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Abstract	

China	has	experienced	 terrorist	attacks	 that	have	claimed	 lives	and	caused	extensive	
damage	to	property.	In	response,	the	government	has	used	both	‘hard’	and	‘soft’	power	
to	 rid	 the	 country	 of	 terrorism.	 The	measures	 have	 reduced	 the	 incidents	 of	 terror	
attacks	 but	 there	 has	 been	 growing	 concern	 of	 radicalization	 of	 youths	 and	 other	
vulnerable	 groups.	This	paper	 therefore	discusses	 the	problem	of	 radicalization	and	
extremism	in	China	and	the	current	deradicalization	efforts	with	the	view	of	exposing	
some	 communication	 gaps.	 Strategic	 communication	 is	 advanced	 as	 an	 alternative	
approach	 to	 deradicalization	 and	 counterterrorism	 in	 China.	 It	 is	 argued	 that	 the	
approach	will	allow	 for	coordination	and	 liaison	among	 the	various	units	 involved	 in	
counterterrorism	as	well	as	facilitating	the	communication	of	messages	that	empower	
the	people	to	counter	terrorist	radicalization	messages.	
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1. Introducation	

The	Islamic	State	in	Iraq	and	Syria	(ISIS)	released	a	video,	 in	March	2017,	featuring	fighters	
from	 China's	 Uighur	 minority	 threatening	 to	 ‘shed	 blood	 like	 rivers’	 in	 China.	 1The	 video	
footage	captured	the	attention	of	the	international	media	and	in	many	ways	showed	the	extent	
of	the	problem	of	extremism	and	terrorism	in	China.	Many	Western	commentators	and	media	
have	on	several	occasions	chosen	to	frame	the	problem	of	terrorism	in	China	within	the	broader	
discourse	of	human	rights	abuses.	This	skepticism	is	noted	by	Zhou	who	points	out	that	despite	
China’s	acknowledgement	of	domestic	terrorism	and	designation	of	some	groups	such	as	“East	
Turkestan	Islamic	Movement”	(ETIM)	as	terrorist	groups	some	foreign	experts	and	countries	
have	refused	to	acknowledge	the	existence	of	the	problem	in	China.	2	
The	recent	association	of	extremist	groups	 in	China	with	ISIS	has,	however,	provided	ample	
evidence,	to	the	international	community,	to	a	problem	that	has	long	existed	in	China.	There	are	
numerous	examples	of	the	problem	of	extremism	and	terrorism	in	China	and	these	include	the	
2008	aircraft	attack,	mass	violence	in	Urumqi	in	2009.3	Other	cases	include	the	2013	attack	on	
Tiananmen	Square,	the	2013	attack	in	Shanshan	County,	Xinjiang,	the	2014	car	bomb	in	Urumqi	
and	the	2015	knife	attacks	at	railway	stations	and	public	places	in	Kunming,	Yunnan	province.	
A	 survey	 on	 global	 perceptions	 of	 violent	 extremism	 asked	 respondents	 whether	 violent	
extremism	was	a	problem	or	not	and	if	it	was	seen	as	increasing	or	decreasing.	In	China,	34%	
of	the	respondents	identified	violent	extremism	as	a	problem	and	35%	saw	it	as	increasing.4	
The	global	averages	show	that	66%	perceived	it	as	a	problem	and	58%	saw	it	as	increasing	.	
5While	 the	results	 from	China	were	below	the	global	averages,	 it	can	be	noted	that	 there	 is	
growing	concern	of	the	problem	and	its	potential	to	increase.	
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In	this	article,	“radicalization”	refers	to	the	process	where	people	accept	extreme	world	values	
and	achieve	their	political	goals	by	using,	supporting,	and	inciting	extreme	ways	like	violence.	
In	the	light	of	the	prevalent	Muslim	radicalization	phenomena	in	China,	religious	radicalization	
in	the	paper	mainly	focuses	on	the	use	of	Islam	religion	by	some	groups	to	advocate	the	use	of	
violence	 in	order	 to	reach	 the	aim	of	establishing	an	 Islamic	Caliph	State.	 “Deradicalization”	
here	 means	 religious	 deradicalization	 that	 is,	 Islamic	 extremists	 abandon	 Islamic	 extreme	
ideologies	such	as	“jihadism”,	“hereticism”	and	“theocracy”	and	also	refrain	from	using	violent	
ways	to	reach	their	political	ambitions.	
Deradicalization	is,	however,	a	complex	approach	that	cannot	be	reduced	to	once‐off	programs.	
It	requires	sustained	efforts	and	in	China	it	has	involved	the	use	of	‘hard’	and	‘soft’	power.	Hard	
power	involves	the	use	of	army,	police	forces,	law	and	punitive	administrative	means.		On	the	
other	hand	 ‘soft	power’	 refers	 to	 the	use	of	 communication	means	 to	 transform	extremists’	
thoughts,	educate	the	public	to	avoid	extremist	brainwashing,	ensure	a	healthy	environment	
for	the	whole	society,	totally	cut	terrorism	transmission	chains	and	build	a	stable	environment	
for	social	development.	This	paper	builds	on	this	thesis	to	advance	strategic	communication	
approaches	that	are	specific	to	the	Chinese	context.	The	paper	is	divided	into	four	sections.	The	
first	section	discusses	the	problem	of	extremism	and	radicalization	in	China	by	focusing	on	the	
features	 of	 extremist	 ideological	 communication.	 The	 second	 section	 analyses	 China’s	
deradicalization	efforts	with	the	view	of	discussing	some	of	the	communication	shortcomings.	
The	third	section	proposes	strategic	communication	as	a	new	perspective	to	deradicalization	
in	China	and	the	fourth	proffers	a	way	forward	for	China’s	deradicalization	initiatives	before	
the	conclusion.	

2. Features	of	Extremist	Ideological	Communication	in	China	

One	of	the	first	and	fundamental	steps	in	understanding	terrorism	in	China	has	been	to	identify	
the	different	fronts	of	the	problem.	To	this	end,	‘Three	Forces’	have	been	identified	as	the	core	
of	the	problem	and	these	are:	ethnic	separatism,	religious	extremism	and	violent	terrorism	in	
Xinjiang.	Historians	retrace	the	problem	of	ethnic	separatism	in	Xinjiang	to	the	19th	century	
when	there	was	the	Islamic	kingdom	in	southern	Xinjiang,	ruled	by	Yaqub	Beg.	8In	recent	times,	
some	individuals	and	groups	have	pursued	the	divisive	cause	by	taking	advantage	of	religious	
platforms	to	incite	ethnic	hatred	and	cause	religious	fanaticism.	Their	clear	goal	is	to	separate	
Xinjiang	from	People’s	Republic	of	China	and	establish	the	“Islamic	State	of	East	Turkistan”.	The	
history	of	upheavals	and	clamor	for	independence	by	forces	in	Xinjiang	is	well	documented	but	
noteworthy	is	how	the	messages	have	been	communicated	over	the	years	in	order	to	continue	
to	 inspire	 different	 generations	 to	 pursue	 this	 violent	 cause	 of	 extremism	 and	 terrorism.	
Evident	in	the	strategies	by	the	separatists	is	the	power	of	ideological	communication,	hence	it	
is	critical	to	understand	the	communication	processes	that	have	been	used	by	terrorist	groups	
in	China	and	other	parts	of	the	world	before	discussing	the	possible	counter	strategies.	
Terrorism,	 far	 from	being	 local,	 is	 a	 global	 problem.	The	 “Three	 forces”	 (ethnic	 separatism,	
religious	 extremism	and	violent	 terrorism)	existing	 in	neighboring	 countries	have	not	been	
restricted	 by	 national	 boundaries,	 resulting	 in	 the	 permeated	 destruction	 of	 China’s	 social	
stability.	For	example,	ISIS	group	is	deepening	their	permeation	in	Central	and	Eastern	Asian	
areas.	 In	 the	past	years,	 there	has	been	growing	evidence	 that	members	of	 “East	Turkistan”	
engaged	 in	 ISIS	 terrorism	 attacks	 have	 begun	 to	 secretly	 come	 back	 to	 China.	 This	
internationalization	 of	 terrorism	 is	 partly	 attributed	 to	 the	 use	 of	 force	 by	 the	 Chinese	
government	which	has	forced	the	militants	to	seek	refuge	in	neighboring	countries.	9He	further	
notes	that	this	has	resulted	in	linkages	between	Chinese	militants	and	other	radical	groups	such	
as	Al‐Qaeda	and	most	recently	ISIS.	10Further	to	the	physical	crossing	of	borders	by	militants,	
the	Internet	has	proved	to	be	a	potent	tool	to	link	like‐minded	terrorist	groups	in	China	and	
other	 parts	 of	 the	 world.	 In	 China	 the	 extremist	 groups	 such	 as	 East	 Turkistan	 Islamic	
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Movement	(ETIM)	and	the	World	Uyghur	Youth	Congress	constantly	propagate	ideologies	of	
ethnic	separatism,	religious	extremism	and	violent	terrorism	through	the	internet.	This	kind	of	
transnational,	 transcultural,	and	trans‐time‐space	communication	quickens	the	development	
of	 extremist	 forces	 in	 Xinjiang.	 It	 can	 therefore	 be	 noted	 that	while	 terrorism	 is	 a	 problem	
affecting	China,	it	has	deep	roots	and	linkages	that	transcend	national	boundaries	and	the	use	
of	force	alone	cannot	effectively	counter	the	spread	of	radical	ideology	and	acts	of	terrorism.		
Another	 identified	 source	 of	 radicalization	 and	 violent	 extremism	 ideology	 in	 China	 are	
religious	 institutions.	Between	the	1980s	and	1990s,	more	private	 Islamic	scripture	schools	
sprang	up	and	Potter	associates	the	period	with	the	emergence	of	serious	separatist	violence.	
In	recent	years,	 these	schools	are	attracting	young	people	who	are	 impressionable	and	easy	
targets	for	radicalization.	These	schools	are	gradually	becoming	a	base	for	them	to	train	ethnic	
separatists,	 religious	 extremists	 and	 terrorists.	 Some	 extremists	 in	 China,	 after	 receiving	
directions	 from	 overseas	 religious	 organizations,	 spread	 illegal	 books	 and	 magazines	 and	
audiovisual	products	through	network	discs,	customized	cellphones,	prints	and	social	media.	
These	illegal	activities	damagingly	influence	the	policy	of	freedom	of	religious	belief	and	cause	
conflicts	among	religions	and	among	religious	schools.	
In	responding	to	these	trends,	the	counterterrorism	efforts	at	home	and	abroad	are	facing	some	
new	 changes	 because	 of	 a	 number	 of	 factors	 such	 as	 international	 background,	 economy,	
culture,	society	and	religions.11	In	the	case	of	China,	the	economic	wealth	gap	between	Xinjiang	
and	other	regions	has	been	identified	as	one	of	the	central	issues	that	have	fueled	the	birth	and	
rise	of	radical	and	extremist	ideas.	In	addition,	in	the	education	sector	there	is	low	enrollment	
rate	and	low	educational	level.	Resultantly,	the	majority	of	the	young	people	are	attracted	by	
religious	extremists	and	later	recruited	by	terrorist	groups.			

3. China’S	Efforts	in	Deradicalization	

The	 Anti‐terrorism	 Act	 of	 China	 states	 that	 ‘China	 is	 adamantly	 opposed	 to	 any	 form	 of	
extremism	misrepresenting	religious	doctrines	or	inciting	hatred,	discrimination	and	violence’	
and	is	determined	to	remove	the	ideological	basis	of	terrorism.	The	law	defines	the	task	and	
status	of	deradicalization.	Deradicalization	of	religion	has	to	undergo	two	important	phases.	
The	first	phase	is	to	solve	the	problem,	which	means	many	ways	are	used	to	eliminate	extremist	
influences	and	damages,	 lead	masses	to	have	a	clear	understanding	of	the	fact	that	religious	
extremism	compels	and	deceives	believers	to	violently	destroy	normal	social	order	and	social	
systems	for	their	ultimate	political	goals.	The	second	is	to	establish	correct	beliefs,	which	means	
distorted	social	values	in	religious	extremism	is	supposed	to	be	changed	and	mainstream	social	
values	be	reestablished.		
Xinjiang	 has	 taken	 soft	 counterterrorism	 measures	 in	 the	 shape	 of	 religious,	 cultural,	
educational,	 occupational,	 and	 social	 programs.	 These	 programs	 target	 different	 groups	 of	
people,	 including	 those	 who	 are	 radicalized	 as	 well	 as	 those	 who	 are	 not	 radicalized	 but	
considered	 vulnerable	 to	 recruitment.	 None	 of	 these	 programs	 is	 sufficient	 on	 its	 own	 as	
deradicalization	is	more	likely	to	succeed	only	when	integrated	to	produce	a	synergy	effect.	The	
approaches	 advocated	 and	 deployed	 by	 the	 XUAR	 include	 “five	 keys,”	 “four	 prongs,”	 “three	
contingents,”	“two	hands,”	and	“one	rule.”	12Viewed	together,	these	approaches	point	to	legal,	
religious,	 cultural,	 ideological,	 and	 scientific	 aspects	 of	 the	 deradicalization	 efforts.	 Among	
these	aspects,	the	importance	of	the	rule	of	law	is	increasing.	
After	the	second	Xinjiang	work	seminar	of	the	State	Council,	the	party	committee	of	Xinjiang	
Uyghur	Autonomous	Region	 identified	“deradicalization”	as	 the	most	pressing	political	 task.	
The	party	committee	put	forward	a	series	of	new	ideas	and	new	measures,	such	as	carrying	out	
special	programs	on	fighting	against	radicalization,	focusing	more	on	deradicalization,	firmly	
preventing	terrorist	activities	and	religious	ideologies	from	permeating	into	Xinjiang,	educating	
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the	public	as	firmly	combatting	and	employing	the	‘Five	Keys’	fully.	It	is	worth	noting	that	in	
order	to	eliminate	the	extremism	and	ensure	the	social	stability,	Xinjiang	carried	out	China’s	
first	deradicalization	law	in	April	2017.	Besides,	some	important	official	documents	have	been	
issued	constantly	to	deal	with	issues	such	as	illegal	religious	activities,	improving	mechanism	
to	deal	with	 the	 ‘Three	Forces’	 and	 strengthening	 the	 service	and	administration	as	well	 as	
education	training	for	relatives	of	 the	 legally	punished	among	other	 issues.	These	 initiatives	
have	been	designed	to	allow	for	effective	planning	and	deradicalization	tasks.	The	government,	
in	order	to	achieve	communication	accuracy,	divides	the	subjects	into	important	groups	that	is	
religious	people,	religious	believers	and	irreligious	staff,	young	people	born	in	“80s,	90s	and	the	
21st	century”,	faculty	and	students	in	universities	and	colleges,	and	the	people	easily	affected	
by	religious	radical	ideologies.	Multi‐media	are	utilized	in	the	ways	of	“flooding”	and	“dripping”	
to	 advocate	 the	 party’s	 guidelines	 and	 policies,	 orthodox	 religious	 doctrines,	 extreme	
ideological	essences	and	harms	of	terrorist	attacks	so	that	the	government	dominantly	directs	
the	task	of	deradicalization	by	communication.	At	the	same	time,	the	local	governments	actively	
create	 local	cultural	platforms	where	 local	artists	 invite	professional	dancers	and	singers	 to	
attract	the	people’s	active	participation	in	these	activities	and	make	some	cultural	programs	
about	 re‐radicalization.	 Local	 cultural	 platforms	 are	 created	 as	 a	 main	 position	 for	 the	
government	to	develop	re‐radicalization.	
Religious	problems	never	come	out	independently	of	other	aspects,	closely	connected	with	its	
corresponding	 politics,	 economy	 and	 culture.	 Historical	 problems	 and	 real	 ones	 are	mixed,	
antagonistic	 contradictions	 and	 non‐antagonistic	 ones	 are	 intervened,	 positive	 things	 and	
negative	ones	are	mutually	interacting,	domestic	factors	and	international	ones	are	mutually	
influencing.	 China	 develops	 religious	 direction	 by	 establishing	 correct	 values,	 and	 leads	
religious	people	to	a	positive	political	point	of	view	guided	by	socialist	religion	development.	
The	white	book	The	Freedom	of	Religious	Belief	in	Xinjiang	Uyghur	Autonomous	Region	was	
issued	 by	 the	 Information	 Office	 of	 the	 State	 Council	 on	 2	 June,	 2016	 in	 which	 religious	
development	 and	 current	 situations	 and	 China’s	 efforts	 in	 religious	 re‐radicalization	 are	
comprehensively	introduced.	
With	 the	 consistent	 efforts	 in	 deradicalization,	 China	 reversed	 the	deradicalization	 in	 some	
extent	and	made	great	progress	in	counterterrorism,	which	prevents	the	spreading	of	terrorist	
attacks	in	China.	However,	the	diverse	nature	of	deradicalization	approaches	has	also	becomes	
the	inherent	weakness	in	that	there	are	high	chances	of	duplication	and	lack	of	coordination	
among	the	various	actors	involved.	This	Traditional	counterterrorism	method	is	in	many	ways	
been	structures	such	that	an	 individual	unit	or	a	certain	medium	takes	action,	which	means	
limited	 resources	 are	 available.	 Just	 fighting	 alone	 against	 terrorism,	 different	 units	 and	
different	 media	 inevitably	 work	 repeatedly,	 which	 wastes	 resources	 or	 undermines	 the	
efficiency	 of	 counterterrorism	 due	 to	 mutual	 contradictions.	 Strategic	 communication	 has	
therefore	 been	 suggested	 as	 a	 critical	 success	 factor	 in	 deradicalization	 programs	 in	many	
countries	faced	with	the	problems	of	extremism	and	terrorism.13	

4. Conclusion	

Radicalization	 by	 its	 very	 nature	 is	 a	 process	 that	 is	 barely	 noticed.	 The	 rise	 of	 new	
communication	technologies	has	also	made	it	easier	for	radicalization	messages	to	transcend	
borders	and	spread	faster.	China	has	invested	a	lot	of	effort	and	resources	to	counter	the	spread	
of	extremism	and	terrorism.	While	these	initiatives	have	reduced	the	incidents	of	terror	attacks,	
there	 is	 a	 glaring	 lack	 of	 coordination	 and	 synchronization	 of	messages	 among	 the	 various	
players.	 	Terrorist	groups	have	demonstrated	 the	power	of	communication	 in	radicalization	
and	 equally	 the	 government	 in	 China	 would	 need	 to	 prioritize	 communication	 in	
deradicalization	and	counterterrorism.	Deradicalization	is	a	complex	process	where	different	
departments	need	work	together,	hence	strategic	communication	is	advanced	as	an	alternative	
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approach.	 A	 strategic	 communication	 approach,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 demands	 a	 systematic	
analysis	 of	 all	 the	 parts	 of	 counterterrorism	 communication	 before	 and	 defining	 a	
comprehensive,	rigorous	and	scientific	roadmap	and	timetable	from	an	overall	point	of	view	to	
maximize	the	communication	effects.	China	and	other	countries	can	exploit	these	strengths	of	
strategic	communication	to	effectively	respond	to	radicalization	and	extremism.	
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