tactics employed by Uyghur nationalists in Xinjiang over time and
present the most characteristic violent and terrorist incidents that occurred
in Xinjiang to exemplify these alterations. These changes are reflected
in increased violence, a shift in targets from primarily security forces
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to civilians, including violent clashes between Uyghur and Han citizens
and an expansion in the geographic reach of attacks.

Keywords: national security, People’s Republic of China, Xinjiang (XUAR),
East Turkistan, Uyghur issue, ethnic violence, terrorism

INTRODUCTION

The increased presence and visibility of China on the global stage,
coupled with its growing role in economic, political, cultural and security
spheres, which have exposed the nation to a large number of new external
challenges, risks and threats to its national security. As China seeks to
secure energy, raw materials and new markets for its economic and social
progress, it encounters competing interests from both state and non-state
actors within the international arena, resulting in additional security
risks and geopolitical tensions (Stefanovi¢-Stambuk and Popovi¢, 2022).
However, China’s national security has long been subject to a range of
complex internal risks and threats, such as political issues, economic
inequality and ethnic tensions, which continue to undermine stability
and security. Of particular concern is the issue of ethnic tensions, which
include ethnic violence and terrorism, representing one of the most
pressing internal challenges to national security and a source of possible
social unrest and political instability within the country.

China is home to numerous ethnic groups and national minorities,
with a total of fifty-six officially recognized. Despite the Chinese
government’s assertion that these groups, along with the majority Han
population, constitute a unified Chinese nation, the complex nature of
ethnic relations presents a significant threat to national unity and overall
national security. Throughout its history, China has faced a multitude
of challenges related to ethnic relations, often resulting in violent ethnic
riots with tragic consequences for human lives. Despite these challenges,
the Chinese state continues propagating the narrative that all ethnic
groups within China coexist harmoniously with the Han majority (Tobin
2020a, 166-191).

Until now, the most significant instances of ethnic tension,
discontent, violence and conflict in China have been observed in three
regions among three ethnic groups: Tibetans in Tibet, Mongols in Inner
Mongolia and Uyghurs in Xinjiang. In this paper, the focus of analysis of
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internal challenges, risks and threats to China’s national security will be
on Uyghur nationalism, particularly its manifestations through separatism,
religious extremism and terrorism, which will serve as a case study.

Xinjiang, a region in the northwest of the People’s Republic of
China, is home to a predominantly Muslim minority Turkic-speaking
Uyghur population. Uyghur organisations, groups and individuals argue
that discrimination and unequal treatment towards Uyghurs stem from
their ethnic characteristics, language, religion and culture (World Uyghur
Congress 2021). They assert the Chinese government systematically
suppresses the most crucial aspects of their ethnic identity, violating
their rights as a minority group. Consequently, Uyghur nationalists
have demanded greater political, economic and cultural self-governance
within the ethnic autonomous region of Xinjiang and some have even
called for its secession and independence from China. In contrast, the
Chinese government maintains the regional ethnic autonomy status exists
to protect the linguistic, religious, cultural and other rights of ethnic
minorities, as guaranteed by the Chinese constitution.

The different views and activities of the central Chinese authorities,
who implement policies aimed at building a unified Chinese nation
(nation-building process) on one hand and individuals, groups and
movements among the Uyghurs, who see these processes as assimilation
and acculturation with the Han ethnic and cultural pattern on the other
hand, have led to increased ethnic tensions, conflicts and the use of
violence in relations between the state and Uyghur ethno-nationalists, as
well as between Uyghurs and Han Chinese themselves (Trailovi¢ 2014).
Explanations of the nature of this conflict, which significantly threatens
the national security of the People’s Republic of China, range from those
who point out that it is ethnic separatism based on the Uyghurs’ sense
of their ethnic and cultural uniqueness in relation to the Chinese, to the
notion that the basis of Uyghur dissatisfaction lies in religious reasons,
such as the control and restriction of religious activities by the Chinese
state and to the argument that modernization and economic development
have affected the conflict by producing significant disparities in the
distribution of economic wealth between Han Chinese and Uyghurs in
favour of the Han (Millward 2021; Zhang and McGhee 2014; Hasmath
2018; Bovingdon 2011; Millward 2004, Starr 2004; Dillon 2004;).

The Chinese authorities, however, view the Uyghur movement for
self-determination, which has its various forms, from those that are within
the framework of peaceful conflict resolution to those that use violence
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and terrorist acts, as a threat to national security, territorial integrity and
stability, placing it in the discursive framework of terrorism, separatism
and extremism. Making it a national security issue that threatens the
territorial integrity and stability of the state as vital national interests,
China justifies the numerous security activities and measures it implements
in Xinjiang (Kam and Clarke 2021; Zenz and Leibold, 2019; The State
Council Information Office 2019a, Smith Finley 2019; Zenz 2018).

The Uyghur movement for national self-determination and
independence has evolved over time, with some factions becoming
more militant and using terrorist methods. These groups have formed
various organizations and have even made connections with other
extremist and terrorist organizations in the wider region — Central Asia
and the Middle East (Potter 2013). As Clarke (2018) commented, the
evolution of the Uyghur separatist movement suggests it has taken on a
transnational dimension (19-28). Since 2002, Chinese authorities have
accused Uyghur terrorist organizations of being responsible for ethnic
riots and terrorist acts in Xinjiang and allege they have received support
from other terrorist organizations in Afghanistan, Pakistan and Syria
(Duchatel 2016, 2-5) . The East Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM)
and the Turkestan Islamic Party (TIP) have been identified as the main
culprits of numerous terrorist acts, with the goal of establishing an
independent Islamic state in Xinjiang (Potter 2013, 73).

The paper will examine the development of ethnic tensions and
violence in the relationship between the Chinese authorities and certain
factions of the Uyghur movement for national self-determination that
have resorted to violent and terrorist tactics. It aims to illustrate how the
strategies and tactics of Uyghur nationalists in Xinjiang have evolved
over time and the resulting consequences. Additionally, it will offer an
overview of the internal challenges and security threats in Xinjiang, with
a focus on significant violent incidents that have taken place in the region.

The paper is divided into two parts. The first part focuses on the
main challenges to the national security of the People’s Republic of China,
specifically on ethnic tensions. The second part deals with the Uyghur
movement for national self-determination, analysing its most important
militant organizations and the significant violent and terrorist incidents
that have occurred over time. This analysis allows for an identification
of changes in the movement’s evolution.
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THE STRUCTURE OF MAIN INTERNAL
CHALLENGES TO CHINA’S NATIONAL SECURITY

As with other countries, the People’s Republic of China faces
numerous challenges to its national security, both of internal and external
nature (On external challenges see Peji¢ 2022; Tanaskovi¢ 2019). When
we talk about internal challenges to China’s national security, we can
speak of challenges, risks and threats common to most countries in the
world, but we can also detect those that are specific to China and related
to its local political, economic, security and other social characteristics.

The People’s Republic of China faces various internal challenges to
its national security, which can be broadly categorized into the following
groups. The political challenges include issues related to political stability,
legitimacy of the Communist Party of China, corruption and factionalism
within the Party (Shukla 2021), as well as many others that are related
to the political issues. The second group of challenges would refer to
economic aspects, that is, the overall stability of the country, reflected in
the possible creation of greater social inequalities and the potential threat
of broader social cohesion. The emergence of social tensions and sporadic
protests in China is attributed to the growing economic disparities in
Chinese society (Chan 2010, 821-825). In addition to these challenges,
ethnic unrest, separatism and terrorism pose significant threats to China’s
national security with the potential to severely impact the political and
social stability in certain regions like Xinjiang, Tibet and Inner Mongolia.
This is particularly relevant in light of China’s status as a multi-ethnic
country, with fifty-six officially recognized ethnic groups residing in over
half of its territory (Anand 2019, 131). Hence, the concept of “territorial
security” assumes an important role in ensuring the overall national
security of the state (Drinhausen and Legarda 2022, 6). Moreover, the
issue of Taiwan further complicates the security landscape and poses
additional challenges to the People’s Republic of China. While the Chinese
authorities have emphasized China’s political stability, ethnic unity and
social stability, as well as China’s growing resilience to risks, a national
security document released in 2019 recognizes that the country faces a
range of diverse and complex security threats and challenges. Notably,
separatist groups advocating for the independence of Taiwan, Tibet
and East Turkestan (Xinjiang) are identified as the most immediate and
serious threat to China’s national security and social stability (The State
Council Information Office 2019b).
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Important challenges to the national security of the People’s
Republic of China are also those related to its energy security, health
security (Covid-19 pandemic), cyber security, as well as threats to
the environment and climate change (Drinhausen and Legarda 2022;
Griinberg and Wessling, 2021).

To address the numerous challenges facing Chinese society and
the state, particularly those related to the unity and prosperity of the
Chinese nation, President Xi Jinping is promoting the slogan of “great
rejuvenation of the Chinese nation.” As a result, a new concept of national
security in China — “comprehensive national security” — is emerging
and developing. This concept expands upon the traditional understanding
of national security, encompassing sixteen aspects or types of security
to facilitate the further development of Chinese society (Griinberg and
Wessling, 2021). It implies the need for a centralized national security
system to provide a unified response to internal and external challenges.
To this end, the Central Commission for National Security was formed
in 2014 (Julienne 2021). Further, in 2015 the country’s first counter-
terrorism legislation was passed (Clarke 2018, 36).

Since the introduction of the aforementioned security concept in
2014, national security has become an absolute priority for the Chinese
state and the Communist Party and is directly related to the country’s
development goals. In this sense, even after assuming the third mandate
in 2023, Xi Jinping points out that “security is the basis of development,
while stability is a prerequisite for prosperity” (China Daily, 2023).

THE UYGHUR MOVEMENT FOR NATIONAL
SELF-DETERMINATION AS A FACTOR
OF INSTABILITY IN XINJIANG

Since its establishment in 1949, the People’s Republic of China
has been confronted with the demands of particular Uyghur organized
groups and individuals for greater autonomy, as well as aspirations
for the establishment of an independent Uyghur state. Over the years,
various activists, movements and organizations advocating for Uyghur
national self-determination have opposed the central Chinese authorities
through organized and spontaneous protests of varying forms, ranging
from nonviolent demonstrations and civil disobedience to rebellions
and uprisings that have involved direct physical violence, sabotage,
assassination and other acts of terrorism. Since the founding of the People’s
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Republic of China, there have been several waves of peaceful protests,
but also violent uprisings by individual members of the Uyghur people.
These events were in many cases prompted by significant internal and
external (international) structural changes and circumstances (Trailovi¢
2012, Trailovi¢ 2011). Several such periods are significant: the founding
of the People’s Republic of China; the beginning of the “reform and
opening policy”; the period from the 1990s onwards when there were
changes in the international environment due to the collapse of the Soviet
Union and ethnic conflicts in neighbouring Central Asia (Millward 2021,
279-404); and new changes in international circumstances arising after
September 11, 2001, when the US launched a global war on terrorism
and China joined it by designating various Uyghur organizations in and
outside Xinjiang as terrorist and linked to global terrorism (Evron 2007).

The Uyghur movement for national self-determination is not
monolith and unified and, depending on numerous internal and external
factors, it has different specific expressions. Different Uyghur groups
and organizations have differently formulated political goals, different
recommendations for a possible resolution of the conflict with the
Chinese authorities, as well as different methods and mean to achieve
the proclaimed goals, which in some cases also involve the use of force.
The approaches of the Uyghur ethnic minority can be grouped into three
categories: one that sees the solution of the Uyghur issue in integration
with the Han cultural and civilizational pattern through the acceptance of
the state policy of co-optation; the second advocates the achievement of
essential political, economic and cultural autonomy within the Chinese
state as a way of preserving the uniqueness of the Uyghur ethnic identity,
language and culture, which is significantly different from the majority
Han; and the third, which starts from the assumption that the Uyghur
ethnic identity, language, culture and religion and their uniqueness can
only be preserved within the framework of an independent national state,
that is, by secession from the People’s Republic of China (Tanner and
Bellacqua 2016, 13; Fuller and Starr 2003, 22-26).

According to the methods for achieving the proclaimed political
goals, the Uyghur movement for independence, conditionally speaking,
is divided into two larger groups. One group consists of those Uyghur
organizations, dominant in the Diaspora, which mainly advocate for
non-violent means of achieving essential autonomy or independence
(World Uyghur Congress, Uyghur -American Association, East Turkistan
Government-in-Exile, East Turkistan National Awakening Movement)
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(Trailovic 2019a, 42-44) and the other group consists of various armed,
militant and terrorist organisations, often with religious overtones, which
operate in China, primarily in the area of Xinjiang and in the surrounding
countries (Castets 2003, 11).

The Most Prominent Organizations
of Uyghur Extremist Currents

The first such organization after the founding of the People’s
Republic of China, which was hierarchically structured and well organized
with the aim of recruiting and mobilizing members, primarily Uyghurs,
was the People’s Party of East Turkistan, founded in 1968. The party
used guerrilla tactics such as sabotage and clashes with the police and
the Chinese military and was involved in several attempts to organize
insurgencies during the 1960s and 1970s (Castets 2023, 7-9). The 1960s,
1970s and the beginning of the 1980s were a time of significant ethnic
unrest in Xinjiang, largely driven by ethnic tensions. In 1962, tensions
boiled over into violence (Mullenbach 2013).

The 1990s saw a significant rise in unrest and separatist sentiment
among Uyghur Muslims in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region
of China. Several factors contributed to this trend, including economic
disparities, cultural and religious differences and perceived discrimination
by the Han Chinese majority. Xinjiang saw a surge in Uyghur nationalism
and separatism following the independence of Central Asian republics
from the Soviet Union. Militant Uyghur groups used porous borders with
neighbouring countries to set up training camps and transfer weapons
into Chinese territory. Economic reforms and increased communication
between Uyghurs and Muslims in Central Asia and the Uyghur diaspora
strengthened the Uyghur cause and linked it to the wider Islamic movement
in the region. These factors, helped to fuel the rise of Uyghur separatist
and terrorist organizations. The emergence of these groups, such as the
East Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM), marked a turning point in
the Uyghur struggle for independence and self-determination in Xinjiang
(Trailovi¢ 2019b, 210-214).

As previously mentioned, during the 1990s, there was a surge
in violent and terrorist activities in Xinjiang, leading to the emergence
of several militant and terrorist Uyghur groups and organizations. The
Chinese government labelled them as separatist, extremist and terrorist
and many of these groups were eventually disbanded or eliminated through
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Chinese military operations. These organizations, collectively referred to
as the “East Turkestan forces” by Chinese authorities, were responsible
for numerous rebellions and armed attacks in Xinjiang with the aim of
achieving separatist goals like secession of Xinjiang from China and
the declaration of independence (The State Council Information Office
2019a). Chinese state authorities have reported that between 1990 and
2008, around 200 violent incidents with fatal consequences occurred in
Xinjiang (Evron 2007, 77).

During one of the biggest uprisings in Xinjiang, in the city of
Baren in 1990, the pan-Turkic nationalist group, the Islamic Party of
East Turkestan, which had emerged in the southern part of Xinjiang in
the 1980s, gained attention. Also, one of the most well-known Uyghur
organizations was the East Turkestan Liberation Organization (ETLO),
which was founded in Istanbul in 1996. China designated this organization
as a terrorist group in 2002, holding it responsible for numerous acts of
violence in Xinjiang. According to Chinese authorities, the group operated
and trained in Chechnya and other locations (Gunaratna, Acharya, &
Pengxin, 2010, pp. 79-80).

In 2001, the global community became aware of the Uyghur
extremists when US forces engaged in combat with Uyghur fighters who
had aligned themselves with the Taliban and Al Qaeda in Afghanistan
in support of the East Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM). As a result
of this conflict, the US detained twenty-two Uyghurs during a mission
in Afghanistan and transferred them to Guantanamo (Rodriguez 2013,
141-142).

The East Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM) is a separatist group
that aims to establish an independent state for Uyghur Muslims in the
Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region. The group has been designated as
a terrorist organization by several countries, including the United States,
China and Russia. In 2020 the US removed it from its terror list stating
there’s “no credible evidence” that it still exists (Kine 2021).

The history of the ETIM dates back to the 1990s when Uyghur
separatist groups in Xinjiang began to coalesce under the banner of Islam.
The group was founded by Hasan Mahsum, a Uyghur who fought in
Afghanistan against Soviet forces during the 1980s. Mahsum was killed by
Pakistani authorities in 2003, but the group continued to operate under the
name ETIM. The ETIM has been involved in a number of violent attacks
in Xinjiang and other parts of China, including bombings, assassinations
and riots. The group has also been linked to several high-profile terrorist
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incidents outside of China (Xu, Fletcher and Bajoria 2014; Rodriguez
2013, 141-142). The ETIM has also been involved in propaganda efforts
aimed at promoting its separatist agenda and recruiting new members.
The Chinese government has accused the ETIM of being responsible for
a number of violent incidents in Xinjiang, China has also claimed the
group is linked to Al-Qaeda and other international terrorist organizations
(Primiano 2013, 461).

The Turkestan Islamic Party (TIP), a Uyghur-led militant group,
succeeded the East Turkestan Islamic Movement between 2006 and
2008 (Rodriguez 2013, 143-144). TIP has carried out several attacks
in Xinjiang and surrounding areas, including a suicide car bombing in
Beijing’s Tiananmen Square in 2013, mass stabbing attacks at train stations
in Kunming and Guangzhou in 2014 and double suicide bombings at
a train station in Urumgqi in April 2014 (Zenn 2014). The organization
has effectively utilized the media and the internet to increase its public
visibility, especially by advocating for a holy war against the People’s
Republic of China. In addition, the group has released propaganda videos
showing Uyghurs fighting in Syria and clashing with the Chinese military
in Xinjiang (Roberts 2020, 116-127). TIP declared its primary objective
in 2016 as establishing an Islamic caliphate. This group has shifted the
centre of Uyghur terrorist activities from the Afghanistan-Pakistan border
to Syria, having confirmed its involvement in the Syrian conflict in 2012.

Ethnic Violence and Terrorism as Strategies of Uyghur
Extremist Currents: The Key Violent and Terrorist Incidents

The Uyghur movement for national self-determination traces
its roots back to the early 20th century when Uyghur intellectuals and
activists began demanding greater autonomy and self-government (Wang
and Fletcher, 2018; Wang 1998, 2). The emergence of modern Uyghur
nationalism took place gradually and according to Uyghur nationalists,
the beginning of this process dates back even to the middle of the 19th
century, when a large number of Muslim uprisings against the Qing
dynasty took place in parts of present-day Xinjiang. However, it gained
significant momentum after the Bolshevik Revolution, largely due to the
influence of the Uyghur population that migrated to Russia or territories
under its control as early as the 1880s (Roberts 2020, 29-33).

During the period from 1912 to 1949, the Xinjiang region was
controlled by various “warlords”, primarily due to political changes in
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China, including the fall of the Qing dynasty and the establishment of
the Republic. The region suffered political influences from the Soviet
Union, while at the same time Uyghur nationalism grew. This resulted
in conflicts between the Muslim population, primarily the Uyghurs
and the Chinese authorities, which led to the formation of two Uyghur
republics of East Turkestan, the first of which lasted from 1933-1934
and another, which lasted from 1944 to 1949 (Millward 2021, 175-230;
Tredaniel and Lee 2018, 181; Wang 1998, 2-3;). After that, Xinjiang was
placed under the control of the newly formed People’s Republic of China
and its Communist Party.

In the following decades, particularly from the 1960s onwards,
Uyghur nationalism gained new momentum and nationalists organized
protests and demonstrations calling for greater rights and autonomy. The
first significant incident took place in 1954 in the city of Khotan, when
an Uyghur rebellion occurred in response to the Chinese government’s
policy of restricting and suppressing religious practices in the region. A
second incident took place in 1962 with a conflict in Ili that led to the
exodus of the Muslim population from Xinjiang to the Soviet Union
(Millward 2021, 257-260; Wang 1998, 4-5). The conflict arose when
the Soviet Union allowed Muslims from Xinjiang to enter its borders,
while the Chinese authorities attempted to obstruct this movement
(Roberts 2020, 47). The dispute involving the Soviet Union occurred on
the western boundaries of China as well (Mitrovi¢ 2010, 80). Another
conflict between the central Chinese authorities and Uyghur nationalists
occurred in 1969. It was an attempted uprising by members of the East
Turkestan People’s Revolutionary Party (Mullenbach 2013).

During the 1990s, Uyghur nationalism became more militant in
its expression and conflict continued to intensify, with some Uyghur
nationalists resorting to terrorist tactics. The first incident that marked
the beginning of a period of instability in the Xinjiang region was the
uprising in the town of Baren in 1990 (Roberts 2020, 53). Following the
conflict in Baren, during which approximately fifty Uyghur people and
six policemen were killed, the uprising spread to other cities and led to
the deaths of over a hundred people (Mullenbach 2013). This uprising
is considered a significant event in the history of ethnic relations and a
turning point in the history of ethnic tensions in Xinjiang (Rodriguez-
Merino 2019, 32). It was one of the larger uprisings of Uyghur Muslims
against the Chinese government’s policies in the region and paved the
way for later protests and rebellions in these areas. The Baren uprising
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suggests a coordinated scheme involving Uyghurs who had received
military and religious training in Afghanistan and smuggled weapons
across the border (Rodriguez 2013, 137). During 1992 and 1993, there
were also bombing attacks in Xinjiang. The Shock Brigade of the Islamic
Reformist Party was responsible for a bus attack in Urumqi in February
1992, while the East Turkistan Democratic Islamic Party carried out bomb
attacks in southern Xinjiang that killed four people in 1993 (Castets 2003,
11). In 1995, there were major riots in the area of the city of Yining and
in the same year riots also broke out in Khotan. There were also new
incidents in 1996 in the Aksu area (Wayne 2008, 82).

In the period from 1996 to 1997, there were a large number of
incidents with outbreaks of ethnic violence and Uyghur rebellions.
One of the largest protests in Xinjiang took place in 1997 in the city of
Yining (Ghulja), when a demonstration that began peacefully and then
turned into violent riots left several people dead and around two hundred
wounded (Mullenbach 2013. The main reasons for the demonstrations were
Xinjiang authorities were implementing a rigorous policy of restricting
the religious activities of the Muslim population and their traditional
religious gatherings (Shamseden 2021). In the same year, three bombs
exploded in public transport in Urumgi, which caused deaths and injuries
(Roberts 2020, 56; Primiano 2013, 460). Between February and April
of 1998, a string of bombings occurred in Kargilik County with the aim
of targeting economic entities and public security officials at the local
level (Clarke 2018, 24).

There were minor incidents in the next years. But according to
Chinese authorities, a new wave of terrorist acts and violence began in
2008. One of the largest incidents in Xinjiang happened in its capital
city, Urumgqji, in 2009. During this outbreak of ethnic violence, nearly
200 people were killed and almost 2,000 were injured. The tension and
unrest initially started after a clash between Uyghur migrant workers
and Han Chinese workers at a toy factory in Guangdong province (South
China), where two Uyghurs were killed (Tobin 2020b, 305; Zambelis
2010, 16). Uyghurs held peaceful protests in Urumgqi in response to
this incident. However, the demonstration turned violent, resulting in
clashes between Uyghurs and Han Chinese, attacks on Han Chinese
civilians and widespread rioting after the police tried to disperse the
crowd. The violence quickly escalated, with mobs of Uyghurs attacking
Han Chinese people, shops and vehicles. On July 6-7, Han individuals
attacked Uyghurs. Armed with various weapons, including spiked clubs,
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pipes, machetes and cleavers, these Han individuals roamed the streets
and targeted Uyghur neighbourhoods (Millward 2021, 373). The Chinese
government respond with force and deployed thousands of troops to the
region to quell the unrest. According to some authors, the widespread
violence involved ordinary citizens attacking each other, as opposed to
previous incidents such as those in Baren and Ghulja during the 1990s
when attacks were mainly directed towards police stations and security
institutions (Tobin 2020b, 309).

From 2010 to 2016, a series of violent incidents occurred in
Xinjiang including the 2010 bombing in Aksu which killed at least seven
individuals, the 2011 clashes in Hotan and Kashgar resulting in the
deaths of 17 individuals, the Uyghur separatist attack in Kashgar from
July 30 to August 1, 2011 resulting in the deaths of 15 individuals, the
2011 clash in Pishan resulting in the deaths of seven Uyghurs and one
government policeman and the February 28, 2012 riots in Kashgar which
resulted in the deaths of 20 individuals (Mullenbach 2013). The attacks in
Kashgar on July 2011, marked a significant shift in the nature of violence
in Xinjiang. According to Potter (2013), these complex and coordinated
attacks included a car bombing, a truck hijacking and stabbings on the
first day, followed by an attack on an area popular with Han Chinese
involving multiple explosions, shootings and stabbings the next day. The
attackers’ degree of operational sophistication suggested cooperation
and a video released a month later by TIP showed one of the attackers
receiving training in a Pakistani camp (75). The change was predicted
in 2008, as evidenced by the Kashgar attack. This attack showcased a
new way of operating, involving driving a truck into a border patrol
police division during a soldiers’ exercise, followed by a knife-hacking
rampage and throwing rudimentary explosives. According to Rodriguez
(2013), this suggests a higher level of organization (143). As noted by
Potter and Wang (2021), there are indications that the Uyghur militants
are improving their tactics and becoming more sophisticated over time,
especially in terms of adopting coordinated attacks and suicide bombings
similar to those used by al-Qaeda (5).

During this period, attacks became more frequent and widespread,
with major incidents occurring in Beijing and other eastern cities
(Kunming and Guangzhou). Notably, these attacks targeted busy city
centres, resulting in increased civilian targeting and the random killing
of civilians, which marks a significant departure from previous incidents
that were mainly concentrated in Xinjiang and primarily targeted state
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institutions and law enforcement agencies (Tanner and Bellacqua 2016, 4;
Potter and Wang 2021, 4-5). The transfer of terrorist acts from Xinjiang
to other parts of China has been a significant aspect in the evolution of
the Uyghur nationalist movement. Starting with the explosion of a bomb
in Beijing in 1997, which was claimed by the East Turkistan Freedom
Organization (Castets 2003, 11).

In October, 2013 a terrorist attack occurred in Tiananmen Square
where a car driven by two Uyghurs intentionally drove into a crowd,
resulting in five fatalities and around forty injuries (Radio Free Asia 2013).
The same year a violent incident occurred in the town of Lukqun in the
north Xinjiang, where a group of Uyghurs attacked a police station, local
government buildings and a construction site with machetes. 17 people
were reportedly killed by the attackers and all 10 of them were killed by
security forces (Roberts 2020, 166). In 2013, a situation similar to that
of 2009 occurred, which went against the commonly observed pattern
of conflicts in Xinjiang being primarily between Uyghur extremists
and security forces. Specifically, there were two incidents in Korla and
Karghilik, respectively, where Uyghur and Han citizens reportedly engaged
in violent clashes (Roberts 2020, 165). Subsequently, on March 1, 2014,
the Kunming (southern province of Yunnan) stabbing incident, took place,
in which a group of eight knife-wielding attackers, allegedly belonging
to a separatist group from Xinjiang, launched an assault on passengers
at the railway station, resulting in 33 deaths and over 140 injuries (Smith
Finley 2019, 2). The incident is considered one of the deadliest terrorist
attacks in China. According to Roberts (2020), the attack deliberately
targeted defenceless civilians and demonstrated signs of preplanning,
suggesting political motives. This is supported by the alleged discovery
of Eastern Turkistan flags at the site of the incident (170).

On October 12, 2014, a predominantly Han Chinese agricultural
trading centre in Maralbexi (Bachu) district in Kashgar Prefecture
was attacked by four Uyghur men armed with knives and explosives,
resulting in the deaths of 22 people. The attackers targeted Han Chinese
stall owners with explosives and stabbed several police officers (Radio
Free Asia 2014). A year before that, another incident happened in this
same district. According to the Chinese authorities and state media,
three Chinese community workers visited an Uyghur house and found
individuals watching terrorist videos and possessing knives. The workers
reported the situation to the police, but were attacked by individuals in the
house. Police officers sent to investigate were ambushed and killed and
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the attackers then attempted to assault a local police station (Rodriguez-
Merino 2013, 9). In 2014, two major terrorist attacks happened in Urumgqi:
a suicide bombing in the South railway station, which killed three and a
suicide attack at a market, which killed 31 and injured 90 (Smith Finley
2019, 2; Roberts 2020, 166)

As documented by Rodriguez-Merino (2013), there were 28, 34
and 18 reported violent episodes in the region in 2013, 2014 and 2015,
respectively (9).

Chart 1. Number of violent and terrorist acts in Xinjiang from
1990-2020
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Data source: (START 2022)

On September 18th, 2015, an attack involving knives in Aqsu
(XUAR) resulted in the loss of 50 lives and caused injury to an additional
50 individuals (Hasmath 2018, 1). In July 2015, the police in Shenyang,
the capital of China’s north-eastern province of Liaoning, killed three
Uyghur men who were claimed to be members of a terrorist group
called “Hijrah Jihad.” Later in November 2015, China’s state media
reported a terrorist attack in a coal mine in Baicheng county, located in
the Xinjiang region, which was believed to have resulted in 16 deaths
(The State Council Information Office 2019a, Tredaniel and Lee 2018,
177). According to other sources, around 50 people died in this incident
(Clarke 2018, 26).

From 2016 until today, almost no new cases of terrorism have
been recorded in Xinjiang. According to Chinese officials, Xinjiang
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has not experienced a terrorist attack since December 2016. China has
implemented measures to prevent terrorist activities in Xinjiang, including
increased surveillance and security, establishment of “re-education”
camps, suppression of religious and cultural practices and promotion
of economic development. The Chinese government claims that its
measures have been effective in preventing terrorist attacks and unrest
in Xinjiang and reduced violence in the region since the implementation
of these measures (Maizland 2022; Mai 2021).

CONCLUSION

Uyghur issue poses a significant challenge to Chinese national
security, with complex and multifaceted implications for domestic
stability, regional security, ethnic relations and international reputation.
The situation has also been complicated by allegations of terrorism and
separatism in the region, which the Chinese government has used to
justify its crackdown. The issue has attracted international attention and
criticism, with many countries and human rights organizations calling
for greater transparency and an end to the alleged human rights abuses in
Xinjiang. On the other hand, Chinese government maintains its actions
are necessary to combat extremism and terrorism. (Trailovic 2021).

The Uyghur movement for national self-determination is a diverse
and multifaceted group, consisting of different organizations with
varying political goals, conflict resolution strategies and methods to
achieve their objectives. The movement can be broadly categorized into
three approaches, including integration with Han culture, autonomy
within China or secession from China for an independent national state.
Additionally, the movement can be grouped into two larger categories
based on their methods, including non-violent means advocated by
diaspora organizations and armed, militant and terrorist organizations
primarily operating in Xinjiang and surrounding countries.

The Uyghur separatist and extremist movement have evolved over
the years in response to changing political, economic and social conditions
in Xinjiang and beyond. Uyghur nationalism gained new momentum
from the 1960s onwards. Protests and demonstrations were calling for
greater rights, autonomy and independence and conflicts between the
Chinese authorities and Uyghur nationalists occurred, such as the 1954
Khotan rebellion and the 1962 Ili conflict. In the 1990s and 2000s, the
Uyghur separatist movement became increasingly violent, with a number
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of bombings, assassinations and other attacks carried out by Uyghur
militants. Some of these attacks targeted Chinese government officials,
while others were aimed at Han Chinese civilians. Not only were Han
Chinese officials and communities targeted in these attacks, but also
Uyghurs who were suspected of collaborating with Chinese authorities.
In the 2000s and 2010s, some Uyghur militants began aligning themselves
with global jihadist movements, including Al-Qaeda and later the Islamic
State. This led to an increase in attacks inspired by these groups, as well
as concerns about the potential for Uyghur militants to travel to other
parts of the world to carry out attacks.

The Uyghur extremist activity emerged in two major waves: the
first occurred after the fall of the USSR, peaking in 1997 with 50 deaths
and 98 injuries, while the second began before the 2008 Beijing Olympics
and culminated in 2014 with 164 deaths and 426 injuries in 28 incidents
(Potter and Wang 2021, 4-5).

As discussed earlier, the Uyghur nationalist movement has evolved
over time, with an increase in attacks targeting civilians and a shift
towards more coordinated and sophisticated tactics. Changes in the
development of the Uyghur movement for national self-determination
and its extremist currents implied the diffusion of tactics and capabilities
that have the potential to substantially increase the sophistication and
lethality of terrorism in China (Potter 2013, 71). The transfer of these
attacks from Xinjiang to other parts of China is a significant aspect of
this evolution. The involvement of Uyghurs who have received military
and religious training abroad suggests a coordinated scheme. There
was a significant variance in the pattern of aggression, with attackers
demonstrating a higher level of organization.

The conflicts in Xinjiang have also shifted from primarily being
between Uyghur extremists and security forces to attacks targeting
civilians. A noteworthy aspect of the conflict is that it involved direct
violent clashes between Uyghur and Han citizens. As Chinese security
officials and experts observed there was a shift in the nature of terrorist
attacks in China. They note four trends: expanding geographic reach,
maximizing casualties, increasing frequency and increasing sophistication
(Tanner and Bellacqua 2016, 32).
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HAparan Tpaunosuh

Hucmumym 3a nonumuyke cmyouje, beoepao

ETHUYKO HACUJBE U TEPOPU3AM
KAO YHYTPAIIIIBU U3A30BHU
HAIIMOHAJIHOJ BE3BEJHOCTHU KUHE:
CTYANJA CIIYYAJA CUHBAHTA

Caxerak

Hanwnonanna 6e36eqHoct Haponue Penybnuke Knune mommoxHa
j€ HU3Y CIOXKEHUX YHYTPAIIbUX U3a30Ba, PU3MKA U MPETHU. To
YKJbyUyje U3a30B€ KOj1 MOT'Y OMTH HOTUTHYKE IPUPOJIE, PUUKE U3a3BaHE
€KOHOMCKHUM U COLMjAJTHUM Pa3juKama, MPeTHhe U3a3BaHe TeH3UjaMa
Yy €THHYKUM OZHOCHMA, Kao 1 MHore npyre. OBaj pan ce Gokycupa
Ha €THUYKE TEH3HUj€, ONHOCHO €THUYKO HACUJbE U TEPOpHU3aM, Kao
HajOMTHU]E YMHUOLE KOJU IIPE/ICTaBIbajy 3HAYajHy IPETHY CTA0MIHOCTH
1 0e30€IHOCTH 3EMIBE.

Pan ce 6aBu pa3BojeM eTHUYKUX TEH3HUja U CyK0Oa KOju Cy pe3yaTaT
WHTEepakiuje u3Mel)y KHHECKUX BIIACTH | (hpakiihja YHYTap YjTypPCKOT
MOKpETa 3a HallMOHAITHO camoonperebee. Harnamasajy ce akTHBHOCTH
EKCTPEMHUCTHYKE CTPYyje YHYTap IIHUPETr YjTYPCKOT €THOHALIMOHAIHOT
MOKpETa, K0ja c€ KOPUCTH HACHJBEM M TEPOPUCTHUKUM aKTHMa Y CBOM
MOJUTHYKOM JIEJIOBAIbY.

OBaj pag 1Ma 3a LUJb J1a IPATH €BOIYLH]Y U TPOMEHE CTpaTeruja 1
TaKTHKa KOje Cy KOPUCTHIIH YjTyPCKU HaunoHanucTy y CuHhaHry Tokom
BpPEMEHA U IPE/ICTaBH HAjKapaKTEePUCTUUHU]E HACUIIHE U TEPOPUCTHUKE
MHIUACHTE KOju Cy ce necuiiu y CHHhaHTy Kao IpuMep OBUX IIPOMEHA.
OBe mpoMeHe ce oryieAajy y nosehanom oOMMy Hacusba, IOMEpamby
LUJbEBA TEPOPUCTUUKHUX U HACUJIHUX aKaTa ca IPBEHCTBEHO KHHECKHX
0e30eTHOCHUX CHara Ha I[UBUJIe, YKJby4yjyhu HacmiiHe cykoOe n3mely
rpahana Yjrypa u Xana, u mupeme reorpadckor o0yxpara Hamajia.

Kibyune peuu: HanmonangHa 6e36eqnoct, Haponna Penybnuka Kuna,
AO Cunhanr, Mcrounu TypkucTas, yjrypcko muTame,
STHUYKO HACUJBE, TEPOPU3AM
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