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I Introduction
In a contested history of over two millennia, during 
which Xinjiang experienced intermittent phases of 
autonomy and occasional independence, Chinese 
imperial dynasties have managed to maintain control 
over the region for only about 400 years (Lattimore 
1950). Even on the eve of the communist revolution in 
1949, Xinjiang was independently ruled under the East 
Turkestan state. This long history of discord between 
the indigenous ethnic Uyghurs and Beijing continues 
to keep Xinjiang volatile with frequent revolts and 
increased centrifugal tendencies. To manage this restive 
province after 1949, Beijing managed to migrate 
millions of Hans to the strategic and resource-rich 
parts of Xinjiang through a Chinese Communist Party-
controlled organization called the Xinjiang Production 
and Construction Corps (XPCC).
 The Xinjiang of today is known for repressive 
Sinicization, hi-tech surveillance, re-education camps 
and socioeconomic exploitation of the indigenous 
Uyghur population. The influx of Hans to the 
province led to an increased alienation of the Uyghurs, 
reigniting separatism and impelling some Uyghurs to 
join global terror groups. China’s policy in Xinjiang 
over the past 70 years has successfully suppressed 

the ethnic Uyghur population, destroyed the 
demography of the region with incessant migration of 
the Han population and exploited the land’s resources 
and its geostrategic location to establish Beijing’s 
stranglehold over the region. The natives of Xinjiang 
were deprived of economic opportunities, educational 
privileges and political power(Bovingdon2004). Such 
targeted marginalization of the ethnic population 
has transformed the social, economic and political 
structures and organizations of the region and divided 
the society on ethnic grounds. Colonialism and 
ethnic divisions have caused relative deprivation and 
divergence of interests in favour of a few select groups, 
keeping the deprived group or party from failing to 
achieve its aspirations. This gave rise to incompatible 
interests on the one hand and frustration and anger 
on the other, fuelling centrifugal tendencies among 
the Muslim minorities of Xinjiang (Bovingdon 2010).

II XPCC and Xinjiang
Since its establishment, XPCC has been used by the 
CCP to subjugate national minorities (Mcmillen 
1979) and also for various politico-economic and 
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geo-strategic reasons. The political reason was to keep 
this strategic location under the hold of the CCP, a 
tendency developed much earlier once the Chinese 
started ruling Xinjiang. Economically, the reason was 
to accommodate China’s large population of Hans in 
less populated areas and provinces for their effective 
economic rehabilitation and for the exploitation of 
natural resources, especially oil and gas (Christoffersen 
1993: 135). Strategically, China aimed to check the 
centrifugal tendencies of the natives by diversifying 
regional ethnicity (Dreyer 1986: 722-723). The mass 
migration of Hans to Xinjiang was also to secure the 
frontier area from other international influences in 
general and that of the Soviet Union, in particular. 
With its headquarters in Urumqi, XPCC today 
has fourteen divisions that are divided into a total 
of 176 regiments. The total registered population 
of the XPCC today is 2.43 million (Murphy and  
Thum 2020).

1. XPCC and the Xinjiang Economy

Ever since the inception of the XPCC, the 
organization has remained multi-dimensional. Its 
slogan is “transforming nature and reforming man” 
(Dreyer 1993). Broadly speaking, the XPCC was 
assigned two major functions—to facilitate the 
economic development of the Hans of the region 
and to ensure the integration of natives with the 
Chinese state. The XPCC was used to reclaim land; 
build industries, roads and railway lines; boost the 
production of cotton, wool, and hides and generate 
sufficient electricity to not only fulfil the needs of 
China’s domestic markets, but also for exports. The 
Corps also retained military functions and serves as 
a reservoir of manpower for the People’s Liberation 
Army (PLA) (Wu 1969).
 XPCC owns 174 agricultural farms and went 
about its task with land reclamation wherever 
possible, outside the oasis and away from the 
Uyghur-dominated farmland areas. In 2001, XPCC 
owned roughly 51 million mu (3.4 million hectares) 
in Xinjiang, an almost 300 per cent increase from 
1949 (Clarke 2011: 78). The share of the XPCC in 
the economy of Xinjiang is not exactly known after 

1992; however, it has been alleged that most of the 
reclaimed land is under XPCC’s occupation. The 
most important crops grown in the XPCC farms are 
cotton and tomato, accounting for 12 per cent of 
Xinjiang’s GDP. The XPCC also owns ranches in the 
Karakoram mountains and most modern industries 
in the province. 
 The region’s first iron and steel industry, Bayi 
Iron and Steel, was set up by the Han in 1951. The 
same can be seen in the oil and gas industry, where 
skilled Han migrants were relocated and strategically 
placed to develop Xinjiang’s infrastructure and natural 
resource extraction industries, in particular coal, iron, 
steel, oil and gas and rare earths. By the end of the 
1990s, 95 per cent of the technical workers in the 
Taklamakan desert oil exploration programme were 
reportedly Han Chinese (Howell and Fan 2011). 
Similarly, around 27,000 people are engaged in 217 
XPCC teams spread over one-fourth of the mining 
sites, situated in three relatively uninhabited corners 
of the region (Chaudhuri 2010: 25). These mines 
extract approximately 6,410,000 tonnes of ores every 
year, valued at around 700 million Renminbi (approx. 
US$100 million). The locals cannot extract anything, 
as all the mines are state-owned. The overall growth of 
industrial output has increased substantially over the 
years. In 2000, in Xinjiang heavy extractive industry 
constituted 61 per cent of the industrial share of the 
GDP as compared to only 12.4 per cent in China. 
The extraction of petroleum and gas became the 
leading sector with 44.1 per cent of the industrial 
output (Chaudhuri 2005: 18).
 The opening up of the economy helped 
XPCC to become a global entity that today 
has  862,600  direct and indirect holdings across 
147 countries (Murphy and Thum 2020). Some 
of the publicly listed divisions of  XPCC  deal in 
agriculture, industry, infrastructure and the service 
industry. The organization also  runs schools, 
colleges, universities, newspapers, television and 
radio stations for campaigns. With an annual gross 
output of RMB274.707 billion (USD$42 billion) in 
2019 (Wani 2020a),the XPCC has emerged as a 
formidable instrument for the CCP to extend its 
hegemonic influence over the region economically. 
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2. XPCC as a Tool of Chinese 
Geostrategy and Security

The XPCC has also performed several geostrategic 
and geopolitical roles for Beijing. To facilitate 
Chinese control over Xinjiang, the XPCC 
constructed roads and railway lines to connect 
Xinjiang with the inner parts of China. The aim 
was to have direct access to areas that continued 
to remain influenced by the former Soviet Union 
countries in Central Asia. The XPCC and the Han 
settlers constructed  the Xinjiang-Xizang (Tibet) 
highway—through Indian territory in Aksai Chin 
but a major engineering achievement, crossing a 
terrain of over 4,000 metres above the sea level. 
The highway was completed in the first five-year 
plan and by 1958, it stretched over 6,000 miles. 
The network of roads and railways constructed by 
XPCC not only helped CCP to connect mainland 
China with Urumqi, but also to reach out to all 
areas of Xinjiang, including strategic borders, to 
facilitate migration and settlement. By 2001, the 
region’s road length was extended up to 80,900 km 
and at the end of 2008, Xinjiang had eight national 
highways, 66 inter-province highways and more 
than 600 county-level roads, with the combined 
mileage reaching up to 147,000 km in 2009 (China.
org.cn 2009).
 With the help of the XPCC, a railway line in the 
Northwest, the Lanzhou-Urumqi line, was completed 
in 1959-60. In 1971, the construction of the South 
Xinjiang Railway was started to connect Turfan with 
Urumqi and further to lay a 474-kilometre line with 
potentially valuable mining resources of the difficult 
terrain of Tian Shan. The CCP also allocated US$4.3 
million to upgrade the main highway between 
Urumqi and the Tarim Basin across Tian Shan and for 
the construction of the southern Lanzhou-Xinjiang 
Railroad from Turfan to Korla, which was partially 
completed and opened in 1984 (McMillen 1984: 
Clarke 2011) and was extended to Kashgar in 1999. 
The Great Western Development project initiated 
by CCP in 2000 developed infrastructure in the 
highway network, railway tracks, airports, building 
gas pipelines, power grids and telecommunications 

networks. A 1,142 km-long railway line was 
completed in 2006 at a cost of RMB26.21 billion 
(USD$ 4 billion) between Qinghai and Lhasa in 
Tibet (Beijing Review 2003: 15; Kerr and Swinton 
2008).
 The connectivity through roads, highways 
and railway lines also helped Beijing to quickly 
reach different areas and borders of Xinjiang. With 
such an extensive infrastructural network, the CCP 
moved their defence personnel and equipment to 
the borders of this strategic region. This also enabled 
the implementation of socio-economic upliftment 
schemes for the betterment of people living there. 
However, these were directed for the benefit of the 
migrants, and the native Uyghurs were ignored.

III Changing Scenario after 2013
The CCP General Secretary and Chinese President Xi 
Jinping in 2013, unveiled the Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI), an infrastructure development strategy 
to encourage Chinese firms to invest in foreign 
countries using loans from Chinese state-owned 
banks. Despite its domestic volatility, Xinjiang is of 
immense geostrategic significance to China as a direct 
link to Central Asian, West Asian and European 
markets, placing it at the heart of the BRI, including 
the controversial and sensitive China Pakistan 
Economic Corridor (CPEC). XPCC helped the CCP 
in achieving infrastructure and geostrategic goals in 
the Karakoram region. Workers from different XPCC 
divisions sent to these BRI participant countries would 
have otherwise been idle, given the oversaturated 
domestic market (Mead 2018). Xi and the CCP after 
2014 also stressed on the XPCC’s role as a “stabiliser 
of frontier security and stability”, (Bao 2020) as 
the separatist tendencies among Uyghurs remained 
high. In 2017, Xi called for a “great wall of iron” to 
secure the BRI and safeguard Xinjiang. Following the 
announcement, more than 1 million Uyghurs—and 
Kazaks, Kyrgyz and Uzbeks living in Xinjiang—were 
sent to “re-education camps” (Beydoun 2018) and 
forced to pledge loyalty to the CCP, learn Mandarin 
and denounce Islam and their culture. The XPCC’s 
role is to run and monitor these re-education camps 
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and to force the interned natives to work in the cotton 
cultivation and garment factories owned by it (Wani 
2020b).
 The XPCC also has its stakes in several BRI 
projects, such as CPEC, not only through workers, 
but also through finances and other ventures. Beijing 
has tried to silence the voices of the Muslim world 
and build global coalitions in support of its genocidal 
policies in the region through BRI. Furthermore, 
backed by its diplomatic and economic might, Beijing 
has largely succeeded in convincing several Muslim 
countries to support its repressive policies in Xinjiang 
on global forums and has already signed extradition 
treaties with 81 countries, including Pakistan, Turkey, 
Afghanistan and many Central Asian Republics 
(Wani 2021). Muslim countries have also supported 
Beijing on many international forums, including the 
United Nations. In 2019, when twenty-two Western 
countries condemned China’s actions in Xinjiang 
and wrote a joint letter to the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Human Rights to act against the 
repressive policies, the very next day, thirty-seven 
countries—mainly Muslims nations—issued a joint 
letter commending China’s efforts in “protecting 
humans and promoting human rights through 
development” (Berlinger 2019). Most influential 
Muslim leaders are hand in glove with the CCP when 
it comes to human rights violations against Uyghurs 
and eradication of their culture. 

IV Should India Join the US on the 
XPCC and Uyghur Issue?
Given the apathy of the Muslim countries towards 
the Uyghur issue and its socio-economic exploitation 
by the XPCC, the US, some European countries and 
Japan have been vocal on the desolations faced by the 
Uyghur following the inception of BRI. The US has 
taken the lead by criticising Beijing on Uyghur issues 
on global forums and even tried to create a consensus 
among democratic countries from time to time but 
with little success. The US recently issued a detention 
order on cotton products made by the XPCC for 
using prison labour and including convict labour. 
Xinjiang produces about 85 per cent of the country’s 

total cotton production. The ban on XPCC’s cotton 
products thus directly strikes at the economy of 
China’s quasi-military establishment and, indirectly 
at China’s hegemonic postures in Eastern Ladakh on 
the Line of Actual Control (LAC). 
 India should use this ban on the XPCC by 
the US as an opportunity, because of increased 
convergence, and strengthen its partnership with the 
US and like-minded countries in Europe. In 2020, 
India produced 5,770 thousand metric tons of cotton 
while China produces 3,500 thousand metric tons. 
However, India, being the largest producer of cotton 
in the world, can use the ban to supply cotton and 
cotton products to the US. 
 The US scrutiny of China’s human rights record 
is certain to increase during the Biden administration. 
Moreover, under its push for multilateralism, the Biden 
administration will urge US allies and partner nations 
to become increasingly vocal about China’s record. 
According to a survey, 80.9 per cent of American 
thought leaders, 44.7 per cent of the American public 
and 73.6 per cent of US allies and partners agree 
on increased collaboration to deal with China and 
its hegemonic behaviour (Center for Strategic and 
International Studies 2020). New Delhi can use this 
opportunity to highlight the human rights issue of 
Uyghurs that can help in more convergence between 
New Delhi and Washington. Furthermore, unlike 
in the past, India should give more space to Uyghur 
exiles, as they do for Tibetans on its democratic 
platforms, to highlight the miseries and economic 
exploitation faced by their brethren in Xinjiang that 
can help to create much needed awareness among the 
Muslims of India, especially in the volatile Kashmir 
valley, about both Pakistan’s failings as a Muslim state 
and its close partnership with China that oppresses 
the Uyghurs. 
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