
INTRODUCTION

Neither nationalism nor ethnicity is vanishing as a part of an obsolete tradition. It is impossible

to dissociate nationalism entirely from ethnicity (Craig Calhoun, 1993) and ethnicity from nationalism.

Nationalism, in particular, remains in every attempt to demarcate political communities, claims of

rights of self-determination and legitimate rule with reference to nationality. The possibility of a

closer link of nationalism is seldom altogether absent from such ethnic claims, the two identities are

often invoked in similar ways (Craig Calhoun, 1993). The fervour of ethnonationalism is omnipresent

and it was/is particularly present in Yugoslav conflicts, conflicts in Balkans and Central Asia and

Inner Asia. The region has a long history of nationalist upheavals and ethnic violence. The Sino-

Uyghur conflict in Xinjiang is also fuelled by the nationalistic assertion of ethnicity. The separate
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Uyghur national or ethnic identity is the force behind their idea of nationalism.

The Uyghurs reside throughout the region of Central Asia and Inner Asia. They are the

largest Turkic ethnic community living in Xinjiang. They have a shared history. But it is impossible

to explain Uyghur nationalism and separatism in Xinjiang simply as a continuation of ethnicity or a

simple reflection of common history or language. Muslim identity is one among several identities

owned by Uyghurs. Islam sustains the idea of Uyghur nationalism. The character of the Uyghur

rebellion includes contents of Salafi-Jihadism. The idea of Jihad prevails over Uyghur nationalism

and separatism in Xinjiang. China is particularly concerned with the spread of this Salafi-Jihadism.

Salafi-jihadism is widespread in countries of Central Asia. It is behind every attempt of

separatism in Xinjiang. It is also posing threat to the sovereignty and territorial integrity of China. It

is particularly posing an existential threat to China. The fear of a growing Salafi-jihadism in Xinjiang

has been a driving factor in Chinese policies in the region (Kendrick T. Kuo, 2012) and beyond. The

crisis of Xinjiang particularly the geographical concentration of Uyghurs has defined the foreign

policy of China. The constraints (fear) of internal unrest have affected its external relations.

Containing the Salafi-jihadi threats (Islamic Extremism) in Xinjiang and limiting its support from

outside has remained the thrust of Chinese geopolitics.

More broadly, the crisis in Xinjiang and Uyghur issue has an impact on the foreign relations of

the Republic of China. It became significant, particularly since the end of the Cold War. The

approach of China to the Xinjiang and Uyghur issue has played an important role in shaping its

relations with Central Asian countries.

This research provides the background of the Uyghur crisis and explains how it affects the

ethnopolitics in China. It also explains the geopolitics of China with reference to its relations with

neighbouring countries.

Literature Survey:

The ethnic conflict in Xinjiang has attracted the attention of many scholars from the western

world. Scholars have described Uyghur nationalism and the separatism in Xinjiang from their own

perspective. In a historical study of the genesis of the crisis, Millward has presented a study of

conflict involving the Uyghurs in Xinjiang. He has evaluated various reasons for the recent outbreak

of the crisis (Millward, James, 2004). Dwyer has argued that the language is central to Uyghur

ethnic nationalism. The author contended that the assimilative policy of China, particularly the

language policy of China from the 1990s onwards, contributed to the rise of Uyghur nationalism

and the separatist movement in Xinjiang (Dwyer 2005). In another similar study, Debata has presented

an account of the separatist resistance of Uyghurs (Debata 2008). Davis and Warikoo have presented

a portrait of the region and its people. They have also presented the account of the Uyghur separatist

movement in Xinjiang (Davis, 2008, Warikoo, K., 2010). Bovingdon has presented the historical,

cultural and linguistic distinctiveness of Uyghurs. According to the author, the Uyghur resistance

was prompted mainly by nationalism rather than the influence of Islam. In his argument, he dwelled

on the reasons for the Uyghurs to resist their incorporation into the Chinese nation and how the

Chinese are confronted with that resistance (Bovingdon, 2010). On the other hand, particularly as

opposed to these two studies, Kaltman explained the crisis in Xinjiang as partly related to the rise of

Islamic fundamentalism among Uyghurs and partly related to the repressive policy of the Chinese

government towards religious minorities. According to him both reasons contributed to the crisis in

the region (Kaltman, 2014).

In some other studies, many different scholars have presented the historical account of Xinjiang

D. K. SHAHI



(2416) Internat. J. Appl. Soc. Sci. | Dec., 2018 | 5 (12)

(East Turkistan) with reference to the Uyghur crisis. Clarke has presented a historical account of

Uyghur nationalism which covers the history of Xinjiang from the time of its annexation in the

1750s, until the present times (Clarke 2011). Hayes and Clarke have explored various aspects of

social, cultural, economic and political life in Xinjiang, and in doing so, they have identified the

causes of ethnic conflict between the Uyghurs and Han Chinese (Hayes and Clarke, 2015). Starr

has presented another comprehensive account of the political and cultural history of Uyghurs. He

has presented an evaluation of different dimensions of the crisis in Xinjiang and the Chinese response

to it (Starr, 2015).

Although these studies present a comprehensive account of the various historical, social,

cultural and political factors responsible for the crisis of Xinjiang none of them have delved into the

geopolitical dimension of the crisis. The present study explains the geopolitical dimension of the

crisis in Xinjiang. This research is essential to understand the separatism in Xinjiang and existential

geopolitics of China.

Aim and Objective of Research:

The present study explains Uyghur Separatism in Xinjiang and Chinese geopolitics from an

existential perspective. It also explains the crisis in Xinjiang and Uyghurs issue as an existential

threat to the political sovereignty and territorial integrity of China and its international politics in

response to the security concerns of the country. In this context, it introduces the idea of existential

geopolitics.

METHODOLOGY

‘Ethnic’ separatism rests on the cultural distinctiveness of the community pressing for

independence. Frequently, but not necessarily so, these are ‘renewal movements’ seeking to recover

the cultural identity (Colin H. Williams, 1980). The watchwords of ethnic separatism are identity ...

It seeks the restoration of its dignity through separation, it also sees it in the status of separate

political existence (Colin H. Williams, 1980). At the same time, existential geopolitics is an attempt

to contain separatism.

This research is based on descriptive-analytical approach. At first it presents the political

geography and ethnopolitics of Xinjiang. Further, it evaluates the causes of conflict between Uyghur

Muslims and Han Chinese. Subsequently, it presents the history of Uyghur nationalism and separatism

in Xinjiang and thus, the genesis of the ethnic crisis in Xinjiang. It also evaluates the ethnogeopolitics

related to the crisis of Xinjiang. Besides, it presents different dimensions of separatism in Xinjiang

and the existential geopolitics of China.

This research analysis is based on secondary sources. The relevant information has been

gathered from various sources which include published books, articles, news reports and also

online sources. Besides secondary sources of information, this research is also based on the analysis

of YouTube videos of Uyghur jihadis. These videos are intended to create ground for Uyghur

‘solidarity’ across the borders. YouTube videos offer a rare opportunity to gain an insight into the

insurgency in Xinjiang (Matteo Vergani, 2015).

Geopolitics of Separatism:

Any incident of separatism has geopolitical implications for national territory. Sometimes it

triggers (or may trigger) a geopolitical crisis. The identity war or ethnic violence has the similar (but
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greater) potential of a geopolitical crisis, particularly if there is ethnic conflict along the borderland.

The separatism based on national/ethnic, cultural, religious and linguistic identities and instability

in the border region has remained a threat and will continue to threaten regional and international

stability. The world political geography has many such examples. In the recent past, many new

countries have emerged out of violent secessionist conflicts against their parent states where

geographically concentrated ethnic communities were used as tools of conflict in these countries.

While separatism induced by ethnonationalism (in any region of the world) threatens the

territorial integrity of the country, it also threatens the peace and stability in the region. The instability

created by separatist movements is geopolitics. It has shaped the geopolitical landscape, in the

historical past and it has the potential for future geopolitical crises.

The threats of disintegration of states involve conflicting geopolitical intentions and ambitions.

The manipulation of separatist, ethnic and religious movements or similar other challenges to the

territorial integrity of the country has always served the geopolitical intentions and ambitions.

Invariably it threatens the stability of the country or the region. Sometimes these movements threaten

the economic and strategic interests of countries. Supporting or provoking the separatist movements

(organisations), or causing internal instabilities, explicitly or implicitly, is geopolitics. There are many

examples from the recent history of world politics where ethno-separatist movements have been

exploited by other countries for their geopolitical gain. Countries continue to intervene in separatist-

ethnic activities, directly or indirectly, according to their geopolitical interests.

Any intervention in the internal politics of a country or activities to induce disorder are also

geopolitics. There are many such examples of reconfiguration of the geopolitical map of the world.

The intervening country (or countries) has geopolitical goals. They are moved by the ambitions of

establishing their sphere of influence while others oppose the attempts to influence internal stability.

The internal (and also external) challenges to the territorial integrity of a country and the

threat of fragmentation of the political map are also geopolitics. At times such internal disturbances

(separatism) favour the geopolitical interests of ‘other’ countries. Separatist movements across the

world get support from external forces. It even causes geopolitical rivalry over the sphere of

influence. There are many examples of a manifestation of such geopolitical conflicts.

Radicalisation of Separatist Movements in Xinjiang:

Ethnonational unrest or other such movement radicalizes towards violent rebellion and outright

separatism. The Uyghurs separatist movement in Xinjiang is based on ethnic nationalism. Their

movement strive for Turkic identity (a distinct ethnic nationalism). Uyghurs link themselves with

the wider Islamic identity of Central and West Asia. Thus, the Islamic identity has got fused together

with ethnic nationalism to produce an ethnoreligious conflict in Xinjiang (Abanti Bhattacharya,

2003).

Violence in Xinjiang and Ethnonational Unrest:

Uyghur violence in Xinjiang, China, has two justifications, ethnic separatism and religious

nationalism (Davis, 2008). It has a combination of ethnicity and religion. It also involves the movement

of religious and political ideologies. The larger Uyghur community desires a separate Uyghur state.

While others want to maintain cultural distinction within an autonomous relationship with China.

Since the cultural revolution in China, the Uighurs have had complicated relations with China.

Gradually it became so bitter that they (Uighurs) were increasingly bent on creating their own

independent state. Chinese stance toward Uighurs developed into mild detentions and subsequently
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to more acute persecutions. In response to that Uighurs have resorted to terrorism.

The decade of 1980s and 1990s witnessed numerous acts of violence in Xinjiang. Aksu witnessed

violent riots in April 1980. It was followed by the revolt of Uyghur Provincial Committee members

against the Chinese authority. Subsequently (in 1989) Muslim students of Xinjiang University

(Urumqi) protested against the imposition of Chinese policies of population control. Several incidents

of violence took place during that period.

Yarkand witnessed incidents of protest in 1990. It was instigated by the shutdown of religious

schools. In the same year, Akto witnessed an armed conflict. An explosion took place in Urumqi in

1992. There were also reports of explosions in bus. During 1992 and 1993 Urumqi and Kashgar

witnessed several explosions. In 1995 Khotan witnessed another incident of violent demonstrations.

In 1996 also there were reports of protests by Uyghur separatists. These incidents were accompanied

by incidents of assassinations and bombings. In 1997 a violent incident took place in Yining. It was

a reaction to the state prohibition of Uyghur social organizations. It was followed by a series of

bombings in Urumqi and other parts of Xinjiang. Blasts in Urumqi were carried out as a means to

demonstrate the determination to secure a separate homeland independent of China. 1998 also

witnessed other incidents of bombings. From 1990 to 2001, there were 41 major incidents of Uyghur

separatism or alternatively terrorist activities (Singh, Bhavna, 2012). These incidents sent shock

waves across China. Thereafter China started taking calibrated steps to consolidate its physical

and political presence in Xinjiang.

Although the frequency and severity of violent incidents in Xinjiang have declined since 1997-

98. In 2009, a demonstration in Urumqi deteriorated into one of the bloodiest riots in contemporary

Chinese history (Angel Ryono, 2015). It was followed by riots in Hotan and Kashgar in 2011.

Chronology and Chorology of Violent Incidents :

Chronology Chorology of Violent Incidents 

1980-81 unrests in Xinjiang and riots in Kashgar  

1985 demonstrations in Urumqi 

1988-89. demonstrations in Urumqi 

1990 an armed uprising in Baren (Kashgar), used mosques to disseminate call for violence, 

religious rhetoric was used 

1992-93 series of explosions and attempted bombings, involving civilian targets, resulted in several 

casualties  

1995-96-97 Violent incidents in Hotan, Aksu and insurrection in Yining 

1996-97 inauguration of ‘Shanghai Five’, campaign ‘Strike Hard’; a high-profile campaign to crack 

down separatism, no terrorist incidents since then  

1998 terrorist activities in Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan with the involvement of Uyghurs 

1999 disturbances in Urumqi 

2000 attack on a Chinese delegation in Bishkek, assassination of a senior Chinese diplomat 

2008 a series of explosions took place in Xinjiang 

2009 A riot occurred in Urumqi, the capital city of Xinjiang 

2011 riots in Hotan and Kashgar  

2013 attack at Tiananmen Square in Beijing  

2014 violent terrorist attack in Yarkand in Kashgar 

(Based on James Millward, 2004 and Yufan Hao and Weihua Liu, 2012) 

Uyghurs Separatist Movement :

In the 1990s, the ‘Eastern Turkistan Movement’ initiated several terrorist activities in Xinjiang.
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These incidents had ‘three forces’- Ethnic Separatism, Religious Extremism and International

Terrorism. Its aim was to sabotage regional stability (Yufan Hao and Weihua Liu, 2012). Most of

the terrorist incidents in Xinjiang were related to organizations like the East Turkistan Liberation

Organization and East Turkistan Islamic Movement.

East Turkestan Islamic Movement was founded by militant Uyghurs. It had ideological as well

as operational linkages with the Hizb-e-Tahrir or the Party of Liberation. It was the largest and

most popular Islamic movement in Central Asia. It had followers in Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan.

Their declared fight was to establish a caliphate in the historical region Turkistan. It seeks an

independent state called East Turkestan that would cover an area including parts of Turkey,

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Pakistan, Afghanistan, and the Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous

Region (XUAR).

The East Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM) created the threat of terrorism within Xinjiang.

Besides engaging in terrorist violence within Chinese borders, the ‘East Turkistan’ terrorist forces

have also been involved in violent incidents beyond the borders of China. In 1997, ‘East Turkistan’

terrorists opened fire at the Chinese embassy in Turkey and attacked the Chinese consulate-general

in Istanbul. (Yufan Hao and Weihua Liu, 2012). The ongoing security crackdown in China forced

most militant Uyghur separatists to take refuge into neighbouring countries, where they had forged

strategic alliances with jihadist factions affiliated with al-Qaeda and Taliban. Similarly, there were

other organizations identified as Eastern Turkestan Islamic Party (ETIP), Eastern Turkestan

Revolutionary Party (ETRP). The Uyghurs based abroad were rather more active participants in

the separatist cause (Singh, Bhavna, 2012).

Genesis of the Crisis:

The problem in Xinjiang has a mix of historical, political, social, cultural, ethnic and religious

factors. Historically, Xinjiang was conquered by the Manchu rulers in 19th century. Thus, it became

part of China. The history of separatism of Uyghurs is as old as its inclusion in China. Earlier also

(During the republican era) Uyghurs had tried to establish the Republic of East Turkistan, an

independent republic. Again, there were attempts to establish the Eastern Turkestan Islamic Republic

(ETIR) (1933-1934) (Singh, Bhavna 2012). The area of Xinjiang was finally absorbed in China in

1949. It became an Autonomous Region of the Republic of China in 1955 (Warikoo, K., 2010).

The origins of the modern separatist movement can be traced to the establishment of the East

Turkistan Republic (ETR) from 1944 to 1949 in Xinjiang (Liza Steele and Raymond Kuo, 2007).

Since 1949, China encouraged massive in migration from Mainland China to the sparsely populated

north western part of the country. It brought about significant change in the demography of the

region. China tried to integrate the minorities economically, educationally and socially. But Uyghurs

insisted on their separate identity. The predominance of Han Chinese in every affair of public life

created a sense of alienation among the local Uyghurs. It later resulted in simmering discontent

among the Uyghurs of Xinjiang. This discontent led to violent activities by Uyghurs against Hans as

well as the Government of China.

The early years of the 1980s have witnessed an upswing of global religious fundamentalism.

Since then, Islam provided a powerful mobilising influence on the development of the separatist

movement. The Islamic revolution of Iran also provided an important thrust to the radical Islamic

forces in Xinjian and then the religious factor became significant in their movement. Uyghurs

demand for a separate homeland independent of China (Warikoo, K., 2010).
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Geography and Ethnogeopolitics:

On the political map of China, Xinjiang is an autonomous region. It is the largest province of

China in terms of geographical territory. It is situated in the north western part of the Republic of

China. The ethnic landscape of Xinjiang is composed of various ethnic communities of Turkic origin

such as Uyghurs, Kazaks, Kyrgyz, Tatars and Uzbeks. Uyghurs are the single largest ethnic

community in Xinjiang. They constitute about 48 percent of the total population of Xinjiang.

Their ethnicity is based on common Turkic ancestry, rich heritage and Uyghur language.

(Abanti Bhattacharya, 2003). They are deeply influenced by Islamic culture of the surrounding

region.

Xinjiang has a cultural contiguity with neighbouring areas. A sizeable Muslim population is also

present in almost every country in the neighbourhood (except Mongolia).

Geopolitically, Xinjiang is one of the most important regions of China. It borders with eight

countries (Russia, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Mongolia, India, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan)

in Inner Asia and Central Asia. Thus, it has a very strategic location.

Change in Ethnogeopolitical Landscape in Central Asia and Inner Asia:

Since the 1990s the region of Inner Asia and Central Asia witnessed major changes in its

ethnogeopolitical landscape. With the disintegration of the Soviet Union, the geopolitical configuration

of Eurasia got fundamentally changed. The upsurge in Uighur nationalism in Xinjiang is traced back

to these changes.

The independence of the Central Asian states and parallel developments in Afghanistan had a

significant effect on the Uighurs of China. It created an awakening among the Muslims of Xinjiang

about their Islamic and Pan-Turkic identity. Encouraged by the rise of independent countries with

Islamic roots, Uighur nationalism became an important movement in Xinjiang.

The increased opportunities for trade between countries of the region have also created contacts

between ethnic Uyghurs outside China and Uyghurs of Xinjiang. Further, the increased transborder

trade between Xinjiang and Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Afghanistan and Pakistan resulted in greater

interaction among the people of Xinjiang and communities in Central Asia, Turkey, Pakistan and

Saudi Arabia (Abanti Bhattacharya, 2003). The opportunities of radicalisation are omnipresent in

the ethnic landscape of the region. It led to the process(es) of radicalisation of Uyghurs of Xinjiang.

Several studies have identified that the violent extremism in Xinjiang got material support from

Turkey and Saudi Arabia.

During this period the ethnic landscape of Central Asia and Inner Asia became a breeding

ground for Islamic terrorism. Evidences suggest the alleged connections of international jihadist

organisations everywhere in the region. In this situation, it is easy to establish the ideological linkages

with Turkic or Uyghur nationalism. The activities and ideology of jihadist groups in Afghanistan and

Central Asia have led many to surmise that political Islam underlies the Uyghur separatist and

nationalist sentiments (James Millward, 2004).

Before 9/11 the separatism in Xinjiang had acquired international dimensions. Central Asian

organisations such as the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) had links with Al Qaeda of

Osama bin Laden (Michael Clarke, 2008). Large number of Uyghurs were recruited by the Islamic

Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU). In 2000 there were reports that Uyghurs were fighting with the

Taliban in Afghanistan. Such reports were furthered by the Pentagon which acknowledged the

capture of several Uyghurs in its operations in Afghanistan. China got increasingly alarmed by
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these reports and the separatist threat in Xinjiang.

There were also reports of the possible spread of Islamic fundamentalism through Pakistanis

in Xinjiang. Following these reports, China restricted visas for Pakistanis willing to visit Xinjiang

along the Karakorum Highway. In 2003, China expelled 700 Pakistani traders from Xinjiang when

reports got public that the separatist groups were getting aid and training from Pakistani Islamic

organisations.

Existential Geopolitics :

Separatism in the name of ethnic nationalism is the product of geography and geopolitics

whereas counter-terrorism, suppression of ethnonational aspirations and separatism is existential

geopolitics. Beyond the debates on geopolitics, existential geopolitics is policies and practices to

contain or counter existential threats.

The existential threats for any country are threats to its unity and integrity. Thus, separatism

and separatist nationalism accompanied by threats of terrorism are existential threats for any country

and counter-terrorism, suppression of separatist national aspirations or any other attempt in

international politics is existential geopolitics. National security demands for appropriate geopolitics

in international relations. It is established truths about the security and survival of any country.

Every attempt to define and redefine security interests and national security (i.e., preservation of

political sovereignty and territorial integrity of sovereign political entities) is existential geopolitics.

Thus, every measure of national ‘security’ and ‘survival’ in international politics is existential

geopolitics. Thus, diplomacy, elimination of sources of support for foreign jihadis, practices of war

(war against terror), use of military force for ‘self-help’ and other attempts to restore security and

stability is existential geopolitics.

Nationalism in China and Ethnonationalism of Uyghurs:

The ethnonationalism of Uyghur Muslims is based on religious and linguistic identity or cultural

and ethnic identity. Uyghur are deeply influenced by nine hundred years of Islamic culture. The

ethnogeopolitics of Uyghurs has created a security problem in this strategic frontier of China (Warikoo,

K., 2010).

Nationalism in China is its collective identity and loyalty to the nation. It regards Xinjiang as an

integral part of the country. But the ethnic composition of the area poses a threat to its integration

with China. Uyghurs of Xinjiang continuously pose a threat to their integration with China. Uyghur

separatism and ethnic and religious irredentism continue to pose a challenge to the sovereignty of

China. Xinjiang constitutes an area of an ethnonational conflict in China. Thus, it is often described

as an enduring ‘clash of civilizations’ between Chinese and Muslim realms.

Separatism has no place in the notion of Chinese nationalism. It regards the upsurge of nationalist

violence as a threat. The idea of secessionism is rooted in its fear. Thus, it makes all efforts to avoid

ethnic or national disintegration and regards all separatist activities as ‘splittist activity’ (Abanti

Bhattacharya, 2003).

China does not recognize the right to national self-determination. It strictly adheres to a policy

of assimilation. Thus, any nationalist or independence movements are considered illegitimate in

China (Eric Hyer, 2006). Time and again China has asserted that it sees ‘Separatism, Religious-

Extremism and Terrorism’ as the main challenge to its security. It has a firm resolve to maintain its

territorial integrity. For that, it uses both its security forces and economic measures to retain its

position in Xinjiang. Separatism and Geopolitics
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Increased ethnic nationalism in Uyghurs and heightened fears of external support for ethnic

separatism within Xinjiang contributed to new geopolitical manoeuvrability in China.

The ethnonational unrest or other such a movement radicalizes towards violent rebellion and

outright separatism. It seems to depend both on the resources of the movement and on the nature

of the response both from inside and outside. In the case of Uyghur separatism, China responded

consciously and adequately. Its geopolitical measures in Central Asia and Inner Asia were mainly

directed towards the sources of the separatist movement in Xinjiang. The period since the 1990s

has witnessed three major political developments; restrictions were imposed on illegal religious

activities in Xinjiang, security treaty was agreed upon by China, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan

and Tajikistan and ultimately there was an announcement of the Strict Campaign against Uyghur

separatism. All these developments indicate a new dimension of geopolitics. It is existential geopolitics.

The classical Theories of Geopolitics and International Relations (IR) fail to appreciate these

new dimensions of world politics and matters in inter-state relations. In fact, geopolitical relationships

are shaped by reasoned evaluations of the political and strategic interests of the countries. It also

includes the integrity and stability of countries.

China has always recognised the importance of Xinjiang for furthering its influence in Central

Asia. China has also been conscious of the threat to its sovereignty in Xinjiang by interference from

neighbouring states, thus undermining the stability of the region. In the face of a separatist outbreak

in the region, China declared Xinjiang to be the area of ‘core strategic interest’ to the country.

In early 1997, the Chinese government took several measures that were legitimate and

necessary to curtail the separatist threat. It also tried to strengthen its links with Central Asian

countries. In the subsequent developments, China developed better relations with its Central Asian

neighbours. It was not only growing energy needs and needs of economic expansion but also the

security needs of the country. The concerns over growing Uighur nationalism impinge on foreign

policy of China (Eric Hyer, 2006). In fact, its neighbourly relations are based on strategic interests

of the country. By developing these ties, China formed alliances to dampen the development of

Uighur nationalism.

The rise of Islamic fundamentalism was a common challenge for the future stability of countries

within the region. Therefore, it was felt necessary for cooperation to counter the terrorist threats in

the region (Singh, Bhavna, 2012). It was a consequence of geopolitical fears of Islamic ‘terror’ and

militancy in the countries of the region. Since they agreed on sealing the porous borders along

western regions of China, it resulted in decreased contact between the Uyghurs and other Muslim

elements.

Shanghai Five was created in 1996. It eventually transformed into the Shanghai Cooperation

Organization (SCO) in 2001. Initially established as a means to prevent ‘foreign jihadis’ from

instigating violence in the Xinjiang region, it has helped secure assurances from Central Asian

countries that they will never support ‘militant separatists’ on the basis of religious and ethnic

commonalities. Ever since this relationship was consolidated, China was able to contain the ideological

and material support to Uyghur separatism.

The changes in Central Asia were crucial. These measures were a strategic blow for separatists

operating in Xinjiang. With the establishment of the Shanghai Five, or SCO, China also managed to

focus on the perceived threat of the Taliban in Afghanistan and the related insurgency of IMU

(Singh, Bhavna, 2012). By this China further stepped up its efforts to combat separatism in Xinjiang.

It even tried to seek recognition of alleged terrorist organizations from international bodies which

were threatening its stability. In 2002, the United Nations Security Council added the ‘East Turkistan
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Islamic Movement’ (ETIM) to its sanction list of terrorist groups. China has further declared its

struggle against separatism in Xinjiang as a part of its larger struggle against terror. It even contained

the inimical behaviour and strategic interests of Turkey.

Xinjiang remained relatively quiet for several years, but in 2008, the separatists initiated a

series of activities in Urumqi, Kashgar and Kucha. In 2009, violent riots erupted in Urumqi, causing

huge losses of lives and property (Yufan Hao and Weihua Liu, 2012). Even then there was a great

success for the existential geopolitics of China.

Conclusion:

The ethnonationalism of Uyghurs is based on their cultural and ethnic identity. Uyghur separatism

and ethnic and religious irredentism continue to pose a challenge to the sovereignty of China. It has

created a security problem in this strategic frontier of China. As a consequence, China counts

‘Separatism, Religious-Extremism and Terrorism’ as the main challenge to its security.

China responded consciously and adequately to the Uyghur separatism. Its geopolitical measures

in Central Asia and Inner Asia are mainly directed towards the sources of the separatist movement

in Xinjiang.

Chinese geopolitics is a consequence of geopolitical fears of Islamic ‘terror’ and militancy in

the countries of the region. In response to the Chinese call, the countries of Central Asia have also

agreed on sealing the porous borders along western regions of China, which has resulted in decreased

contact between the Uyghurs and other Muslim elements.
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