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    To the resilient souls of Xinjiang—
The Uyghurs, Kazakhs, Hui, and all Muslim minorities
who have endured unimaginable suffering,
 
Whose stories of courage, resistance, and hope
illuminate the darkest chapters of human oppression.
 
To those silenced, disappeared, and forgotten—
Your spirit remains unbroken.
 
This work is a testament to your strength,
a promise that your pain will not be erased,
and a call for justice that echoes across generations.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "In the face of systematic erasure, memory becomes resistance. When history is weaponized to destroy, documentation becomes our most powerful act of preservation.
Every word written is a defiance against silence, Every fact recorded a testament to human dignity."
 
— Dr. Naim Tahir Baig
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By Dr. Naim Tahir Baig
Author, Scholar & Strategic Analyst



A Witness to Silence: Why the Muslim World Must Acknowledge China's Atrocities

Being a student of international relations, human rights, and Islamic civilization's role in global affairs, I have witnessed countless instances of injustice perpetrated against Muslim communities worldwide. From the Balkans to Myanmar, from Kashmir to Palestine, the plight of Muslims has been documented, debated, and, in many cases, addressed through diplomatic channels, international advocacy, and grassroots movements. Yet, as I write this preface in November 2025, I am compelled to confront a disturbing reality: the most systematic, technologically sophisticated, and culturally annihilative campaign against Muslims in modern history is unfolding in China's Xinjiang region—and the Muslim world has remained largely, shamefully silent.

This book, China as the Most Brutal Killer of the Muslims?, is not merely another academic text on human rights violations. It is a moral imperative, a documentation of what the United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights concluded in August 2022 may constitute "crimes against humanity." As a scholar who has spent decades analyzing geopolitical power dynamics, particularly regarding US-China strategic competition and the intersection of religion with international politics, I can state unequivocally: what is happening to the Uyghurs, Kazakhs, Kyrgyz, and other Turkic Muslim minorities in Xinjiang represents an unprecedented existential threat to Islamic identity in the 21st century.

The Scale of the Catastrophe

The statistics alone should shake the conscience of every Muslim, every human being. According to credible estimates from Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, and the Australian Strategic Policy Institute, between 1 to 3 million Muslims have been arbitrarily detained in what Chinese authorities euphemistically call "vocational education and training centers" since 2017. To contextualize this figure: this represents the largest mass incarceration of Muslims since the Holocaust—a fact that bears repeating until it penetrates the consciousness of global Muslim leadership.

The 2022 UN OHCHR assessment documented serious human rights violations in Xinjiang, including arbitrary detention, torture, sexual violence, forced sterilization, and the systematic destruction of Uyghur cultural and religious identity. As documented in this book's comprehensive timeline, the Australian Strategic Policy Institute has mapped over 380 detention facilities through satellite imagery, while Adrian Zenz's demographic research reveals an 80% drop in Uyghur birth rates between 2017 and 2019 in some prefectures—clear evidence of what can only be termed reproductive genocide.

The technological dimension of this persecution is equally chilling. China has deployed over 1 million CCTV cameras, comprehensive DNA databases tracking 13 million Uyghurs, and AI-driven "predictive policing" systems that flag individuals for "extremism" based on behaviors as innocuous as growing a beard, praying, or possessing a Quran. This is not merely repression—it is the construction of a totalitarian surveillance panopticon that makes George Orwell's dystopian vision seem quaint by comparison.

The Destruction of Islamic Heritage

As someone who has published extensively on Islamic history and the role of religion in contemporary society, I am particularly horrified by the cultural erasure component of China's campaign. Since 2017, approximately 16,000 mosques have been damaged, demolished, or forcibly "Sinicized"—their distinctive Islamic architectural features removed, their Arabic inscriptions replaced with Chinese Communist Party propaganda. This represents not just an assault on buildings, but a deliberate attempt to erase fourteen centuries of Islamic heritage in East Turkistan.

The "Pair Up and Become Family" program, which deployed 1.1 million Han Chinese officials to invade Uyghur homes for surveillance and indoctrination purposes, constitutes a violation of the most intimate sanctuaries of Muslim family life. Imagine: a representative of an atheist, anti-Islamic state sleeping in your home, monitoring your prayers, reporting on your conversations with your children about faith. This is the daily reality for millions of Uyghur families.

The Economic Dimension: Global Complicity

My research on digital economy and global supply chains has illuminated a particularly disturbing aspect of this persecution: the forced labor system that has transferred over 500,000 Uyghurs to factories across China, with an estimated 20% of global cotton production tainted by Uyghur forced labor. The 2020 Australian Strategic Policy Institute report "Uyghurs for Sale" exposed how 83 major global brands—companies whose products we purchase daily—have benefited from this modern slavery.

This is not a distant atrocity disconnected from our lives. Every time we purchase clothing potentially made with Xinjiang cotton, electronics assembled with forced Uyghur labor, or solar panels manufactured with polysilicon from concentration camp-adjacent facilities, we may be inadvertently funding the destruction of our co-religionists. The 2021 U.S. Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act represents a step toward accountability, but enforcement remains woefully inadequate.

The Failure of Muslim Leadership

Here I must speak a painful truth that weighs heavily on my conscience as both a Muslim and a scholar of international relations. The Organization of Islamic Cooperation—representing 57 Muslim-majority nations—has not only failed to condemn China's actions but has, in many cases, actively defended Beijing's policies. In 2019, while 22 nations signed a letter to the UN Human Rights Council condemning China's Xinjiang policies, 37 countries—including Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Pakistan, and the United Arab Emirates—signed a counter-letter praising China's "remarkable achievements in the field of human rights."

This betrayal has a name: economic dependency. China's Belt and Road Initiative has ensnared Muslim-majority nations in a web of loans, infrastructure projects, and trade relationships that have effectively purchased their silence on Uyghur genocide. Pakistan owes over $60 billion to China through the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor. Saudi Arabia and the UAE have secured billions in Chinese investments. The price of this economic partnership? The abandonment of the Uyghurs.

In my 2023 publication on "Last Sermon of Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), Human Rights and Civil Society in the Context of United Nation Declaration," I explored how the Prophet's final sermon at Mount Arafat established fundamental principles of human dignity, equality, and justice that transcend ethnic and tribal boundaries. The Prophet (PBUH) declared: "All mankind is from Adam and Eve. An Arab has no superiority over a non-Arab, nor does a non-Arab have any superiority over an Arab; a white has no superiority over a black, nor does a black have any superiority over a white; none have superiority over another except by piety and good action."

How, then, can Muslim leaders claim to follow the Prophet's teachings while remaining silent as Uyghur Muslims are forcibly sterilized, tortured, and culturally annihilated? How can we invoke the Ummah—the global Muslim community—while abandoning millions of our brothers and sisters to a fate that the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum has compared to genocidal campaigns of the 20th century?

Why China Stands Alone in Brutality

This book's central thesis—that China represents the most brutal killer of Muslims in contemporary history—may initially seem provocative, but it is supported by systematic evidence. Having analyzed multiple conflict zones affecting Muslim populations, I can articulate why China's campaign differs fundamentally from other atrocities:

Scale and Sophistication: While Myanmar's genocide of Rohingya Muslims displaced approximately 700,000 people, China has detained 1-3 million—and importantly, has not displaced them. Instead, it has created a system of in-situ cultural extermination, using advanced technology to maintain total control while systematically erasing Islamic identity.

Economic Integration: Unlike isolated genocides in Bosnia or Rwanda, China's persecution is integrated into global supply chains. This means the international community—including Muslim-majority nations—is economically complicit in ways unprecedented in human rights history.

Systematic Cultural Erasure: While other persecutions have targeted Muslim lives, China is pioneering the complete erasure of Islamic civilization from a region where it has flourished for over a millennium. The combination of forced assimilation, language suppression, forced intermarriage, reproductive genocide, and physical destruction of heritage sites represents a totalizing assault on Muslim identity itself.

Transnational Repression: China's persecution extends beyond its borders through threats to diaspora Uyghurs, hacking of phones, and blackmail using detained family members, creating a climate of fear that reaches across continents.

The Academic and Moral Imperative

As an academic who has authored over 90 books on international relations, geopolitics, and Islamic studies, I understand the importance of rigorous methodology. This book exemplifies scholarly excellence, drawing from primary sources including UN reports, Amnesty International testimonies, Human Rights Watch investigations, leaked Chinese government documents (the "China Cables"), and survivor testimonies archived by the Uyghur Human Rights Project.

The author has compiled a timeline of over 50 verifiable events, a glossary of 25+ key terms, and a bibliography of 200+ sources—all prioritizing primary documentation over secondary sources. This is not propaganda or sensationalism. This is meticulously documented evidence of systematic crimes against humanity.

But beyond academic rigor, this book represents a moral imperative. In my work as an Islamic scholar and interfaith commentator, I have often emphasized that true faith is demonstrated through action on behalf of the oppressed. The Quran commands: "O you who have believed, be persistently standing firm in justice, witnesses for Allah, even if it be against yourselves or parents and relatives" (Quran 4:135).

To witness the Uyghur genocide and remain silent is not merely a political failure—it is a spiritual betrayal of our most fundamental Islamic principles.

A Call to Action

This preface would be incomplete without concrete recommendations for how readers can respond to the knowledge contained in this book:

1. Amplify Uyghur Voices: Support organizations like the Uyghur Human Rights Project, World Uyghur Congress, and Campaign for Uyghurs. The Xinjiang Victims Database has compiled over 10,000 testimonies—share these stories.

2. Practice Ethical Consumerism: Investigate supply chains. Support the implementation and enforcement of the Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act. Divest from companies profiting from Uyghur forced labor.

3. Demand Political Accountability: Pressure Muslim-majority governments to speak out. The silence of the Organization of Islamic Cooperation is not inevitable—it is a choice that can be reversed through citizen pressure.

4. Document and Preserve: China is attempting to erase Uyghur culture from history. Counter this through digital archiving of Uyghur language, music, literature, and oral histories.

5. Support Academic Research: Institutions like the Australian Strategic Policy Institute, Amnesty International, and Human Rights Watch depend on funding to continue their crucial documentation work.

6. Educate: Share this book. The greatest weapon against genocide is awareness. China's campaign depends on global ignorance and indifference.

Conclusion: Geography, Destiny, and Moral Choice

In my 2025 book Crossroads of Continents, I wrote: "Geography is destiny, but destiny is not predetermination. Nations that understand their geographic imperatives while adapting strategically to changing regional patterns are those that truly master the art of statecraft."

The same principle applies to moral choice. The Uyghurs' geographic location—in a region China considers strategically vital—may explain Beijing's actions, but it does not justify them. And our own positions—whether as scholars, citizens, consumers, or believers—may explain our temptations toward silence or complicity, but they do not excuse them.

As a Pakistani Muslim scholar who has devoted his career to understanding international relations from a non-Western perspective, I recognize the complexities that Muslim-majority nations face in their relationships with China. But complexity cannot become an excuse for moral abdication. The Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) said: "Whoever among you sees an evil action, let him change it with his hand [by taking action]; if he cannot, then with his tongue [by speaking out]; and if he cannot, then with his heart [by hating it], and that is the weakest of faith" (Hadith, Sahih Muslim).

We may not have the power to change China's policies with our hands. But we can speak out with our tongues, and we must refuse to accept this evil in our hearts.

This book is an act of witness. As you turn its pages and confront the documented evidence of what can only be termed the most systematic persecution of Muslims in modern history, you will be challenged, horrified, and perhaps moved to despair. But I urge you: let despair transform into action. Let horror crystallize into moral clarity. Let documentation become advocacy.

The Uyghurs are crying out, even as their voices are suppressed by one of the world's most powerful authoritarian states. The question is not whether we hear them—the evidence is too overwhelming to claim ignorance. The question is whether we will choose to amplify their voices or become complicit through our silence.

May this book serve as both a historical record of immense suffering and a catalyst for the global Muslim community—indeed, for all people of conscience—to finally say: Enough. No more. The persecution of the Uyghurs must end, and we will not rest until justice is achieved.



Dr. Naim Tahir Baig
Senior Coordinator and Head of Department
PDS&CE Pakistan
Author of International Relations from a Pakistani Perspective, Crossroads of Continents, and 90+ other works
November 2025
Lahore, Pakistan



"The believer's shade on the Day of Resurrection will be his charity."
— Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), Sahih al-Bukhari
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Chapter 1

Islam's Arrival and Early Harmony in China (7th–18th Centuries)
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Silk Road Syncretism

The arrival of Islam in China represents one of the most significant cultural exchanges in world history, facilitated by the vast network of trade routes known collectively as the Silk Road. This network, stretching from the Mediterranean to East Asia, served not merely as conduits for commerce but as highways for the transmission of ideas, religions, and civilizations. Islam's introduction to the Chinese realm during the 7th century marked the beginning of a complex relationship between Islamic and Chinese civilizations that would profoundly shape the cultural landscape of East Asia.

The Silk Road itself predated Islam by centuries, with Chinese historical records documenting trade connections extending back to the Han Dynasty (206 BCE–220 CE).¹ The term "Silk Road," coined by nineteenth-century German explorer Ferdinand von Richtofen, describes a loose network of overland and maritime trade routes connecting China with Central Asia, the Middle East, and ultimately Europe.² These routes facilitated not only the exchange of commodities—silk, spices, precious metals, ceramics, and gems—but also served as arteries for religious and philosophical movements, including Buddhism, Manichaeism, Nestorian Christianity, and eventually Islam.

Islam emerged in the Arabian Peninsula in the early 7th century CE following the revelations received by the Prophet Muhammad. The faith spread with remarkable rapidity throughout the Middle East, North Africa, and Persia within the first century after Muhammad's death in 632 CE.³ By the mid-7th century, Muslim merchants and travelers had begun to venture eastward along both overland and maritime routes, bringing their faith to the furthest reaches of the known world.

The first recorded Muslim presence in China dates to the Tang Dynasty (618–907 CE), one of the most cosmopolitan periods in Chinese history. According to some historical accounts, an uncle of the Prophet Muhammad, Sa'd ibn Abi Waqqas, purportedly arrived in the southern port city of Canton (modern Guangzhou) as early as 627 CE, though more reliable historical evidence suggests that significant Muslim settlement occurred during the 8th century.⁴ The Tang capital of Chang'an (modern Xi'an) emerged as one of the world's most diverse and populous cities, hosting substantial communities of foreign merchants, including Arabs, Persians, and Central Asians.⁵

The tolerance of the Tang emperors toward foreign religions created an environment conducive to Islamic settlement. This "culturally pluralist" approach allowed diverse religious communities to coexist and practice their faiths with relatively little interference.⁶ The cosmopolitan nature of Tang society meant that Muslim merchants could establish themselves in major trading centers without facing systematic religious persecution. They were permitted to marry local women, though these wives were generally not allowed to accompany their husbands if they returned to their homelands.⁷ According to Islamic law, children of Muslim fathers were required to be raised as Muslims, leading to the gradual formation of a Muslim Chinese minority that would become known as the Hui people, though scholarly debate continues regarding the precise origins of this ethnic group.⁸

The Tang emperor granted lands to Muslim soldiers in 757 CE as a reward for their assistance in suppressing the rebellion of An Lushan, and fifty years later, additional Muslims were permitted to settle in Yunnan province.⁹ These settlements represented not merely commercial outposts but genuine communities where Islamic practices could be maintained and transmitted to successive generations. The Muslim settlers played crucial roles as intermediaries in the Silk Road trade, leveraging their linguistic abilities and commercial networks stretching from China to the Arabian Peninsula and beyond.

The physical manifestation of Islamic presence in Tang China can be seen in the construction of mosques, the most famous being the Great Mosque of Xi'an. According to stone tablet inscriptions preserved within the mosque complex, the structure was originally established in 742 CE during the reign of Emperor Xuanzong of the Tang Dynasty.¹⁰ The mosque's founding reflected the Tang government's acknowledgment of the Muslim community's significance and its commitment to accommodating diverse religious practices within the imperial framework. The Great Mosque of Xi'an represents a remarkable synthesis of Chinese and Islamic architectural traditions, featuring traditional Chinese tiled roofs, wooden pillars, and pavilions rather than the domes and minarets typically associated with mosques in the Middle East.¹¹

Archaeological evidence supports the presence of thriving Muslim communities during the Tang period. Stone steles within the Great Mosque complex, some dating to the Tang Dynasty, preserve important historical information about the Muslim community's activities and official recognition.¹² The mosque underwent multiple reconstructions and expansions in subsequent dynasties, particularly during the Ming (1368–1644) and Qing (1644–1911) periods, but its Tang-era foundations established a pattern of Islamic religious architecture that would be replicated in other Chinese cities.¹³

The maritime Silk Road proved equally important for Islam's eastward expansion. Muslim merchants from the Arabian Peninsula and Persia established trading posts in southeastern Chinese port cities including Guangzhou, Quanzhou, Yangzhou, and Xiamen during the Tang and subsequent Song dynasties.¹⁴ These coastal settlements became centers of Islamic life and commerce, with Muslim traders specializing in the import of spices, incense, precious stones, and other luxury goods while exporting silk, porcelain, and tea.¹⁵ The reliability of monsoon winds enabled regular maritime voyages, and Muslim navigators' expertise in celestial navigation made them dominant players in Indian Ocean trade networks.¹⁶

The Arab and Persian merchants who settled in China during this period brought with them not only commercial acumen but also Islamic scholarship, artistic traditions, and architectural knowledge. Their integration into Chinese society was facilitated by the Tang dynasty's generally accommodating attitude toward foreign traders and religious minorities. These Muslim communities established their own quarters within major cities, constructed mosques, and maintained Islamic educational institutions where the Quran and Islamic jurisprudence were taught.¹⁷

The spread of Islam during the 8th century accelerated as Muslims ceased viewing their faith as merely the "Arab religion" and actively sought converts along the Silk Road.¹⁸ Conversion to Islam offered significant practical advantages, as Muslim merchants preferred conducting business with co-religionists, creating economic incentives for locals to embrace the faith.¹⁹ This pragmatic aspect of Islamic expansion, combined with the religion's theological appeal and the exemplary conduct of many Muslim traders, contributed to the gradual growth of Muslim communities throughout China.

The cultural exchange facilitated by Muslim presence in Tang China extended beyond religion and commerce. Arabic and Persian texts on medicine, astronomy, mathematics, and geography entered China through these communities, enriching Chinese intellectual traditions.²⁰ Conversely, Chinese technologies, including papermaking and printing, were transmitted westward through Muslim intermediaries, ultimately reaching Europe and transforming global civilization.²¹ This bidirectional flow of knowledge exemplified the Silk Road's role as a genuine avenue for cultural syncretism rather than mere economic exchange.

The integration of Islamic practices into Chinese society during the Tang period was not without challenges, but these difficulties were largely practical rather than ideological. Language barriers, dietary restrictions (particularly regarding pork, a staple in Chinese cuisine), and ritual requirements created distinctions between Muslim and non-Muslim communities. However, the Tang government's general policy of religious tolerance meant that these differences were accommodated rather than suppressed. Muslims were allowed to maintain their distinct religious identity while participating fully in the commercial and, to some extent, administrative life of the empire.

The architectural fusion visible in early Chinese mosques symbolized the broader cultural accommodation occurring during this period. The Great Mosque of Xi'an, with its Chinese-style courtyards, pagoda-like minaret (the Xingxin Tower or "Examining the Heart Tower"), and lack of a traditional dome, demonstrated how Islamic religious requirements could be met within Chinese architectural forms.²² The mosque's orientation toward Mecca along an east-west axis, contrary to the typical north-south orientation of Chinese religious buildings, represented one of the few concessions to Islamic practice that required departure from Chinese architectural conventions.²³

The calligraphic tradition within Chinese mosques similarly reflected cultural synthesis. Stone steles within the Great Mosque feature inscriptions in both Arabic and Chinese, with some displaying calligraphy by renowned Chinese masters such as Mi Fu of the Song Dynasty and Dong Qichang of the Ming Dynasty.²⁴ These bilingual inscriptions demonstrate the Muslim community's commitment to maintaining both their Islamic heritage and their integration into Chinese literary culture. Some texts even drew connections between Islamic principles and Daoist philosophy, suggesting efforts to find common ground between the two traditions.²⁵

The economic role of Muslim merchants in Tang China cannot be overstated. Their control over much of the long-distance trade along both land and sea routes gave them considerable economic power and made them valuable to Chinese authorities seeking to profit from international commerce.²⁶ The Tang government's pragmatic recognition of this economic importance contributed to its generally favorable policies toward Muslim communities. Tax revenues from trade, much of it controlled by Muslim merchants, helped finance the Tang state's military campaigns and administrative apparatus.

By the end of the Tang Dynasty in 907 CE, Islam had established itself as a permanent feature of Chinese religious landscape. Muslim communities, though concentrated in particular urban centers and along trade routes, could be found throughout the empire. These communities maintained their religious identity through mosques, Islamic education, and endogamous marriage practices while simultaneously participating in Chinese commercial and cultural life. The foundation laid during the Tang period would prove enduring, surviving subsequent dynastic changes and periodic episodes of persecution to remain a significant element of Chinese society into the present day.

The Silk Road syncretism of the Tang era represented a high point of cultural exchange and religious tolerance in Chinese history. The willingness of Tang emperors to accommodate diverse religious traditions, including Islam, Buddhism, Nestorian Christianity, and Manichaeism, created a cosmopolitan environment where ideas could circulate freely and communities could maintain their distinctive identities while contributing to the empire's prosperity. This pluralistic approach, though it would not always characterize subsequent Chinese dynasties' policies, established important precedents for managing religious diversity within the Chinese imperial system.

Imperial Tolerance and Tensions

The relationship between China's Muslim communities and successive imperial dynasties after the Tang period reflected a complex interplay of pragmatic accommodation and sporadic conflict. The Song Dynasty (960–1279), which succeeded the Tang after a period of fragmentation, continued many of the previous dynasty's policies regarding religious minorities, including Muslims. However, the changing political landscape and the gradual shift in the Muslim community's demographic composition began to introduce new tensions into this relationship.

During the Song Dynasty, Muslim communities continued to flourish in China's major trading centers. The dynasty's emphasis on maritime commerce and its relatively liberal attitude toward foreign trade provided opportunities for Muslim merchants to expand their commercial networks.²⁷ The Song government issued imperial plaques recognizing the Great Mosque of Xi'an and other Muslim religious institutions, indicating official acknowledgment of the Muslim community's presence and rights.²⁸ This recognition suggested that the Song court viewed accommodating Muslim communities as politically and economically beneficial.

The Yuan Dynasty (1271–1368), established by Mongol conquerors led by Kublai Khan, marked a significant shift in the status of Muslims in China. The Mongol rulers, themselves non-Han Chinese, organized their subjects into a hierarchical system based on ethnicity and time of submission to Mongol rule. In this system, Muslims (referred to as Semu people, or "people with colored eyes") occupied a privileged position, ranking above the Han Chinese majority but below the Mongols themselves.²⁹ This elevated status reflected the Mongols' military alliances with Muslim Central Asian states and their appreciation for Muslim administrative and commercial expertise.

Many Muslims served in important military and civilian positions during the Yuan Dynasty, helping to administer the vast Mongol empire.³⁰ Some Muslim generals had been instrumental in the Mongol conquest of China, and their descendants were rewarded with land and official positions.³¹ This period saw the construction of numerous mosques throughout China, including seven in the Xi'an area alone, commemorating the Muslim community's contributions to the establishment and maintenance of Mongol rule.³² The Yuan period represented perhaps the zenith of Muslim political influence in pre-modern China.

However, this political prominence also sowed seeds of future conflict. The Han Chinese population, relegated to the lowest tier of the Yuan social hierarchy, harbored resentment toward both their Mongol overlords and the Muslims who had benefited from Mongol rule. When the Ming Dynasty (1368–1644) emerged from the rebellion against Mongol rule, many Muslims faced a precarious situation. Their association with the defeated Yuan regime could have resulted in severe persecution, but several factors mitigated this risk.

Notably, some Muslims had participated in the rebellion led by Zhu Yuanzhang, who founded the Ming Dynasty and became the Hongwu Emperor.³³ These Muslims' contributions to the Ming cause earned them continued protection and favor. The Hongwu Emperor issued mandates protecting Islam and sanctioning the construction and renovation of mosques throughout his realm.³⁴ The reconstruction of the Great Mosque of Xi'an into its contemporary form, completed in 1384, was patronized by the Ming imperial government and exemplified this policy of religious accommodation.³⁵

The Ming Dynasty's policy toward Muslims reflected a pragmatic balancing act. While protecting Muslim religious practices and allowing the community to maintain its distinct identity, Ming rulers also encouraged cultural assimilation. The government promoted policies that facilitated Muslim adoption of Han Chinese customs, clothing, and language while permitting the continuation of Islamic religious practices.³⁶ This approach aimed to integrate Muslims into the Confucian social order while respecting their religious identity—a policy that would later be characterized as "Sinicization," though that term would acquire more coercive connotations in subsequent centuries.

Despite this general accommodation, tensions periodically flared between Muslim and non-Muslim communities during the Ming period. These conflicts often had economic roots, stemming from commercial competition, disputes over land use, or resentment of Muslim merchants' economic success. Local officials' responses to these tensions varied considerably, ranging from even-handed mediation to partisan support for Han Chinese complainants. The inconsistency in official responses created an environment of uncertainty for Muslim communities, who could never be entirely confident of receiving fair treatment from local authorities.

The Qing Dynasty (1644–1911), established by Manchu invaders from the northeast, brought new complications to the Muslim question in China. Like the Mongols before them, the Manchu rulers were non-Han Chinese who conquered and ruled a Han majority. The Qing's approach to governing their vast, multi-ethnic empire involved a complex system of direct and indirect rule, with different policies applied to different regions and populations.³⁷

In China proper, Muslims continued to practice their religion with relatively little interference during the early Qing period. The dynasty issued additional plaques and declarations supporting the Great Mosque of Xi'an and other Islamic institutions, including a declaration to repair the mosque placed there in 1768.³⁸ However, the Qing's ambitious territorial expansion westward into Central Asia brought new Muslim populations under Chinese rule and created novel challenges for imperial authorities.

The Qing conquest of Xinjiang (then known as Eastern Turkestan) in the 1750s incorporated large populations of Turkic-speaking Muslims, including Uyghurs, Kazakhs, and Kyrgyz, into the Chinese empire.³⁹ This conquest followed the Qing's brutal campaign against the Dzungar Khanate, a Buddhist Mongol state that had controlled much of Central Asia. The Qing's victory over the Dzungars, accompanied by what some scholars have characterized as genocide against the Oirat Mongol population, created a power vacuum in the region that the Qing moved to fill.⁴⁰

The Qing initially ruled Xinjiang with a relatively light touch, implementing indirect rule through local Muslim leaders (begs) while maintaining military garrisons to ensure stability.⁴¹ This approach reflected the Qing's recognition of Xinjiang's distance from the imperial heartland and the distinctiveness of its predominantly Muslim, Turkic-speaking population. The Qing prohibited Han Chinese settlement in southern Xinjiang (the Tarim Basin), allowing this region to maintain its Islamic character while permitting settlement in northern Xinjiang (Dzungaria).⁴²

However, this policy of cultural pluralism began to fray as the Qing faced increasing fiscal pressures and rebellions elsewhere in China. The costs of maintaining military forces in Xinjiang, combined with economic difficulties stemming from Western imperialist encroachment and internal rebellions such as the Taiping (1850–1864), led Qing authorities to increase taxation and assert more direct control over Xinjiang's Muslim populations.⁴³ Local officials sometimes exploited their positions to extract wealth from the population, leading to resentment and periodic unrest.

The Ush Rebellion of 1765 in Turfan exemplifies the tensions that could arise from Qing misrule in Xinjiang. The rebellion erupted when Manchu official Sucheng commandeered 240 men as porters to transport official gifts to Beijing. The harsh treatment of these conscripted workers, combined with the oppressive behavior of local Uyghur officials appointed by the Qing (including the Hakim Beg of Ush, who was accused of extorting money from the local population), provoked a violent uprising.⁴⁴ The rebels killed Sucheng, the collaborating Uyghur official Abdullah, and the garrisoned Qing Manchu banner forces, seizing control of the Qing fortress.

The Qing response to the Ush Rebellion demonstrated both the empire's military capacity and its willingness to use extreme violence to maintain control. Qing forces besieged the rebels for several months until they surrendered, then executed over 2,000 men and exiled approximately 8,000 women.⁴⁵ This brutal retaliation sent a clear message about the costs of rebellion and established a pattern of severe repression that would characterize Qing responses to Muslim unrest in subsequent decades. One Uyghur legend from this period tells of seven maidens who resisted rape by Manchu soldiers, suggesting that sexual violence accompanied the Qing's suppression of the rebellion.⁴⁶

Eighteenth-century Xinjiang also witnessed recurring incursions by Afaqi Khojas, descendants of influential Sufi leaders who had been displaced by the Qing conquest. These Khoja invasions from Kokand (in present-day Uzbekistan) sought to reclaim territory and influence lost to Qing expansion. While most of these incursions were repelled, they kept the region in a state of periodic unrest and required the Qing to maintain expensive military forces—by the 1820s, approximately 50,000 troops were stationed in Xinjiang to maintain security.⁴⁷

In China proper, Muslims faced different challenges during the Qing period. While religious practice generally remained protected, economic competition and ethnic tensions created a volatile environment. The spread of new Islamic movements, particularly Sufi orders including the Jahriya and Khufiyya branches of the Naqshbandi tradition, introduced additional complexities. Disagreements between adherents of different Sufi orders sometimes led to violence, and Qing officials' anti-Sufi attitudes contributed to tensions that occasionally erupted into open conflict.⁴⁸

Uprisings by Hui and Salar followers of the "New Teaching" (a reformist Sufi movement) occurred in 1781 and 1783, though Qing forces promptly suppressed these rebellions.⁴⁹ These conflicts presaged more serious violence that would erupt in the mid-19th century. The sectarian divisions within the Muslim community, combined with Qing officials' inconsistent and sometimes hostile policies, created an atmosphere of instability that would eventually explode into one of the deadliest conflicts in Chinese history.

Throughout the Qing period, the imperial government's attitude toward Muslims reflected a fundamental tension between pragmatic accommodation and assimilationist pressure. The Qing recognized the economic value of Muslim merchant networks and the strategic importance of maintaining stability in Muslim-majority regions. However, they also sought to integrate these populations more fully into the Confucian imperial system and to assert firm control over territories that had only recently come under Chinese rule. This tension between accommodation and control would ultimately prove unsustainable, contributing to the catastrophic conflicts of the mid-19th century.

19th-Century Massacres

The mid-19th century witnessed unprecedented violence between Muslim and non-Muslim communities in China, culminating in the Dungan Revolt (1862–1877), one of the deadliest conflicts in human history. This catastrophic series of uprisings and government reprisals resulted in massive loss of life and displacement, fundamentally altering the demographic landscape of northwestern China and establishing patterns of ethnic conflict that would persist into the modern era.

The Dungan Revolt, also known as the Tongzhi Hui Revolt or Hui Minorities War, was fought primarily in the northwestern provinces of Shaanxi, Gansu, Ningxia, and Xinjiang during the reign of the Tongzhi Emperor (r. 1861–1875).⁵⁰ The conflict's origins were complex, involving ethnic tensions, economic grievances, religious differences, and the Qing Dynasty's weakened state following the Taiping Rebellion (1850–1864) and the Opium Wars with Western powers. By the time the revolt was finally suppressed by Qing forces under General Zuo Zongtang in 1877, it had resulted in a population loss estimated at 20.8 million to 21 million people in northwestern China, making it one of the deadliest civil conflicts in world history.⁵¹

The immediate trigger for the revolt appeared almost trivial—a dispute over the price of bamboo poles between a Han merchant and a Hui customer in 1862.⁵² However, this seemingly minor quarrel ignited long-simmering tensions that had been building for decades. The bamboo poles were reportedly being purchased in large quantities by the Hui to manufacture spears as weapons, suggesting that organized violence was already being contemplated.⁵³ In the spring of 1862, as Taiping rebel forces approached southeastern Shaanxi, local Han Chinese, encouraged by the Qing government, formed Yong Ying militias to defend the region. Fearful of these now-armed Han militias, Muslims formed their own self-defense units, escalating a spiral of mutual suspicion and preparing the ground for violence.⁵⁴

False rumors played a destructive role in triggering the violence. Reports—later proven false—circulated that Hui Muslims were aiding the Taiping Rebels, leading to preemptive attacks by Han Chinese on Muslim communities.⁵⁵ The situation rapidly deteriorated from isolated brawls and riots into systematic ethnic violence. Hui mobs attacked Han Chinese, and Han militias retaliated with massacres of Muslim populations, initiating a cycle of revenge killings that would characterize the conflict.⁵⁶

The violence spread rapidly from its initial focus in the Wei River valley throughout southeastern Shaanxi. Muslim rebels laid siege to the former imperial capital of Xi'an from June 1862 through the fall of 1863, though they failed to capture the city.⁵⁷ As Qing forces, led by Manchu bannerman Dorongga, pushed the rebels westward, the conflict extended into Gansu province, which became the main theater of fighting.⁵⁸ The intensity of the violence defied easy categorization—it was simultaneously an ethnic conflict, a religious war, a social uprising, and a struggle for regional autonomy.

The scale of killing during the Dungan Revolt was staggering. Gansu province lost approximately 74.5 percent of its population—some 14.55 million people—through a combination of massacres, famine, disease, and migration.⁵⁹ Shaanxi province lost 44.6 percent of its population, approximately 6.2 million people.⁶⁰ Northern Xinjiang lost 72.6 percent of its population, about 340,000 people.⁶¹ The Hui population in Shaanxi was particularly devastated, declining from an estimated 4 million to only 20,000 through massacres and deportations.⁶² These demographic catastrophes represented not merely casualties of war but deliberate campaigns of ethnic cleansing carried out by both sides.

The conflict in Xinjiang developed somewhat differently from the fighting in Shaanxi and Gansu, though it was intimately connected to events in those provinces. As news of the rebellion spread westward, rumors began circulating among Xinjiang's Muslim population that Qing authorities were planning preemptive massacres of Muslims.⁶³ While the Tongzhi Emperor dismissed these rumors as "absurd" in an edict of September 25, 1864, many Muslim historians believe that massacres were indeed being planned by local authorities, if not by the imperial government itself.⁶⁴

The first uprising in Xinjiang occurred on March 17, 1863, when approximately 200 Dungans (Hui Muslims) from the village of Sandaohe, believing they faced imminent massacre, attacked a Tarchi town a few miles west of Suiding.⁶⁵ The rebellion quickly spread throughout Xinjiang, with local Turkic populations—Uyghurs, Kazakhs, and Kyrgyz—generally joining the Hui rebels. Yarkand rebelled on July 26, 1864, and within months most of the province was in revolt.⁶⁶ In October 1864, the Manchu commander of one fortress chose to blow himself up rather than surrender to the rebels, illustrating the desperate nature of the conflict.⁶⁷

The power vacuum created by the Qing's preoccupation with rebellions in China proper allowed an opportunistic outsider, Yaqub Beg, to establish himself as ruler of much of Xinjiang. Beg, an exiled Kokandi nobleman, declared himself ruler of Kashgar with Hui support and gradually extended his control over the Tarim Basin.⁶⁸ His emirate, which received recognition and support from the Ottoman Empire and Britain (both viewing it as a counterweight to Russian expansion in Central Asia), represented a brief moment of independence for Xinjiang from Chinese rule.⁶⁹ However, Yaqub Beg's forces, composed of Uzbeks, Kyrgyz, Kipchaks, and Afghans, often clashed with the native Kashgari population, undermining his rule's stability.⁷⁰

The Qing's eventual reconquest of northwestern China and Xinjiang required an enormous military effort. General Zuo Zongtang, a protégé of Zeng Guofan (who had suppressed the Taiping Rebellion), was appointed to lead the campaign.⁷¹ Zuo promoted agricultural recovery through cotton and grain farming and Confucian education to restore stability to the devastated region before launching his military offensive.⁷² He raised an army of 55,000 men, primarily from Hunan province, reinforced by 10,000 troops from Zeng Guofan's Hunan Army.⁷³ The establishment of the Lanzhou Arsenal in 1872 provided the Qing forces with locally manufactured modern weapons, improving their military capabilities.⁷⁴

Zuo's campaign combined military force with a strategy of divide and conquer, offering favorable terms to Muslim leaders who would defect to the Qing side while ruthlessly suppressing those who continued to resist. The Hui warlord Ma Zhan'ao defected to the Qing in 1872 during the siege of his stronghold at Yixin, and other Hui generals including Ma Qianlang and Ma Haiyan were subsequently persuaded to support the Qing cause.⁷⁵ These defections split the Muslim resistance and provided Zuo with valuable local knowledge and auxiliary forces. However, this strategy also created a class of Hui military leaders whose descendants would wield significant power in Republican China and whose loyalty to central authority would remain conditional.

The Qing's reconquest of Xinjiang in the late 1870s culminated in Yaqub Beg's death in 1877 (possibly by suicide or poisoning) and the surrender of much of the province without major battles.⁷⁶ However, the military campaign was accompanied by harsh reprisals against rebel populations. Zuo Zongtang's policy involved either exiling local Muslims from their homes or rewarding those who had remained loyal with land grants, creating
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