VI. Discrimination, Societal Abuses, and Trafficking in
Persons

ETHNIC MINORITY RIGHTS
Findings

e During the Commission’s 2023 reporting year, Chinese Com-
munist Party and government officials championed the “inte-
gration” of ethnic minorities, continuing the implementation of
policies contravening the rights of Uyghurs, Tibetans, Mongols,
Hui, and other ethnic minorities to maintain their own lan-
guages and cultures. The October 2022 election of Pan Yue to
the Party Central Committee, following his June 2022 appoint-
ment to the State Ethnic Affairs Commission, indicated that
Chinese leader Xi Jinping’s policies of assimilation and “ethnic
fusion” would likely be maintained.

e In May 2023, Hui Muslims in Yunnan province protested
over official plans to forcibly remove Islamic features from a
13th-century mosque, plans that reflected authorities’ inten-
tions to “sinicize” their community. Authorities cracked down
on protesters, detaining dozens at the scene and subsequently
urging others to surrender to authorities. Hui Muslims inter-
viewed by international media expressed the belief that, fol-
lowing authorities’ demolition of domes and minarets of the
mosques where they worshipped, authorities would begin to
impose tighter restrictions on Muslims’ ability to practice their
faith.

e In a case exemplifying the risks facing Mongols fleeing
China to escape surveillance and persecution, on May 3, 2023,
Chinese police officers detained 80-year-old Mongol historian
and writer Lhamjab Borjigin in Mongolia and forcibly re-
turned him to China.

Recommendations

Members of the U.S. Congress and Administration officials are
encouraged to take the following actions:

O Develop programming, both in the United States and around
the world, to preserve threatened cultures and languages. The
Administration should expand grant programs to assist
Uyghur, Mongol, and other ethnic and religious minorities in
cultural and linguistic preservation efforts. The Administration
should prioritize, and Congress should fund, research, exhibi-
tions, and education related to these efforts.

O Urge the PRC government to abide by the protections guar-
anteed to ethnic minorities to speak, use, and receive an edu-
cation in their mother tongue, under China’s Constitution, the
PRC Regional Ethnic Autonomy Law, and international human
rights treaties, including the International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the U.N. Convention on the
Rights of the Child. Urge Chinese authorities to repeal policies
that infringe upon the rights of ethnic minorities to teach and
learn in their own language. Press Chinese officials to release
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political prisoners who were detained for their advocacy of lan-
guage education rights.

O Urge Chinese authorities to allow Hui and other predomi-
nantly Muslim ethnic minority populations to freely engage in
Islamic religious rituals, as a matter of their right to religious
freedom, and in accordance with the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights and the ICCPR, as well as China’s Constitution,
which prohibit discrimination based on religion.



ETHNIC MINORITY RIGHTS

Introduction

Authorities based the framework for the PRC’s ethnic classifica-
tion system, which divides the country into 56 ethnic groups
(minzu), on an “Ethnic Classification Project” carried out by eth-
nologists and linguists primarily in the 1950s.1 PRC authorities of-
ficially recognize 55 ethnic minority groups (shaoshu minzu), influ-
enced by the Stalinist definition of “nationality,” and nominally
grant them a form of territorial autonomous governance in pre-
scribed regions.2 Anthropologist Gerald Roche of La Trobe Univer-
sity described the framework as a hierarchy that not only
prioritizes the Han Chinese ethnicity and the Mandarin Chinese
language but also subordinates other ethnic groups and languages,
including unrecognized languages.? [For more information on Chi-
nese authorities’ suppression of ethnic minority languages, see
Chapter 17—Tibet.]

Party and Government Policy toward Ethnic Minorities

During the Commission’s 2023 reporting year, Chinese Com-
munist Party and government authorities implemented policies
that limited the freedom of ethnic minority groups to express their
cultural and religious identities in contravention of the PRC Re-
gional Ethnic Autonomy Law? and international human rights
treaties, including the International Covenant on Civil and Polit-
ical Rights and the International Covenant on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights.> Chinese leader Xi Jinping promoted a histor-
ical narrative centering Han Chinese cultural identity and main-
taining that all ethnic groups originated from a single Chinese na-
tion.® Party and government officials also championed the “integra-
tion” of ethnic minorities, continuing the implementation of policies
contravening the rights of Uyghurs, Tibetans, Mongols, Hui, and
other ethnic minorities to maintain their own languages and cul-
tures.” The October 2022 election of Pan Yue to the Party Central
Committee, following his June 2022 appointment to the State Eth-
nic Affairs Commission, indicated that Xi’s policies of assimilation
and “ethnic fusion” would likely be maintained.® Pan has long en-
dorsed such policies and has emphasized the need for different eth-
nic groups and religions to integrate into “Chinese civilization.” 9

Crackdown on Hui Religion and Culture

During this reporting year, authorities implemented campaigns
in Hui religious communities that were aimed at “sinicizing” Is-
lamic practices,!0 a trend observers say limits Hui Muslims’ ability
to practice their religion and culture.!l Authorities demolished and
removed features such as domes and minarets from mosques
throughout China which serve Hui communities in order to
“sinicize” the mosques and eradicate elements viewed as “Arabic”
or “Middle Eastern.” 12 According to U.S.-based Hui rights advocate
Ma Ju, in Yunnan province alone, authorities have removed the
domes and minarets from over two hundred mosques.13

In a report released in March 2023, Chinese Human Rights De-
fenders and Hope Umbrella International Foundation documented
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a wide range of Party and government persecution of Hui Muslims
in recent years.14 The report described how Party and government
authorities carried out the mass detention of Hui Muslims in the
Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR) in the name of
counterterrorism; closed mosques and detained Hui religious lead-
ers as part of “sinicization” efforts; and displaced Hui communities
as part of “poverty alleviation” programs.15> In addition, the report
documented the harassment and detention of lawyers representing
or seeking to represent Hui individuals detained for religious rea-
sons.16

Hui Muslims in Yunnan Protest over Planned Partial Demolition
of Mosque

In May 2023, Hui Muslims in Yunnan protested over official plans to
forcibly remove Islamic features from a 13th-century mosque,l? plans
that reflected authorities’ intentions to “sinicize” their community.1® On
May 27, following the morning prayer, construction vehicles entered the
courtyard of Najiaying Mosque, which is located in Nagu township,
Tonghai county, Yuxi municipality, Yunnan, an area with a predomi-
nantly Hui Muslim population.1® Hundreds of police officers in riot gear
also surrounded the mosque and blocked its entrance.20 Authorities re-
portedly planned to demolish four minarets and a domed roof of the
mosque—Arabic-style features that authorities approved in 2004 when
the current mosque was constructed but that a court ruled illegal in
2020.21 Official plans called for the replacement of these features with
traditional Chinese architectural features.22 Thousands of residents took
to the streets to protest, with some residents throwing objects, such as
water bottles and bricks, at police.23 Police officers hit some members of
the crowd with batons when they demanded to enter the mosque for
noon prayers, escalating the clash.24¢ Authorities also detained dozens of
protesters at the scene.25 Among those detained was imam Ma
Zichang, who had led a crowd of protesters in prayer at the gate of the
mosque.26 Police retreated hours later, allowing the protesters to tempo-
rarily return to the mosque.2?

On May 28, Tonghai authorities issued a notice saying that the pro-
tests had “seriously disrupted social order” and that those who surren-
dered themselves by June 6 would be given a lighter punishment.28 By
May 29, authorities deployed drones to surveil residents, used loud-
speakers to urge protesters to turn themselves in, and blocked internet
and phone services with signal jammers.2® Residents told Agence
France-Presse on May 29 that several hundred police officers remained
in Nagu.30 Residents in the nearby town of Shadian, in Gejiu city,
Honghe Hani and Yi Autonomous Prefecture, Yunnan—where authori-
ties had announced similar plans to destroy Islamic features of the
town’s Grand Mosque—said that security personnel patrolled the town’s
streets on May 28.31
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Hui Muslims in Yunnan Protest over Planned Partial Demolition
of Mosque

In June, international observers posted online an official notice issued
on June 15, indicating that authorities would resume demolition work at
the Najiaying Mosque on June 17.32 Bitter Winter, an online magazine
that covers religious freedom in China, reported on June 28 that local
police had recently called many residents living near the Najiaying and
Shadian mosques to instruct them not to use virtual private networks
(VPNs) to access international social media platforms or to take or post
pictures or videos related to the “sinicization” of the mosques.33

Nagu and Shadian are two important centers for Muslim worship and
the education of imams, and Hui Muslims there have historically pro-
tested against official religious persecution.3* The Najiaying Mosque in
Nagu and the Grand Mosque in Shadian are among the last mosques
serving Hui worshippers that have not had their Islamic features re-
moved by authorities.35 Local officials attempted to coerce residents of
Nagu and Shadian into showing they agreed with plans for the “alter-
ation” of Najiaying Mosque and the Grand Mosque, visiting residents’
homes to pressure them into agreement, and, in Shadian, threatening to
reduce teachers’ pay and investigate business owners’ tax returns.36 As
Harvard anthropologist Ruslan Yusupov observed, since residents were
not willing to say they agreed, authorities “attempt[ed] to resolve the
emergent stalemate through a show of force and intimidation.”37 Hui
Muslims in Nagu interviewed by international media expressed the be-
lief that, following authorities’ demolition of domes and minarets, au-
thorities also would begin to impose tighter restrictions on Muslims’
ability to practice their faith.38 [For more information on freedom of reli-
gion for Muslims in China, see Chapter 3—Freedom of Religion and
Chapter 18—Xinjiang.]

Constraints on Language and Ethnic Identity in the IMAR

During this reporting year, officials in the Inner Mongolia Auton-
omous Region (IMAR) continued to implement policies suppressing
the use of Mongolian as a language of instruction in schools in the
region.3? The right of ethnic minorities to receive an education in
their mother tongue is protected under international law40 and is
also protected under the PRC Regional Ethnic Autonomy Law.4! In
April 2023, the Southern Mongolian Human Rights Information
Center (SMHRIC) reported that, according to the principal of a
middle school in Hohhot municipality, IMAR, central government
authorities had directed schools throughout the region to adopt
Mandarin Chinese as the language of instruction for all subjects
beginning in September 2023.42 SMHRIC published an audio re-
cording it said was provided by the parent of a student at the mid-
dle school, during which the principal can also be heard telling par-
ents that their school would implement the new policy beginning
in May 2023.43 SMHRIC’s report followed protests that took place
in the IMAR in fall 2020 over a new policy to reduce Mongolian
language instruction in several subjects in schools*4 as well as re-
gional regulations that took effect in January 2022 regarding lan-
guage, education, and ethnic unity that solidified official control
and assimilation efforts.45



Ethnic Minority Rights

Mongols Fleeing China Face Transnational Repression,
Repatriation

In a case exemplifying the risks facing Mongols fleeing China to
escape surveillance and persecution, on May 3, 2023, PRC police of-
ficers took into custody 80-year-old Mongol historian and writer
Lhamjab Borjigin in Mongolia and forcibly returned him to
China.#6 It is unclear whether security authorities criminally de-
tained Lhamjab Borjigin and, if so, what the criminal offense is for
which he was detained.4” In a statement he wrote in March 2023
after he fled to Mongolia, Lhamjab Borjigin noted that authorities
in the IMAR had required him to report regularly to the local pub-
lic security bureau.4® Public security officials restricted Lhamjab
Borjigin’s activities and movement after he was sentenced by a
court in Xilinhot city, Xilingol (Xilinguole) League, IMAR, in or
around August 2019, to one year in prison, suspended for two
years.%9 In April 2019, the court had tried him on charges related
to “national separatism,” “sabotaging national unity,” and “illegal
publication and illegal distribution,” according to the Southern
Mongolian Human Rights Information Center.50 In July 2018, an
official from the Xilinhot City People’s Procuratorate reportedly
told Lhamjab Borjigin that the criminal charges against him were
connected to his Mongolian-language history of the Cultural Revo-
lution.51

In another case of a Mongol from China experiencing
transnational repression, in October 2022, Mongol language advo-
cate Adiyaa52 was harassed by individuals sent by the PRC em-
bassy in Thailand while he was held in a Thai immigration deten-
tion center.53 Adiyaa arrived in Thailand in February 2021 after
fleeing China with seven family members.5¢ The individuals sent
by the PRC embassy reportedly comprised Chinese police and pub-
lic security personnel who attempted to make Adiyaa sign docu-
ments admitting to violating Chinese laws and agreeing to return
to China, which he refused to do.?®> At the time of his detention,
Adiyaa had obtained refugee status from the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).5¢ Thai immigration authori-
ties released Adiyaa on bail around early November 202257 and
the UNHCR subsequently resettled Adiyaa in Canada.?8 [For more
information on Adiyaa, see Chapter 20—Human Rights Violations
in the U.S. and Globally.]
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ple’s Congress Standing Committee, Nei Menggu Zizhiqu Shishi “Zhonghua Renmin Gongheguo
Guojia Tongyong Yuyan Wenzi Fa” Banfa [Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region Measures on the
Implementation of the “PRC Standard Spoken and Written Language Law”], passed September
29, 2021, effective January 1, 2022, arts. 1-4, 7-15, 18-26; James Leibold, “The Not-so Model
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see the Commission’s Political Prisoner Database record 2019-00105 and Congressional-Execu-
tive Commission on China, 2020 Annual Report (Washington: December 2020), 131.

47Southern Mongolian Human Rights Information Center, “Chinese Police Makes Arrest on
Mongolian Soil, Deporting Prominent Writer,” May 11, 2023.
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