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A mosque in Hotan, an oasis city in Xinjiang.
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CHINA’S RELIGIOUS POLICY
IN XINJIANG:

FUELING VIOLENCE?
RESURGENCE of RUSSIA & CHINA PROGRAMME

Even though the China's government has clearly
stated its respect and protection toward religious
freedom, there is still a lot of criticism against it. The
reasons are some controversial policies legalized and
implemented that are highly contested on the basis of
universal understanding about the religious freedom
rights. The latest one is the issue of the ban of
Ramadan ritual of fasting for Muslims in Xinjiang,
which has been spread widely and blown out rapidly
through media. However, there is a denial against its
accuracy from some officials and an additional note on
state interest and common good. An investigation to
some original sources shows, in facts, that there is
fasting restriction on several institutions in Xinjiang.
This restriction surely cannot be separated from the
macro policy on religious rights and the terrorism
crackdown in China. Such a restriction is also not much
beneficial to the fight against terrorism, separatism
and religious fundamentalism due to lack of proof of
its effectiveness and stirring stronger a religious
sentiment. Instead, the policy will create a backlash
that endanger China’s interest on Islamic world and.
Then, the worst, it will perpetuate and escalate
violence.
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China's Current Religious Policy in

been ordered to avoid taking part in

Xinjiang: Ramadan Fasting

traditional fasting,” and some “schools,

Restriction

government agencies and local party
organizations in the Xinjiang region”

One of the hottest issues about
China policies in Xinjiang, is the ban for
Muslim Xinjiang from observing the
Ramadan holy month. It includes the
prohibition of fasting which is one of the
most fundamental rituals done by
Muslim during Ramadan.

rapidly and widely, can be traced back

source, Associated Press
(AP) news article, dated 3
July 2014.1 Being titled as,
“China Bans Ramadan
Fast in Muslim

website. The reason given by the
authorities is “protecting students’
wellbeing and preventing use of schools
and government offices to promote
religion.” The AP cited the internet
source of the government of Yili, the

The story, which went viral

from one of the most cited

had posted an announcement on their

Bole municipal party committee, the
Bozhou University of Radio and

The AP mentioned that
“students” and “civil
servants” “have been
ordered to avoid taking
part in traditional
fasting”

Northwest,” the article
becomes a primary source
for many global media, such as

Television, the Zhaosu
county local party
committee, the Moyu
Weather Bureau Hotan
and the Commercial
Bureau in Turban, which
have related content.
Another source, the AFP

which was quoted by the Channel News

Aljazeera,2 Huffington Post3 and

Asia mentioned the website of a weather

Washington Post4. Another source is

bureau in Qaraqash County, giving

Agence France-Presse (AFP),5 which is
also referred quite broadly, for example

similar call, “all current and retired staff
not to fast during Ramadan.” BBC,

by BBC6, Channel News Asia7 and Strait

through its own reporters, claimed to

Times8.

have directly interacted with three
Muslim students in Xinjiang about being

The AP mentioned that
“students” and “civil servants” “have

“made to eat” otherwise there was the
risk of being punished.

On the other hand, some officials

Ramadan fasting. The same also goes

of China have expressed the fallacy on

with public servants who are special

that news. Bernama,9 the national news

groups serving the society.” In fact, this

agency of Malaysia, which was quoted

Chinese Embassy spokesman’s

by, inter alia, Channel News Asia,10

comment, reveals a loophole and a clue

Strait Times11 and the Malaysian

on this controversy. The comment

Insider,12 confirmed this rejection. It said

confirms that the restriction against

that after participating in the Corporate

fasting or at least the push not to fast for

Malaysia Roundtable organised by the

children and public servants are likely to

Asian Strategy & Leadership Institute in

be true.

Kuala Lumpur, the China Ambassador to
Malaysia, Dr. Huang Huikuang clarified
the untrue characteristic of
the information and
questioned the foreign
media which reported the
ban. A Pakistan-based
media, the Nation also
reported that a spokesman
of the Chinese Embassy
which was possibly in
Islamabad office rejected

Also, a report from Quartz which
inserted a link of the original source,

“Considering the
juveniles’ healthy
growth, we believe that
they should not take
part in Ramadan
fasting. The same also
goes with public
servants who are
special groups serving
the society.”

totally the report about the

children are the future of the country,
and they are in their critical phase of life
in terms of physical growth and
knowledge acquisition. Considering the
juveniles’ healthy growth, we believe
that they should not take part in

interesting hint.14 The
Tarim River Basin
Management Bureau
Xinjiang website
published a piece of
news15 about the
members of Communist
Party in a village
celebrating the Party
Day, July 1st. Quartz

ban.13 However, the article also quoted
his additional comment saying, “School

brings another

report mentioned people “eating during
the daylight.”16
Then, the New York Times
published another bite of proof with a
link to the original source.17 A Chinese
medicine hospital in Yining, Xinjiang,
asked “the minority ethnic groups to sign

a responsibility letter of not fasting in

there is a nuance to be paid attention to,

order not to influence normal work and

particularly concerning the accurate

life,” as shown in the Weibo account of

details on the degree of violation against

Health Department of Yining.18

religious freedom rights.

A local Chinese internet media,

Between the Macro Policy on

Guanchazhe, even wrote a more vivid

Religious Rights and Anti-terrorism

report.19 It confirms AP report about

Crackdown

fasting restriction for the party cadres
The Ramadan fast restriction in

and civil servants, issued by the
Commerce Bureau in Turban. It added
the similar ban issued by the
Transportation Bureau in Yilizhou.
Furthermore, I successfully verify the

Xinjiang recently cannot be viewed
separately from two important aspects.
First, the macro religious policy is
formulated and implemented in

AP’s quotation “the No. 3 Grade School

throughout China. Second, the specific

in Ruoqiang County in Xinjiang,”

circumstances are owned by Xinjiang

despite of no existence of direct link on
the article. It is a piece of news article
published on the No. 3 Elementary
School - Ruoqiang County Xinjiang

region, which is particularly connected
to the terrorism act, occurred in
increasingly intensity since a few years
back.

website with its titled “Launching
Publication Educational Activity about
the Fasting Prohibition of Teachers and
Students.”20
Even though amidst the rapidly
flowing and unclear news article on
Ramadan fasting ban in Xinjiang in the
internet and the denial from Chinese
officials, the direct and inside news
sources above, have been able to
confirm the truth of the issue. However,

Demography of religions in China: Islam (green) which is mostly
concentrated in the Northwest part, including Xinjiang province.
Others are Han traditional beliefs such as Confucianism and
Taoism (red), Buddhism (yellow), non-Han traditional faiths
(purple) and Mongolian shamanism (light green).
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Demography_of_religions_in_Chi
na.png

The highest legal framework, the

Religious Affairs (2005)24, despite of

Constitution of the People’s Republic of

more freedom offered, it still has many

China (PRC) has stated clearly the

weaknesses, such as the authority control

religious freedom right in the article 36.

by registration requirements for religious

“No State organ, public organization or

organisations, monitoring, and ongoing

individual may force citizens to believe

discrimination to some believers

in, or not to believe in, any religion; nor

(Carlson, cited in Yang, 2013). Xiong

may they discriminate against citizens

(2013) described that the “normal”

who believe in, or do not
believe in, any religion.”21
Article 34 also provides a
clear basis of the right to
vote and stand for election
regardless religious belief.
Despite of those ideal
statements, there is a quite
controversial sentence,
since there is very large

“The State protects
normal religious
activities. No one may
make use of religion to
engage in activities
that disrupt public
order, impair the health
of citizens or interfere
with the educational
system of the State.”

definition lies on the
article 12 of the
Regulation, which is
basically an adherence
to the authority
control.25 The Law of
Education, in addition,
requires the separation
between religion and
education.

room for defining the word,
“normal.” “The State protects normal
religious activities. No one may make
use of religion to engage in activities
that disrupt public order, impair the
health of citizens or interfere with the
educational system of the State.”22 Yang
(2013) explained that the interpretation
is left to the related authorities, thus
loose interpretation is possible to issue
severe regulations enforced by the local
“militant atheist” cadres.23 Another
important regulation, the Regulation of

Under such laws, the government
only authorises five religions through
five authorised bodies: the Buddhist
Association of China, the Chinese Taoist
Association, the Islamic Association of
China, the Protestant Three-Self
Patriotic Movement, and the Chinese
Patriotic Catholic Association. As a
result, there is no legal and formal
relationship with Vatican; there are
emerging underground churches and
various other denominations that have

negative outlook toward the authorities;

violent riot in 2009 which left around

and there is the ban and persecution

two hundred died, stabbing in March

against Falungong which is labeled as an

2013 in Kunming railway station, a

“evil cult.”

vehicle crash in October 2013 in
Tiananmen Square and a bomb

The position of Tibetan

explosion in Urumqi in April 2014 are

Buddhism and Islam in Xinjiang is also
more difficult. Although the Law of
Regional National Autonomy supports
the freedom of religion of
ethnic groups, yet they are
“subject to qualifications
against harm to social order,
personal health, and state
education.”26 It is a clear

only some to mention. In May 2014,
Washington Post wrote about the
“getting worse” situation, while

It is a clear proof how
the authorities have
certain top priorities
over the religious
freedom rights.

proof how the authorities have certain
top priorities over the religious freedom
rights.

suggesting “militant
Islam” as one of four
main reasons.28 On the
other side, China
authorities are also in a
very serious enterprise

to fight against terrorism in its own soil.
In June 2014, China’s National Antiterrorism Leading Group, which was

Moreover, both Tibetan Buddhist
and Uyghur Muslim are often linked to
separatism effort, which provokes
further fear and repressive act by the
authorities (Wellens, cited in Yang,
2013).27 This ignites further violent acts
from the separatist groups, which are
generally labeled as the acts of terrorism.
Whereas this phenomenon of the devil
circle is not newly found, violence has
been intensified in terms of both quantity
and quality, since a few years ago,
especially related to Xinjiang region. A

established in 2013, “launched a yearlong campaign against terrorist attacks
and violence across China,” statebacked-up media, China daily said.29 It
also stated that the main bodies of the
group are Foreign Ministry, Ministry of
Public Security, Ministry of State
Security, Armed Police Force,
and People Liberation Army General
Staff, demonstrating the inclination to a
more security and military approach. In
fact, Beijing still fundamentally uses the
concept of “three evils” which consists

of terrorism, separatism and religious

may argue that the ban will contribute

fundamentalism.30

positively in a fight against terrorism,
separatism and religious

Based on this explanation above,
the fasting restriction policy against
Muslim Xinjiang is not unpredictable.

fundamentalism. However there are
important points that they should
consider:

Inspired by the idea of Marxism, the
socialist state of China
does not prioritise much
the issue of protection
toward religious freedom
as the international norms
define. Despite of the

Yet, the greater
question is whether
the ban will be really
effective in the war
against the three evils
as expected.

intention to respect the
freedom to belief, the “loopholes” are
intentionally left on the Constitution that
create further ambiguity on other
regulations and much more on the
implementation. Moreover, combining
with the fight against separatism and
terrorism, the ban is received its strong
internal justification. Yet, the greater
question is whether the ban will be really
effective in the war against the three
evils as expected.

1. There is no strong
evidence that religious
limitation policy is
effective against
terrorism.
While fast

restriction during Ramadan has been
implemented for several years, there is
no proof whether violence has been
significantly decreased. This year since
Ramadan, violence has been continuing
and quite intensified. Reuter reported
almost 100 killed just a few days before
and after Ramadan ended, following 37
civilians and 59 “terrorists” murdered.32
Jume Tahir, the imam of Id Kah mosque,
who had been always on the side of the
government, was assassinated on July

Detonating or Defusing the Bomb of

30.33 Six Han farmers were stabbed to

Terrorism?

death on July 7, and following that, one
Uyghur was shot down.34 In spite of the

Based on its perceived values of
the Chinese socialism31 and emphasis on
stability and security, China authorities

doubt of direct causal relationship to the
ongoing violence, the fasting ban in
Ramadan definitely does not offer

positive contribution to decreasing

based Republika39. The Arab News also

violence effort.

reported that Mohammed Badahdah,
assistant secretary-general of the World

Despite admitting that “coercive
measures are not likely to change the
perceived legitimacy of the government”
and possibly “reduce the duration of
terrorist campaigns,” Daxecker and Hess
(2013) still argued that this will not be
beneficial for the long term goal.35 Also,
Perkoski (2010), while researching the
effectiveness of counterterrorism in
Spain, did not refer to religious

Assembly of Muslim Youth, protesting
againts the Chinese government‘s “antiIslam policies for the past several
years.”40 The same media also said the
Organisation of Islamic Cooperation
(OIC) is contacting the China authority
for having a dialogue about the issue.
The protest from wide public can also be
read in the comment part of the articles
above and social media.41

restriction policy as a useful tactic to be
implemented.36 Based on the research of
Miller (2007), he emphasised better
understanding the groups’ motivation as
the key of an effective policy to counter
religious-coloured terrorism.
2. The religious sentiment will be stirred
more strongly, and thus will be a
productive “weapon” for building wider
support and legitimacy.
The stronger and wider religious
sentiment stirred by the restriction can

Several days before the September 2009 unrest, armed police
soldiers and armored vehicles in the street of Urumqi, the capital
city of Xinjiang region.
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Armed_Police_armored_vehicles
_in_Urumqi%282%29.jpg
Ma and Chang (2014) argue that

be observed from several religion-based

there is “an unintended consequence of

media or the responses from Muslim

the Ramadan fasting ban,” which is “the

world. Some of them, for example, are
Saudi Arabia-based Arab News37, India-

further alienation of some Uyghurs who
have worked for the government and

38

based Muslim Mirror and Indonesia-

have already have been integrated into

Chinese officialdom and Chinese elite

thought decision. Even though Powers

culture.”42 This alienation certainly

(2014) argued that the religious curb has

brings social disharmony that may

been done since a few years ago, and

perpetuates and even intensifies into the

does not necessarily incite “violent

cycle of violence as being happened.

opposition,”46 it still will bring more

Tom Malinowski, the U.S. Assistant

negative impacts, rather than the positive

Secretary of State for Democracy,

ones as expected. Apprehension and

Human Rights and Labor, on the

imbalance will be gradually

launching of the US State Department

accumulated. Thus, violence will be

annual report on religious freedom,

likely to be perpetuated, and escalated.

stated that religious repression in

Ma Haiyun, who was a former task force

Xinjiang “increases the potential of

leader on minority welfare in China and

violent extremism.”43 The Diplomat also

currently a lecturer at Frostburg State

criticised that “Beijing’s tight

University, “argues that the only way to

restrictions...are troubling,” which may

prevent more violence is to revise the

ignite further horizontal violent conflict

current repressive policies on the

like what happened during the Cultural

Uyghur minority.”47 Eşref Yalınkılıçlı, a

Revolution.44 Edward Schwarck, an Asia

Eurasia Analyst, suggests that one of the

expert at the UK-based Royal United

solutions for Xinjiang is putting more

Services Institute for Defence and

respect on the human rights.48 Mubashar

Security Studies, stated, “There is

Hasan, Griffith University, stated that “a

clearly a causal link between hard-line

more nuanced, diplomatic and inclusive

law enforcement and Uighur violence,”

approach to integrate Uyghurs” is the

and various bans of local expressions are

answer to the violent conflict.49 It is not

“deeply provocative and frequently

strange then, Johan Galtung (2005), the

spark violent reactions.”45

father of peace studies, recommended
that China should look back its

The repressive regulation on

traditional wisdom of Tao, “in strength

religious affairs, such as the restriction

weakness, in weakness strength” in

on fasting during Ramadan for Uyghur

which “(r)epression shows the weakness

Muslim, is not an appropriate and well-

of China; gentler constructions may look

weaker but are strong enough to do
without.” 50 I conclude that it is the time
now for China to rethink deeper and
more holistically their religious policy in
Xinjiang, which is hopefully more
coherent with the paradigm of “a
harmonious society” and “peace” they
are promoting.51 China authorities have,
at least one year, to formulate a better
policy, before the next Ramadan
coming. Otherwise, China’s global
ambitions in the Islamic world may be
threatened and the trade and investments
will be damaged. Furthermore, the most
catastrophic one is that another timebomb of terrorism will be possibly
detonated to explode in the near future.

About ‘Resurgence of Russia and China programme:
As the US starts to scale down its ‘heavy footprint’ from the Islamic-world; the
resurgence of new powers becomes crucial to evaluate. The rise of today’s regional and
tomorrow’s global power and their internal and external policies will determine future
discourses. Among the rising economies and military powers; Russia and China stand out
the most.
Russia has become a key global actor in the aftermath of Syrian revolution. It is
the first time since the end of the cold war that Russia is not only directly involved in
managing global affairs but has even managed to dictate them in Syria as well as in
Georgia Taking further advantage from its new role of an emerging global power; Russia
is now seeking new relations in different regions of the Islamic-world i.e. Middle East
(Egypt, Syria), Central and South Asia etc.
Chinese foreign policy in the different regions of the Islamic-world can be seen a
combination of foreign policy approaches. The over-riding themes of Chinese foreign
policy however remains limited to the projection of ‘soft power’ mixed with economic
interaction and developmental strategies. This paradigm may not be sustainable in the
near-future as the global system seems to shift towards multi-polarity. Chinese interrelations with the US hard power and their economic interdependency may empower its
soft foreign policy approaches. If however, these trends continue to change as the current
geo-strategic trends demonstrate, Chinese foreign policy may have to radically change in
terms of projecting its economic and military power in order to cater for its huge energy
demands, resources and raw material etc.
Furthermore; although China and Russia may have different geopolitical interests;
they have also found common grounds and convergences of interests on different global
issues. As the US tries to ‘rebalance’ Asia Pacific and Eastern Europe: the convergences
of interests are likely to steadily grow in the near to mid-term future.
Finally; as the internal unrest grows in many parts of the Islamic-world; the role of
emerging power such as China and Russia will be hugely important to monitor.
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Analysis of China and Russia’s historic development in the last few decades
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Analysis of contemporary socio-political trends within China and Russia
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