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Abstract: Over the last years, policies implemented by the Chinese Government in 

the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR) have become stricter. Claims of 

forced labor and re-education camps are raising concern amongst the International 

Community. Not long ago, Beijing declared that said accusations are false and that the 

government is trying to deal with “terrorist threats” through education to eradicate 

extremism. Beijing is seeking stability to open the region for the Belt and Road Initiative 

(BRI). Xinjiang’s strategic geographic location is becoming more vital for the Chinese 

Government to achieve its political agenda in the region. The aim of this research is, thus, 

to analyze the relevance of the XUAR to the completion of the China Dream, studying 

the BRI as a vehicle to advance in said endeavor. 

Resumen: En los últimos años, las políticas implementadas por el gobierno chino 

en la Región Autónoma Uigur de Xinjiang (XUAR) se han vuelto más estrictas. Las 

denuncias de trabajos forzados y “campos de reeducación” están generando preocupación 

entre la comunidad internacional. No hace mucho, Beijing declaró que dichas acusaciones 

son falsas y que el gobierno está tratando de enfrentar las “amenazas terroristas” a través 

de la educación para erradicar el extremismo. Beijing está buscando “estabilidad” para 

abrir la región a la Iniciativa de la Franja y la Ruta (IFR). La ubicación geográfica 

estratégica de Xinjiang se está volviendo más vital para que el gobierno chino logre su 

agenda política en la región. El objetivo de esta investigación es, por lo tanto, analizar la 

relevancia de la RAUX para la realización del Sueño Chino, estudiando a la IFR como 

un medio para lograr dichos objetivos. 

Resum: Durant els últims anys, les polítiques implementades pel govern xinès a la 

Regió Autònoma Uigur de Xinjiang (XUAR) s'han tornat més estrictes. Les denúncies de 

treball forçat i "camps de reeducació" estan preocupant a la comunitat internacional. No 

fa gaire, Pequín va declarar que aquestes acusacions són falses i que el govern està 

intentant fer front a les "amenaces terroristes" mitjançant l'educació per eradicar 

l'extremisme. Pequín busca "estabilitat" per obrir la regió a la Iniciativa de la Franja i la 

Ruta (IFR). La ubicació geogràfica estratègica de Xinjiang és cada cop més vital perquè 

el govern xinès assoleixi la seva agenda política a la regió. L'objectiu d'aquesta 

investigació és, doncs, analitzar la rellevància de la XUAR pel Somni Xinès, estudiant la 

IFR com un mitjà per assolir aquests objectius. 
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1. Introduction 

Over the last few years and, increasingly, in these previous months, the situation in 

the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR) and the measures implemented by the 

Chinese Government regarding the so-called "re-education camps" along with the 

implementation of unprecedented measures have left some concern amongst Western 

countries. Meanwhile, Wang Yi, Foreign Minister and State Councilor addressed such 

accusations and stated that “there has never been any so-called systematic “forced labor” 

or “re-education camp” in Xinjiang, and all these accusations are nothing but fabricated 

lies and disinformation” (Wang Y., 2022). He also added that Xinjiang is adjacent to a 

concentrated area of terrorist and extremist forces and that Beijing is trying to deal with 

these “threats of violent terrorist forces” through education as a bid to eradicate 

extremism.  

In this light, some of the policies currently being implemented in Xinjiang are to 

achieve “stability” in the region. In this way, with the Belt and Road Initiative unfolding 

the need to “open-up” the region is more evident to Beijing. Xinjiang’s strategic 

geographic location is becoming more vital for the Chinese Government to achieve its 

political agenda in the region. 

Against this backdrop, this dissertation aims to shed light on the relevance of the 

XUAR for China and, more specifically, to the completion of Xi Jinping’s government 

goals framed into the “China Dream.” The Chinese Dream parts from a concept of 

rejuvenation of the Chinese nation through some concrete objectives to be fulfilled in 

‘two centennials’. In a sense, “realizing the China Dream of the great rejuvenation of the 

Chinese nation,” bringing back the “golden years” and being a global power. (Callahan, 

2016, p. 5) On the other hand, this research aims to analyze the significance of the Belt 

and Road Initiative (BRI) to the China Dream and its link with the Xinjiang Region. 

Accordingly, this dissertation aims at answering the following overarching research 

question: How relevant is the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region to the completion of 

the China Dream?  The research includes a case study focused on the BRI in the XUAR. 

Specifically, the analysis would focus on determining the importance of the BRI in the 

XUAR and its relevance as China’s foreign policy instrument. All things considered, a 

case-oriented research question is posed: to what extent does the BRI in the XUAR 

constitute a foreign policy instrument for fulfilling the China Dream? 
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To answer these questions, this research draws on the Neoclassical Realism 

perspective on foreign policy as a theoretical framework. The research design will 

consider the research methodology, a research method, and diverse research techniques 

(Creswell, 2013). This dissertation will use a qualitative approach. The documentary 

analysis will be based on the study of written primary sources, including government 

official statements such as white papers, speeches, and other official documents. The 

secondary sources will include journal articles, books, policy papers, press articles, and  

financial reports. In addition to primary and secondary sources, this dissertation uses 

tertiary sources such as fragments of dictionaries and encyclopedias. 

Besides this introductory chapter, the dissertation is structured in five parts. Firstly, 

a literature review that goes over previous scholarly work relevant for this project. 

Secondly, a theoretical framework that contains crucial definitions to understand the 

proposed line of work. Thirdly, the analysis is separated into three main elements. First 

is an analysis of the XUAR region, looking at geopolitics and security implications. 

Followed by the unfolding of what is the China Dream and what it means for the CCP. 

Lastly, there is an analysis of the BRI as a case study; it will look specifically at the role 

of Xinjiang in the initiative and to what extent the BRI in Xinjiang is a foreign policy 

instrument that serves the purpose of completing the China Dream. The underlying 

argument of this dissertation is that exerting control over the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous 

Region is decisive for the Chinese leadership to fulfill the China Dream due to economic, 

political, and security factors. Moreover, the BRI has served as a vehicle to achieve 

China’s foreign policy goals since it is being used to obtain economic advancement, 

establish security and stability in the XUAR, and advance in China’s quest for great power 

status.  

2. Literature Review 

This section aims to discuss scholarly work relevant to this dissertation project. The 

literature reviewed consists of prior efforts by scholars that are relevant to solving this 

research’s puzzle. Previous academic work has already looked at specific elements 

regarding the XUAR, the BRI, and the China Dream. In this way, the focal point of 

different studies has been the issues surrounding the BRI and The China Dream. 

However, with events constantly evolving during the years in the XUAR region, the 

association with the timeline of the China Dream and the BRI is undeniable.  
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In this light, it can be pointed out that there are not many new projects studying the 

role of Xinjiang in the ever-evolving BRI and the China Dream since this is a situation 

constantly evolving the fact that many of the most relevant scholarly work for this specific 

issue is from 2013-2019, excepting few done after that. Therefore, this body of research 

lacks a more updated analysis of the situation. In addition, it has been identified that due 

to the situation of the body of search an overview from the Neoclassical Realism 

Perspective would significantly contribute to shed light to this situation.  

The Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region has been a subject of discussion among 

several scholars due to the current situation and how it has affected China’s overall 

foreign relations for almost a decade now1. Mackerras (2015) argues that the region's 

growing importance can be seen in how the economy of Xinjiang links in with Central 

Asia and other areas. He also states Xinjiang’s economic potential to serve as a two-way 

conduit linking China and Europe. The author also adds about Xinjiang’s conflictive 

nature suggesting that the Central Asian region has been a source of considerable conflict 

in the twenty-first century. Xinjiang has not been the exception. The area has struggled 

with violent incidents due to separatism, terrorism, and dissatisfaction caused by various 

internal and external factors. It is presented that the roles of Xinjiang demonstrate that 

China’s foreign policy is not only about the seas to the east and south but also shows the 

country as facing the West (Mackerras, 2015, p. 4).   

Moreover, focusing on the importance of Central Asia for the China Dream, Peña 

(2021) brings up the relevance of the Belt and Road Initiative, indicating that there is “an 

economic, security and political rationale driving the BRI in Central Asia”, adding that 

the BRI acts as an instrument of the Chinese government to attain Beijing’s goals as well 

as an agency to deal with domestic issues (Peña A. , 2021, p. 73) It has become evident 

that the BRI is a part of Xi’s plan to rework the norms, rules, and global governance 

institutions, aspiring to shift from a US-led global liberal order to Chinese-style 

globalization. (Callahan, 2016). Finally, Hayes (2019) gives us an approximation of the 

relevance of the region for the Chinese dream stating that the XUAR plays a “strategic 

importance in China successfully fulfilling its China Dream ‘destiny’ via the BRI,” 

adding the geographic location and the ethnic factor as a critical element to analyze the 

significance in China’s “common destiny” (Hayes, 2019, p. 15). 

 
1 Disturbances started in the Xinjiang province capital Ürümqi in July 2009. 
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Given the reviewed literature, more work is necessary to adequately address the 

puzzle of the dissertation’s research question. Scholarly suggestions have helped to 

identify critical aspects of the significance of the XUAR for the Chinna Dream. Still, to 

fully dive into the question, it is vital to put together not just the economic and the security 

aspect but also the systemic aspect of the issue. The need for an analysis from the 

neoclassical realism perspective was also identified.  

3. Theoretical Framework  

This section presents the theoretical approach and defines the concepts that guide 

the research to address the puzzle proposed by the research questions.  

On the one hand, this dissertation analyses the issue from a Neoclassical Realist 

perspective. Neoclassical realism assumes that politics is a perpetual struggle among 

different states for material power and security in a world of scarce resources and 

pervasive uncertainty. The absence of a universal sovereign or worldwide government is 

the permissive cause of international conflict. Neoclassical realism argues that the scope 

and ambition of a country’s foreign policy are driven first and foremost by the country's 

relative material power (Lobell, Ripsman, & Taliaferro, 2009).  

In the same line, Gideon Rose (1998) sheds some light by saying that the scope of 

a state’s foreign policy is driven by its position in the international scheme and its material 

power capabilities. Also, he argues that the impact of such material power capabilities on 

foreign policy is complex because systemic pressures must be refined through intervening 

variables at the unit level, such as decision-maker perceptions and domestic state 

structure. This theory is clear; the dominant factor shaping the nation’s foreign policy 

over time is its relative material power in relation to the rest of the international system 

(Rose, 1998, p. 150). This theory stresses the role of both independent (systemic) and 

intervening (domestic) variables (Carlsnaes, 2013, p. 309). This helps shed light on the 

distinction of the intervening variables in the research question. The contrast between the 

factors that intervene in the domestic sphere but ultimately forge the country's foreign 

policy.  This research project will analyze the domestic variables and the China relative 

material power.  
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On the other hand, it is essential to consider the definition of the word “relevance” 

as “the degree to which something is useful to what is happening” (Cambridge Dictionary, 

2022). To complement this, it is considered the definition of geopolitics. “Geopolitics” is 

defined by Merriam- Webster as “a study of the influence of such factors as geography, 

economics, and demography on the politics and especially the state’s foreign policy” 

(Merriam-Webster, 2022). The importance of having this concept in mind is considered 

further in this dissertation to understand the role of the XUAR in the China Dream.  

Furthermore, the “Chinese Dream” (Zhongguo meng) will be introduced briefly and 

explained in-depth as the analysis develops. Put simply, the China Dream alludes to the 

attainment of concrete goals set out by the Chinese president Xi Jinping when he took 

office in 2012. These concrete objectives encompass the country’s economic, military, 

and political growth. The Chinese Dream is seen as a call for CCP-led China to reclaim 

the country’s ancient greatness. (Economy, 2018) 

In addition to these concepts, it is relevant to introduce the Xinjiang Uygur 

Autonomous Region briefly. XUAR is the largest autonomous region (province). It is 

located in China’s far northwest; it covers one-sixth of China’s land, holds most of the 

country’s arid area, and is relatively sparsely populated. Half of the region’s population 

of 22 million people belong to mostly Turkic and predominantly Muslim ethnic groups, 

including Uyghurs, Kazakhs, and other populations. The Region is rich in natural 

resources such as coal and natural gas (Amnesty International, 2022). Also, its location 

is crucial because it shares borders with eight different countries, which is such an 

important region for the BRI.   

4. Methodology 

The approach of this research project follows an explanatory sequential design, 

assessing literature by several scholars and analyzing qualitative data from official 

government documents by the Chinese Government (Enterline, 2007). Also, the 

dissertation will include a qualitative case study methodology  (Baxter & Jack, 2008). 

The research design will consider the research methodology, a research method, and 

diverse research techniques (Creswell, 2013). Specifically, this research will use a 

qualitative approach.  

The study’s focal point is on the relevance of the Xinjiang region in the completion 

of  the China Dream, taking the BRI as the case study. In light of this, the research aims 
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at answering the overarching research question, how relevant is the Xinjiang Uygur 

Autonomous Region to the completion of the China Dream?. In answering the research 

puzzle, this thesis takes the Neoclassical Realism perspective on foreign policy. 

Furthermore, the research present a brief case study focused on the BRI in the Xinjiang 

Region. Specifically, the analysis would center on determining the importance of the BRI 

in the XUAR and its significance as a foreign policy instrument for fulfilling the China 

Dream. Therefore, the study will answer the case-oriented research question of to what 

extent does the BRI in the XUAR constitute a foreign policy instrument to fulfill the China 

Dream?.  

The author hypothesizes that exerting control over the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous 

Region is decisive to the Chinese leadership to fulfill the China Dream due to economic, 

political and security factors. Moreover, the BRI has served as a vehicle to achieve 

China’s foreign policy goals since it is being used to obtain economic advancement, 

establish security and stability in the XUAR, and to advance in China’s quest for great 

power status.  

This dissertation will use a qualitative approach. The documentary analysis will be based 

on the study of written primary sources, including government official statements such as 

white papers, speeches, and other official documents. The secondary sources will include 

journal articles, books, policy papers, press articles, and financial reports. In addition to 

primary and secondary sources, this dissertation uses tertiary sources such as fragments 

of dictionaries and encyclopedias. 

5. Analysis 

This section contains an in-depth analysis of the factors the hypothesis predicts are 

essential to determine the relevance of the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region 

(XUAR) to the completion of the China Dream.  

5.1  The XUAR: geopolitics and security issues 

The Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR), as mentioned above, is 

China’s largest administrative unit with a population of approximately 22 million people; 

more than half of the region’s people belong to mostly Turkic and predominantly Muslim 

ethnic groups, including Uyghurs (around 11.3 million), Kazakhs (about 1.6 million) and 

other populations with different languages and culture different from the Han ethnic 
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group who are the majority in “interior” China (Amnesty International, 2022). Rich in 

natural resources, Xinjiang is intertwined with several of China’s economic, strategic, 

and foreign policy goals. Despite continued economic and limited cultural and political 

reform, the region has endorsed substantial incidences related to ethnic minority 

opposition to the Chinese regime throughout the years. This nationalist sentiment in the 

region has profound implications for China’s internal economic and political 

development, but it also affects foreign policy (Clarke M. , 2003, p. 208).   

The conflictive nature of the region involves the ethnic minorities and the 

consequent assimilation of these minorities by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) over 

the years. The party attempted to implement different strategies to integrate the region 

into the PRC’s political and economic system. Strategies such as the ‘fusion’ of 

Xinjiang’s ethnic minorities with the Han through implementing political and economic 

programs underway in non-minority regions made instability grow. But, in the words of 

Clarke (2003), “the central problem for the Chinese authorities in Xinjiang throughout 

the 1949–76 period was how to reconcile the contradiction created by the policy directives 

from Beijing and what was actually practicable in Xinjiang’s conditions”. (Clarke M. , 

2003, p. 210) 

In 2009 the region faced one of the darkest periods due to the violent incidents that 

occurred on 5 and 6 July 2009 in the region’s capital Ürümqi, causing hundreds of deaths 

and over a thousand injured. Presumably, the cause of these riots was the increasing ethnic 

tensions between the Uyghur and the Han. Consequently, the government took measures 

to ensure stability, such as deploying a vast body of security forces. Beijing also replaced 

the Ürümqi CCP secretary. Despite this, Michael Clarke, in his 2011 book “Xinjiang and 

China’s Rise in Central Asia – A History”, argues that besides the incidents, China’s 

sovereignty over the region was not questioned by any other state, and the economy was 

steadily blossoming. However, Beijing’s responses to the 2009 events were somewhat 

harsh, showing this was still a sensitive matter for the government (Clarke, 2011). Clearly, 

for the Chinese Government, Xinjiang has always been an ‘inseparable part of the unitary 

multi-ethnic Chinese nation’ as stated in the CCP’s 2003 White Paper on History and 
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Development of Xinjiang2. A fundamental historical factor has weighed on the region’s 

situation over the years.  

Beijing has been developing its integrationist project in Xinjiang for years. Han 

immigration, economic and infrastructure development, and rigorous suppression of 

ethnic minority discontent or opposition are some examples of policy action taken by the 

government. The Chinese government is concerned about “separatism, extremism, and 

terrorism” (Van Wie Davis, 2008, p. 18). Beijing declares that all government policies 

are destined to maintain peace and economic stability in the region. In the words of Hayes 

(2019), a part of the China Dream concept is “nationalism in a unifying and potent mix” 

(Hayes, 2019, p. 3). This relates to the ‘One China Policy’ that is the diplomatic 

acknowledgment of China’s position that there is one sole legitimate Chinese government 

(Trinee, 2022). 

Due to its geographical location, the XUAR has become a significant economic 

development and international trade point. An essential item for China’s economic 

growth is the Belt and Road Initiative, which revitalizes the trade routes known before as 

the Silk Roads. This Silk Road Economic Belt (SREB) goes across several countries in 

Central Asia and is the keystone that connects China with these other nations. This matter 

will be further developed later in the dissertation. In addition, the Xinjiang region is 

crucial because it represents the only border China shares with Central Asia, neighboring 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan. It is important to mention the historical, cultural, 

religious, and ethnic ties with Central Asia. As discussed above, ethnic clashes in 2009 

augmented China’s concern over separatism in Xinjiang which led Beijing to push to 

increase the pace of development of the region. In the words of Tukmadiyeva (2013), 

“China’s aspirations of “leapfrog development” and “long-term stability” in Xinjiang are 

likely to result in respective “leapfrog” increases of Chinese presence in Central Asia” 

(Tukmadiyeva, 2013, p. 89). Not only the Xinjiang Region is an important economic hub 

for the Chinese economy, but it also represents a keystone for China’s regional presence 

and ultimate influence over the Countries in Central Asia. 

Control over the XUAR region is essential for the success of the BRI, considering 

the region’s strategic location. Consequently, the BRI is a vital part of the consecution of 

 
2 Information Office of the State Council (2003) “History and Development of Xinjiang”, Beijing. 

https://www.mfa.gov.cn/ce/cgla//eng/topnews/t27637.htm accessed on May 7th, 2022 
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Xi’s Chinese Dream. The completion or fulfillment of this plan is intricately linked with 

Xi’s Legacy as leader of the CCP. Hence, not attaining the goal may tarnish his legacy 

and, therefore, the party’s credibility (Hayes, 2019). 

There is a fundamental historical component that has weighed on the region’s 

situation over the years. An area with Xinjiang’s characteristics, such as its diverse ethnic 

minorities by its nature, can be challenging to manage. However, the CCP’s implemented 

policies in the area over the years have built up frustration among the minorities, and, in 

consequence, separatist feelings have arisen. Evidently, the Xinjiang region is 

geopolitically crucial due to its strategic location, resources, and the extension of its 

territory.   

5.2  Unpacking the China Dream 

Since November 2012, when Xi Jinping took office, the concept of the “China 

Dream” started to play a vital role in his speeches and the machinery of the Chinese 

Communist Party’s (CCP) propaganda (Wang, 2013). Representatives from CCP’s 

Publicity Department refer to the Chinese Dream as a “political manifesto” from the new 

leadership; it is a “major strategic thought” for the evolution of the so-called socialism 

with Chinese characteristics (Quibao, 2013). The fulfillment of the Chinese Dream is the 

primary goal of Xi Jinping’s government plan.  

To further develop the concept, it is essential to mention Xi Jinping’s “rejuvenation 

plan”.  The rejuvenation concept is the plan to realize the great revival of the Chinese 

nation after periods of Chinese history that evoke shame in the Chinese people, such as 

the one hundred years of humiliation (1849‒1949). The past humiliation discourse is 

crucial for constructing the Chinese national identity. (Wang Z. , 2013, p. 2) Xi Jinping 

used the national humiliation discourse to equate the Chinese Dream term for his 

rejuvenation plan. Xi Jinping’s concept of the China Dream is deeply rooted in the 

historical factor. In his 2012 “Great renewal of Chinese Nation” speech, he referred to the 

years the Chinese suffered hardship and how the Chinese people never gave up on 

building a great nation. Xi also emphasized that this struggle and hardship endured by the 

Chinese people “is displayed in the national spirit with patriotism as the core.” (Xi pledges 

"Great renewal of Chinese nation,” 2012). It is essential to emphasize “sacrifices” and 

how important it is to achieve a great nation ultimately. The narrative and the roots of 
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Xi’s concept of the China Dream are crucial factors in understanding the nature of the 

policies implemented in Xinjiang.  

 Xi Jinping presented the goals of this Chinese Dream in a series of speeches during 

his tour “The Road toward Renewal” in 2012-2013. In his book “The Governance of 

China”, Xi presents the official party line for China’s development in the 21st century by 

putting together a series of speeches and writings. The book shows an idea of Xi’s 

domestic politics and economic views. He speaks about the “Two Centenary Goals”. He 

defines them as the two goals to complete the building of a moderately prosperous society 

in all respects by the centenary of the party in 2021 and to build China into a modern 

socialist country, prosperous, strong, etc., by the centenary of the PRC in 2049. (Xi J. , 

2014, p. 70) Xi mentions these goals and talks about the Chinese Dream in his May 4th, 

2013, speech “Realize Youthful Dreams”3. The Chinese dream is defined as the past, the 

present, and the future. One of the goals for this “first century” includes doubling the 

2010 GDP per capita income by 2020; this is one of the economic goals of the Dream. 

The goal for the second century is ‘vaguer,’ but it can be understood that by 2049 China 

should be a modern socialist country that is prosperous, strong, democratic, civilized, and 

harmonious. As part of the planned economic development, for Xi, it is necessary to 

“deepen friendly relations with neighboring countries first”. This can be seen through 

new institutions (AIIB) and new projects (BRI) (Callahan, 2016). Indeed, the XUAR 

plays a decisive role in attaining these goals. On the one hand, the region’s abundant 

energy supplies, cotton industries, and other natural resources-related industries are 

essential for China’s economic development (Economist, 2021). On the other hand, and 

the most important, Xinjiang’s location is crucial for China’s relations with Central Asia 

and the BRI project. Therefore, looking at the government’s regional plan and its role in 

the China Dream makes sense in Beijing’s urge to maintain stability at all costs.   

Elizabeth Economy, in her collection of Xi’s speeches, mentions other concrete 

objectives mentioned by the leader during his tour. Apart from doubling the GDP, other 

goals are having a military "capable of fighting and winning wars" and meeting the social 

welfare needs of the people. Also, the country’s ideological future should undoubtedly be 

socialism with Chinese characteristics. The Chinese Dream is rooted in core collective 

 
3 The National People’s Congress of the People’s Republic of China (2013) “Realize Youthful 

Dream” Beijing. 
http://www.npc.gov.cn/englishnpc/c23934/202006/15f3a8b021f64ceeaaa4df4fec6b14c8.shtml accessed 
April 29th, 2022 
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values (Economy, 2018). In the 2013 “Realize Youthful Dreams,” Xi alludes to the 

collaborative aspect of the Chinese Dream “The Chinese Dream is the dream of the 

country and the nation, but also of every ordinary Chinese. One can do well only when 

one’s country and nation do well” (Xi J. , 2014, p. 70). Understanding Xi Jinping’s vision 

of regaining China’s glory is crucial to grasping the roots of domestic policies. Just 

“revolutionary” change could save the party and propel China to realize its full potential 

as a great power. The ultimate goal of this plan is to obtain the status of global governance. 

Reunification of the motherland as one of the “three historic missions” is mentioned 

by Xi in his 2012 speech “Study, Disseminate and Implement the Guiding Principles of 

the 18th CPC National Congress”4. He also adds, “We must bring together and lead the 

Chinese people of all ethnic groups in accomplishing goals and tasks for a moderately 

prosperous society”. It is essential for the Chinese Dream to be fulfilled to attain China’s 

reunification. This reunification plan also includes solving the Taiwan, Hong Kong, and 

Macao issues.  

The China Dream concept is vital for constructing the party’s political legitimacy. 

With the use of the word “rejuvenation” as the party’s new slogan, the mission of the 

Party was to emphasize the intention to bring back the ‘golden times’. Consequently, the 

party’s mission shifted from the realization of communism to a more nationalistic 

objective. In the words of Wang (2013), the Chinese Dream is a continuation of the 

rejuvenation narrative. The China Dream is a tool for the CCP’s legitimacy; since the 

collapse of communism, China’s history of glory and patriotism has been used as its 

“societal glue.” The China Dream concept is relevant for the CCP to maintain its power. 

The party’s vision for the future is important to provide assurance and compelling ethical 

motivations to inspire people to adhere to the party’s cause. Hence, why the China Dream 

makes the party’s mission clear and elucidates a vision for the future (Wang Z. , 2013, p. 

6). The concept’s goals are designed by a persuasive narrative that would convince the 

Chinese nation that people would have a proper welfare status assured with attaining the 

goals. Ultimately, the Party wants to convince people that just under the CCP’s 

leadership, these levels of welfare can be achieved. In conclusion, the Party needs the 

 
4 The National People’s Congress of the People’s Republic of China (2012) “Study, Disseminate 

and Implement the Guiding Principles of the 18th CPC National Congress”. Beijing. 
http://www.npc.gov.cn/englishnpc/c23934/202005/1ea4ce6a31714887a17412cb8f9f30cc.shtml accessed 
on May 2nd, 2022 
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realization of the Chinese Dream to maintain its credibility. Therefore, measures taken to 

achieve the goal ultimately have a justification.  

5.3 The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) 

Xi’s government strategy was to deepen friendly relations with neighboring 

countries through economic cooperation. New institutions such as the AIIB to finance 

‘connectivity’ initiatives and new projects such as the BRI launched in 2013 are seen as 

foreign policy instruments for Beijing. As mentioned before, the China Dream is clear 

about the CCP’s aspirations and diplomatic strategies, such as building a “community of 

shared destiny” (Callahan, 2016). The BRI integrates the New Silk Road Economic Belt 

project and the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road. Both routes aim to create an 

intercontinental network of trade and infrastructure that connects China to Central Asia, 

the Middle East, Europe, and Africa. Xi sees this initiative as a golden opportunity to 

build a solid Sino-Central Asian relationship. Chinese investment in the initiative can 

reach over US$ 4 trillion. In words of Peña (2021), the BRI is a project that combines 

several elements such as the investment in international infrastructure; the establishment 

and strengthening alliances in Central Asia and the conveyance of new financial 

infrastructures. (Peña A. , 2021, p. 89) 

The initiative carries a solid geopolitical implication. There is a sensitive factor 

related to the domestic affairs of each country in the region. Thus, Beijing’s efforts to 

emphasize the peaceful and even friendly rather than trade aspect of the initiative. 

Therefore, there is no denying that this an ambitious project and its realization would 

signify a big win for the Chinese government.  

The BRI is still unfolding, but according to official documents, it comprises three 

main routes; two of these routes go through some Xinjiang areas. The Middle Route links 

Beijing, Xi’an, Urumqi, Afghanistan, Kazakhstan, Hungary, and Paris and refers to 

existing and new oil and gas pipelines. Also, the Southern Route linking Beijing with 

Southern XUAR, Pakistan, Iran, Iraq, Turkey, Italy, and Spain refer to the development 

of transnational highways (Hayes, 2019, p. 6). Clearly, the BRI represents a big step for 

domestic growth, but the foreign policy aspect of the initiative is evident and can even 

impact how globalization is seen nowadays.  

The BRI is also Beijing’s instrument to take advantage of Moscow’s debilitating 

power in Central Asia to strengthen its power in the region and, with this, acquire more 
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power to solve domestic issues in the area, such as border disputes, trade expansion, and 

they keep under control separatist movements. China has invested a vast amount of 

money in Central Asia to develop and strengthen the region over the years. Security 

threats, Islamic fundamentalism, and other security concerns may have consequences 

such as putting at risk said investments (Peña A. , 2021). 

The Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region has increasingly contributed to China’s 

strategic position in international affairs. Michael Clarke (2011) suggests that the 

integration of Xinjiang with Central Asia contributes significant benefits to China, such 

as security, economic growth, and some other strategic advantages (Clarke M., 2011, p. 

2). Therefore, the following section will analyze to what extent the BRI in the XUAR 

constitutes a foreign policy instrument to fulfill the China Dream.  

The Belt and Road Initiative is clearly a foreign policy instrument used by Xi’s 

government to achieve a series of objectives that would lead the PRC closer to fulfilling 

the China Dream. Firstly, to set the context for this analysis, it is important to remember 

the concept of foreign policy as an “Action a state embarks upon in its interaction with 

other states in the international system in the process of striving to attain its objectives 

and goals” (Efanodor, 2017, p. 1) This also constitutes the range of actions taken by the 

government to interact with other international system figures to further the national 

interest. Then, four significant foreign policy instruments are identified: diplomacy, 

economic measure, propaganda, and the use of force (Efanodor, 2017). Here, the BRI is 

an instrument of diplomacy and economic action. The economic development that the 

BRI promises is meant to create alliances with the countries in Central Asia. Besides, it 

is presented as a trade and development project, and the BRI is also a project that 

addresses security and geopolitical issues. The XUAR is a crucial area to the BRI due to 

its geographic position.  

Clearly, one of the main goals of the BRI is to develop the economy, especially the 

western parts of China, and to sustain the second wave of economic reform. The 

difference in GDP between the Easter and the Western provinces made evident to the 

government that action was needed. As a result, Jiang Zemin’s administration launched a 

“Great Western Development Strategy” (GWDS) in 2001 (Peña A. , 2021). The GWDS 

was an attempt to improve living standards, infrastructure, and ethnic relations in regions 

like XUAR, Tibet Autonomous Region (TUAR), Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region, 

and other inland areas (Hayes, 2019). The GWDS and the BRI pursue to reduce said 
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inequalities between the East and West. Since the BRI was launched, Xinjiang’s per 

capita income has increased by 18% between 2013. (Peña A. , 2021) 

Moreover, the BRI is also focused on tackling Xinjiang’s security threats. As 

mentioned before, one of the goals of the Chinese Dream is the “unification of the 

motherland,” and the BRI attempts to attain Xinjiang’s integration into China while 

consolidating its territorial, political, economic, and cultural control over the region. As 

argued by Clarke (2016) and Peña (2021), behind the BRI, there is a “double-opening-

approach” to integrate Xinjiang with Central Asia and China not just to obtain economic 

advancement but to establish security and cooperation in the area. (Clarke M. , 2016, p. 

304) 

Additionally, the Kashgar City is a hub-city for the Southern Route, and it has been 

the receptor of significant funding and development over the years. Also, it is historically 

considered the “heart” of the Uyghur homeland, and up until 2008, it embodied traditional 

Islamic and Uyghur culture. Policies taken over the years in the city, including the 

demolition of the old town as a policy to modernize and develop the city due to its location 

across the BRI, seem to have also covert actions to ‘cleanse’ the city from Islamic 

influence. This can also be related to one of the objectives of the Chinese Dream, in which 

reunification and unity under the ‘One-China Policy’ are part of the completion of the 

China Dream. In the words of Hayes (2019), the crackdown in XUAR is directly linked 

to the BRI and the China Dream; the political re-education and the alleged human rights 

violations are occurring because of Xinjiang’s direct link with the BRI’s success. This 

can be linked to one of the objectives of the China Dream, which is maintaining and 

securing stability, especially in these problematic areas. The author also adds that “as the 

BRI blueprint has become crystallized, XUAR’s importance to attaining Xi’s goals for 

the Chinese state has become increasingly clear” (Hayes, 2019, p. 14). In his “Great 

renewal of Chinese nation” speech, Xi pledges “paths determine destiny,” which 

translates to the importance for a country to choose the right path for nation-building. (Xi, 

2012). In a way, the surveillance, the re-building, and other actions in the region can be 

attributable to the strategic importance of the XUAR in fulfilling its China Dream 

‘destiny’ (Hayes, 2019). 

Overall, to answer the case-oriented research  question, the BRI in the XUAR 

constitutes a foreign policy instrument to fulfill the China Dream to the extent that the 

CCP can attain the region’s complete control and completely contain all separatist 
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movements and secessionist feelings. Also, this foreign policy instrument serves the 

China Dream to achieve the ‘ultimate shared destiny in the region’.  

6 Conclusions 

This study used a qualitative approach and followed an explanatory sequential 

design to answer the research puzzle. This dissertation aimed to determine the relevance 

of the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region to the fulfillment of the China Dream; in 

doing so, the research focused on the Belt and Road Initiative in the XUAR. First, this 

thesis considered geopolitics and security issues in the XUAR by pointing out the 

strategic location of the region, considering it represents the only border China shares 

with Central Asia, as well as the separatist sentiment of ethnic minorities in the area due 

to specific policies implemented by the CCP to ‘maintain’ stability. Then, it looked at the 

concept and main objectives of the China Dream. Highlighting the importance of 

reunification of the motherland and the role this Dream plays in the CCP’s legitimacy. 

Finally, the study considered the BRI implications for the China Dream and the XUAR, 

drawing attention to the “double-opening approach” of the initiative to integrate and 

develop the Xinjiang are with Central Asia while establishing stability, security, and 

cooperation in the zone.  

Undoubtedly, the XUAR geographical location is a significant economic 

development and international trade point in China. Xinjiang is integral to the success of 

the BRI, and for the initiative to work, stability must be obtained to open up the region. 

Ethnic diversity and inequality between the Uyghur and the Han have caused discontent 

among Uyghur people causing separatist sentiments to arise. Therefore, that is why 

Beijing has been developing an integrationist project for years now; Han immigration, 

economic and infrastructure development, and suppression of ethnic minority discontent 

are part of the policies implemented by the CCP. For Xi’s government, the premise is 

straightforward, stability in Xinjiang would increase Chinese presence in Central Asia.  

Moreover, the fulfillment of the Chinese Dream would be completed when China 

is a modern socialist country that is prosperous, strong, civilized, and harmonious. For Xi 

Jinping, the unification of the country under the ‘One-China Principle’ is one of the goals 

of the Dream. A fundamental part of China being a strong, rich, and influential country 

is linked to the BRI’s success which cannot be possible without total control over the 

Xinjiang Region. As the central hub for the BRI to connect with other countries, Xinjiang 
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is relevant for the BRI to run smoothly and consolidate China’s power position in Central 

Asia.  

Furthermore, a project such as the BRI is an instrument to strengthen material power 

capabilities, therefore shaping China’s foreign policy. Neoclassical realism stresses the 

role of both independent (systemic) and intervening (domestic) variables. Here, the BRI 

in Xinjiang plays both roles since its used to obtain economic advancement and to 

establish security and stability in the region.  

To conclude, the analysis confirms the main conjecture that in exerting control over 

the XUAR is vital to the Chinese Government to fulfill the China Dream due to economic, 

political, and security factors. Economic factors being the essential role of the XUAR in 

the BRI. The political factor related to the Party’s credibility on whether they achieve all 

the objectives of the China Dream, and the security aspect is maintaining stability and 

establishing China’s value to avoid separatist sentiments.   
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