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Abstract: Following its long-held principles of non-intervention and non-interferences, China was 
able to maintain a low profile for a considerable period of time, particularly in regions with long rec-
ords of most active and dangerous international terrorist groups, organizations, and networks. The 
main interest of China and its ruling party, in relation to terrorism, has essentially focused on ensuring 
the stability of the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region (XUAR), preventing terrorism from diffusing 
into the rest of China via radicalized transnational Uyghur networks. As China’s global economic and 
political activities and influence continue to grow in regions like Central Africa and the Middle East, 
the Chinese state is increasingly likely to become the target of international terrorist acts.  In this 
sense, China adopted new national security and counterterrorism laws, as well as non-regulatory 
measures such as counter-terrorism and deradicalization training programs to increase and enhance 
the policing and social control of its areas at risk. This article examines China’s key anti-terrorism 
measures and practices on both regulatory and non-regulatory levels, as well as the leading organi-
zations in charge of developing and enforcing counterterrorism policy in China.  

 
 
SUMMARY: 1. Introduction. – 2. The Threat of Terrorism in China. – 3. China counter-terrorism 

policy. – 3.1. Regulatory measures. – 3.2. Non-regulatory measures. – 3.3. Counterterrorism bodies. – 3.4. 
International cooperation. –  4. Conclusions.  

 
 

1. Introduction  
 

China has been able to keep a low international profile in relation to its anti-
terrorism activities, with particular regard to the regions of the world recognized 
as featuring the most active international terrorist organisation. This limited for-
eign policy has often been accompanied by an apparently narrow anti-terrorist 
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activity.1  
In the last decade, the situation has rapidly evolved, and so did the increasing 

pressure and likelihood of terrorist attacks. In particular, the growing Chinese 
presence in regions such as North Africa and the Middle East represents a major 
source of concern2. The relevant role of China as a global stakeholder, and its 
effective cooperation in international security initiatives (i.e. antipiracy campaign 
in Somalia), further increase the likelihood of the country becoming a legitimate 
target for terrorist attacks. 

The main interest of China and its ruling party, in relation to terrorism, has 
essentially focused on ensuring the stability of the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous 
Region (XUAR), preventing terrorism from diffusing into the rest of China via 
«radicalized transnational Uyghur networks»3. To respond to these threats, 
China has launched a “people’s war” campaign, consisting in a bottom-up ap-
proach based on the involvement of private citizens in participating-contributing 
to counter-terrorism activities4. This approach also involved military actions to 
manage incidents, and the use of preventive measures such as restrictions of 
movement, surveillance and monitoring. Furthermore, the Chinese government 
has developed a number of partnerships with «indigenous elites and local cadres 
to (re)produce a perception of legitimacy among the local communities of Xin-
jiang»5.  

 
1 P. POTTER, Terrorism in China: Growing threats with global implications, in «Strategic Studies 

Quarterly», n. 4, 2013, pp. 70-92.  
2 R.A. PAPE, The Strategic Logic of Suicide Terrorism, in «American Political Science Review», n. 3, 

2003; S. ASHWORTH, Design, Inference, and the Strategic Logic of Suicide Terrorism, in «American Polit-
ical Science Review», n. 2, 2008. 

3 S.C. GREITENS, M. LEE, E. YAZICI, Counterterrorism and preventive repression: China's changing 
strategy in Xinjiang, in «International Security», n. 3, 2019, pp. 9-47, esp. 10; S.C. GREITENS, M. LEE, 
E. YAZICI, Understanding China’s ‘Preventive Repression’ in Xinjiang, in «Lawfare», 2023; L.I. OZTIG, A. 
CELIL KARLUK, An Overview of China’s Policies on Uyghurs, in ID., China’s High-Tech Repression Against 
Uyghurs: Novel Theoretical Insights, Palgrave Macmillan, Cham, 2025.  

4 G. XIE, T. LIU, Navigating Securities: Rethinking (Counter-)Terrorism, Stability Maintenance, and 
Non-Violent Responses in the Chinese Province of Xinjiang, in «Terrorism and Political Violence», n. 5, 
2019, pp. 993-1011. 

5 Ivi, p. 994. 
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Since 2001, China has approved several regulations to fight terrorism. These 
include the amendments to the Criminal Law of 2001 and 2011, which intro-
duced new types of offences modifying at the same time the related sanctions; 
the enactment of the Counterterrorism Law (CTL) of 2015, and the revision of 
the Criminal Procedure Law (CPL) of 2012, which entrusted the police with 
larger powers to investigate suspects of terrorist-related crimes, providing at the 
same time a general basis for counter-terrorism state laws. These measures were 
complemented by a number of practical actions, including “soft” measures (such 
as awareness campaigns, guidelines, and programs to prevent radicalization) and 
“hard” measures, which required the involvement of citizens in surveillance ac-
tivities6. 

This chapter examines China’s key anti-terrorism measures and practices on 
both regulatory and non-regulatory levels, analysing the policy implications for 
the international system. The first part focuses on the threat of terrorism in 
China, its scope and characteristics, with a particular focus on the “Xinjiang 
problem”. The second part analyses the key regulatory and non-regulatory 
measures adopted by the Chinese government over the years, as well as the main 
counterterrorism bodies. It will also provide an overview of the PRC interna-
tional cooperation in counterterrorism. Finally, the fourth part draws the main 
conclusions. 

 
 

2. The Threat of Terrorism in China  
 
The dissolution of the Soviet Union led to the establishment of new countries 

along the western border of China, which usually comprise of population with 
ethnic and religious backgrounds similar to those of western China non-Han 
population. This appears to have contributed to raising tensions between sepa-
ratist movements, such as the Uyghurs, and the Chinese state. The perception 

 
6 Z. SU, X. XU, X. CAO, What explains popular support for government monitoring in China?, in 

«Journal of Information Technology & Politics», n. 4, 2021, pp. 377-392. 
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that the collapse of the Soviet Union would also create instability in China was 
reinforced by the events of 1989, which further triggered separatisms7. Since the 
1980s, China has been targeted by terrorist attacks, involving in particular ethnic 
minorities and particular regions such as Xinjiang8. As Xie and Liu observe: 

 
While Xinjiang represents a distinctive aspect of China as a multi-ethnic, multi-lin-

guistic, and multi-confessional state, the pluralistic identities and local politics in Xin-
jiang, combined with the transnational politics in Central Asia, present a challenge to the 
Chinese government’s exercise of sovereign and official power. Multiple forms of power 
embodied in local religious leaders and members of the rural gentry class, the transna-
tional Uyghur militancy and diaspora organizations, and various other groups come to-
gether in the competition to control the territory. As such, to understand the nature of 
political violence in Xinjiang it is essential to see it as a posterior indication of the insta-
bility caused by the anxious contestation among state and various non-state powers for 
control rather than an outcome of the straightforward exercise of official power through 
securitization measures9. 
 
Although several separatist organisations are operating in Xinjiang, the avail-

able evidence shows that most of them consist of loosely connected networks of 
individuals, rather than terrorist organisation as identified by standard defini-
tions10. However, the repressive response of the Chinese government had the ef-
fect of displacing the most important separatist forces towards Afghanistan, Ka-
zakhstan, Pakistan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan, developing relationships with ji-
hadist terrorist groups such as al-Qaeda and the Taliban. This has resulted in a 

 
7 G. BOVINGDON, The Uyghurs: Strangers in their Own Land, Columbia University Press, New York, 

2010. 
8 Z. HU, Y. HU, D. WANG, Population distribution and terrorist attack preference: evidence from 

Xinjiang, China, in «Security Journal», vol. 37, 2024, pp. 1085-1111.  
9 G. XIE, T. LIU, Navigating Securities: Rethinking (Counter-)Terrorism, Stability Maintenance, and 

Non-Violent Responses in the Chinese Province of Xinjiang, cit., p. 1001. 
10 M.C. HOROWITZ, Nonstate Actors and the Diffusion of Innovations: The Case of Suicide Terrorism, 

in «International Organization», n. 1, 2010; M.C. HOROWITZ, P. POTTER, Allying to Kill: Terrorist 
Intergroup Cooperation and the Consequences for Lethality, in «Journal of Conflict Resolution», n. 2, 
2014, pp. 199-225. 
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«cross-fertilization between previously isolated movements, leading to the diffu-
sion of tactics and capabilities that have the potential to substantially increase the 
sophistication and lethality of terrorism in China»11.  The conflict was therefore 
further exacerbated, since separatists were able to learn new strategies of attack, 
including «particularly deadly tactics, such as suicide bombings, which China has 
largely been able to avoid thus far»12. The number of reported incidents signifi-
cantly grew after 2010, involving in large part Xinjiang-based Uyghur groups or 
individuals, reaching 190 violent attacks in 201213. In the following years, a 
number of lethal attacks were carried out by Uyghur separatists in the Han Chi-
nese heartlands, including a suicide attack in Beijing’s Tiananmen square in 
2013, a train station stabbing in Kunming in 2014, and a bombing inside the 
market square of Urumqi14. 

 
As commonly known, the response of the Chinese state was as immediate as repres-

sive, with the government succeeding in tackling potential attacks, as well as disrupting 
several terrorist networks. As a matter of fact, the Chinese government considers Xinjiang 
as the “main battleground” for the country counterterrorism efforts, as well as the front-
line of China’s fight against terrorism15. While separatist organisations have been limited 
and mainly confined to Xinjiang for a long time, China is increasingly allocating resources 
for the security of the Region, also through operations leading to several arrests of sus-
pected nationalists. Thus, over the last decades, the Chinese government has launched 
several counterterrorism campaigns in Xinjiang, including a “strike hard” campaign to 
crackdown terrorist acts and crimes in the Region16. This has resulted in the 

 
11 P. POTTER, Terrorism in China: Growing threats with global implications, cit., p. 71. 
12 Ivi, p. 73. 
13 G. XIE, T. LIU, Navigating Securities: Rethinking (Counter-)Terrorism, Stability Maintenance, and 

Non-Violent Responses in the Chinese Province of Xinjiang, cit. 
14 A. ZENZ, J. LEIBOLD, Securitizing Xinjiang: police recruitment, informal policing and ethnic minor-

ity co-optation, in «The China Quarterly», vol. 242, 2020, pp. 324-348. 
15 S. SHEN, China and Antiterrorism, Nova Science Publishers, New York 2007, pp. 10-17; L. LI, 

The Chinese Road of the rule of law, Springer, Singapore, 2018. 
16 See also UCANEWS, China Announces Net Results of Xinjiang ‘Strike Hard’ Campaign, 25 Novem-

ber, 2014, https://www.ucanews.com/news/china-announces-net-results-of-xinjiang-strike-hard-cam-
paign/72479. 
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dismantlement of 171 “religious training sites” as well as over 27,000 arrests in 2014, 
with an increase of around 95 per cent compared to the previous year17.  

 
 
3. China counter-terrorism policy 
 

This section provides an overview of China’s counter-terrorism policy, exam-
ining the regulatory and non-regulatory measures adopted to fight terrorism. Ta-
ble 1. shows China’s budget expenditure on external defense and domestic secu-
rity for the years 2007-2016. 
 
Table 1. China’s security spending in million RMB (years 2007 - 2016)18. 

 
The increase in budget expenditure has been accompanied by a strengthening 

of regulations and the establishment of several bodies in charge of coordinating 
China anti-terrorism policy. In 2012, the Xinjiang region launched a recruitment 
campaign seeking 8,000 new police officers, marking a significant turn in its se-
curity strategy. According to Zenz and Leibold, a total of 12,030 security-related 
positions were advertised in the same year, for a 56 per cent increase compared 

 
17 J. AREDDY, Xinjiang Arrests Nearly Doubled in ‘14, Year of Hard Strike Campaign, in «Wall Street 

Journal», Jan. 23, 2015. Available at: https://www.wsj.com/articles/BL-CJB-25742. See also L. LI, The 
Chinese Road of the rule of law, cit. 

18 Source: A. ZENZ, China’s Domestic Security Spending: An Analysis of Available Data, in «China 
Brief», vol. 18, n. 4, 2018, pp. 5-10. Data: National Bureau of Statistics, National General Public 
Budget Expenditure. 

 
2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

External  
defense 355,491 417,876 495,110 533,337 602,791 669,192 741,062 828,950 908,784 976,584 

Domestic 
 security 348,616 405,976 474,409 551,770 630,427 711,159 778,593 835,723 937,996 1,103,198 

Domestic  
security  
as share 

of external  
defense 

98.1% 97.2% 95.8% 103.5% 104.6% 106.3% 105.1% 100.8% 103.2% 113.0% 
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to 200919. Furthermore, 71 per cent of the recruitments «targeted regions with a 
Uyghur population share of 40 per cent or higher»20, increasing the recruitment 
of security forces for such region. Overall, during the years 2007-2018, the an-
nual security spending on domestic security has more than tripled, reaching 
around $193 billion21.  

However, despite the increase in domestic security spending, according to 
Li22, the years 2013-2019 have registered more terrorist attacks than the previous 
ten years combined. Furthermore, evidence suggests growing linkages between 
Uyghur separatist groups and “hostile external forces”, which today represent a 
main source of concern for the Chinese authorities23  
 
 
3.1 Regulatory measures  

 
Like its western counterparts, since 2001 China has put in place several regu-

latory measures to tackle terrorism, amending its criminal legislation as well as 
approving a number of administrative acts24. The major legislative changes in-
cluded several amendments to Criminal Law, which redefined terrorism-related 
crimes and their regime of sanctions by: i) introducing a definition of terrorism; 
ii) expanding the scope for the criminalization of terrorist offences; iii) increasing 

 
19 A. ZENZ, J. LEIBOLD, Securitizing Xinjiang: police recruitment, informal policing and ethnic minor-

ity co-optation, cit. This also supported the full implementation of the “one village, one policeman” 
campaign, which was developed in several provinces of the east during the first years of 2000. 

20 Ivi, p. 332. 
21 A. ZENZ, China's domestic security spending, cit.; available at: https://jamestown.org/program/chi-

nas-domestic-security-spending-analysis-available-data/. 
22 L. LI, The Chinese Road of the rule of law, cit. 
23 M. CLARKE, Is China Facing a Xinjiang Insurgency? in «Wall Street Journal», June 25, 2015, 

available at: https://www.wsj.com/articles/is-china-facing-a-xinjiang-insurgency-1435250274. 
24 Z. ZHOU, Fighting Terrorism According to Law: China’s Legal Efforts Against Terrorism, in M. 

CLARKE (ed.), Terrorism and Counter-Terrorism in China: Domestic and Foreign Policy Dimensions, 
Oxford University Press, New York 2018, pp. 75-97. 
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the level of sanctions; iv) enhancing the powers of the police to interrogate, de-
tain, and control terrorist suspects.   

The 2001 Third Criminal Law Amendment incorporated the offence of ter-
rorist financing through the criminalization of both individuals and legal entities 
that make economic and/or human resources available “to those who attempt to 
commit or participate in terrorist acts”25. A number of further amendments in-
troduced new types of terrorist offences (implementing international instruments 
such as the U.N. Security Council Resolution 1373 on fight against financial 
support for terrorism), increasing at the same time the penalties associated to 
terrorist crimes26.  

With the National Security Law (NSL)27 and the Counterterrorism Law 
(CTL) of 201528, China codified a comprehensive set of regulations to fighting 
terrorism and religious extremism, which allowed to “deploy significant repres-
sive force, in political, legal, and police/military terms, to confront the perceived 
threat to Xinjiang’s security posed by Uyghur terrorism”29. In this sense, it is 
important to note that China’s criminal code lacked an official definition of ter-
rorism until 2011, when the Counterterrorism Decision (CTD) was adopted. In 
December 2015, the new Counterterrorism Law introduced a new definition, as 
in Article 3: 

 

 
25 Amendment (III) of the Criminal Law of the People’s Republic of China, Art. 4. 
26 Z. ZHOU, In defining terrorism, China should heed global practices, in «South China Morning 

Post», 9 March 2015, available at: http://www.scmp.com/comment/insight-opinion/arti-
cle/1731061/defining-terrorism-china-should-heed-global-practices. In 2006, China ratified the 
United Nations International Convention for the Suppression of the Financing of Terrorism, enacting 
a new law to counter money laundering and terrorism financing. 

27 National Security Law of the People's Republic of China, 1 July, 2015. Translation available at: 
https://npcobserver.com/legislation/national-security-law/ (last accessed 19 March 2025). 

28 An unofficial translation of the law can be found at “Counter-Terrorism Law”, New Haven, 
Conn.: China Law Translate, December 27, 2015. Translation available at: https://www.chi-
nalawtranslate.com/en/counter-terrorism-law-2015/. 

29 M. CLARKE, Widening the Net: China’s Anti-Terror Laws and Human Rights in the Xinjiang Uyghur 
Autonomous Region, in «The International Journal of Human Rights», vol. 14, n. 4, 2010, pp. 542-558, 
esp. 543. 



      
     
 

 
 

Osservatorio europeo e internazionale 
 
 

 

153 

anno XIV, n. 2, 2024 
data di pubblicazione: 3 giugno 2025 

Democrazia e Sicurezza – Democracy and Security Review  
ISSN: 2239-804X 

The term ’terrorism’, as it is used in this law, refers to advocacy or behavior (zhuzhang 
he xingwei 主张和行为) which is aimed at realizing political or ideological objectives through 
means of violence, destruction, intimidation, or other methods or creating social panic, 
endangering public safety, violating persons or infringing property, or coercing state or-
gans or international organizations30. 
 
As observed by Zhou31, the current definition of terrorism is overall in line with 

the global consensus, with the exception of the use of the term “advocacy” that 
may potentially include a broad range of activities, including thoughts or talks. 
The Ninth Amendment to the PRC Criminal Law32 also introduced a number of 

 
30 Counterterrorism Law of the People’s Republic of China, National People’s Congress of the People’s 

Republic of China, 27 December, 2015, effective 1 January, 2016; amended and effective 27 April 
2018. Available at: https://npcobserver.com/legislation/counterterrorism-law/. 

31 Z. ZHOU, Fighting Terrorism According to Law: China’s Legal Efforts Against Terrorism, cit. 
32 See The Ninth Amendment to the Criminal Law of the People’s Republic of China, Art. 120 (2)-

(6). An unofficial translation of the law can be found at: https://www.chinalawtranslate.com/en/中华人

民共和国刑法修正案（九/ (last visited Sep. 1, 2022). The amended Criminal Law broaden the range of activ-
ities that can be considered as preparatory offences, as noted in the following articles: “Article 120(2): 
Whoever falls under any of the following circumstances shall be sentenced to imprisonment of not 
more than five years, criminal detention, surveillance or deprivation of political rights in addition to a 
fine; or be sentenced to imprisonment of not less than five years in addition to a fine or forfeiture of 
property if the circumstances are serious: (a) Preparing lethal weapons, hazardous articles or other tools 
for conducting terrorist activities; (b) Organizing training on terrorist activities or actively participating 
in training on terrorist activities; (c) Contacting any overseas terrorist organization or person for the 
purpose of conducting terrorist activities; (d) Making a plan or any other preparation for conducting 
terrorist activities. Article 120(3): Whoever advocates terrorism or extremism or instigates terrorist ac-
tivities by way of preparing or distributing any book, audio or video materials or any other article 
advocating terrorism or extremism or by instructing or issuing information shall be sentenced to im-
prisonment of not more than five years, criminal detention, surveillance or deprivation of political 
rights in addition to a fine; or if the circumstances are serious, be sentenced to imprisonment of not 
less than five years in addition to a fine or forfeiture of property. Article 120(4): Whoever, by using 
extremism, instigates or coerces the public to sabotage the implementation of the marriage, judicial, 
education, social management or any other system determined in national laws shall be sentenced to 
imprisonment of not more than three years, criminal detention or surveillance in addition to a fine; be 
sentenced to imprisonment of not less than three years but not more than seven years in addition to a 
fine if the circumstances are serious; or be sentenced to imprisonment of not less than seven years in 
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provisions aimed at defining as “preparatory offences” related to terrorism, «in-
cluding a person’s general “thoughts or talk” about religious extremism»33. The 
Amendement also sets at an earlier stage the attempt of planning or preparing any 
terrorist act, when compared to the other offences of criminal attempt. Similarly, 
the CPL was revised in 2012, with the aim to provide a general legal basis to fight 
terrorism, as well as regulating the use of technical investigation instruments34 and 
granting enhanced investigative power to the police. 

With the introduction of these laws, China has provided stronger legal 
grounds for the criminalization of terrorism-related offences35, bringing at the 
same time the legislative measures more in line with the international instru-
ments with a gradual approach towards the temperance of repressive justice36. In 
this sense, data available shows an overall reduction of crimes punishable by death 
penalty37, as well as in the number of executions38. Nevertheless, these regulations 

 
addition to a fine or forfeiture of property if the circumstances are especially serious. Article 120(5): 
Article 120E Whoever forces anyone else to wear the costume or symbol that advocates terrorism or 
extremism in a public place by means of violence or coercion, etc. shall be sentenced to imprisonment 
of not more than three years, criminal detention or surveillance in addition to a fine. Article 120(6): 
Whoever illegally holds any book, audio or video materials or any other article while obviously aware 
that it advocates terrorism or extremism shall, if the circumstances are serious, be sentenced to impris-
onment of not more than three years, criminal detention or surveillance in addition to a fine, or be 
sentenced to a fine only”. 

33 E. LI, Policing Terrorism in the Chinese Community: A Critical Analysis, in «Asian Journal of Law 
and Society», vol. 9, n. 3, 2022, pp. 466-499, esp. 470. 

34 Criminal Procedure Law of the People’s Republic of China, Artt. 148-152. 
35 M. S. TANNER, Beijing’s New National Intelligence Law: From Defense to Offense, in «Lawfare»,  

July 20, 2017. Available at: https://www.lawfareblog.com/beijings-new-national-intelligence-law-de-
fenseoffense; S. TREVASKES, E. NESOSSI, Control by Law, in J. GOLLEY, L. JAIVIN, L. TOMBA (eds.) Con-
trol: China Story Yearbook 2016, ANU Press, Canberra, 2017. 

36 S. TREVASKES, The Shifting Sands of Punishment in China in the Era of the ‘Harmonious Society’, 
in «Law & Policy», vol. 32, n. 3, 2010, pp. 332-361. 

37 The Eighth (2011) and Ninth Amendment to the Criminal Law (2015) allowed for the removal 
of 22 crimes from the punishment under death penalty. See L. LI, The Chinese Road of the rule of law, 
cit. 

38 According to the Dui Hua Foundation, the number of executions significantly decreased after 
the Supreme People’s Court regained the power to review all death sentences in 2007. See https://dui-
hua.org/ (last visited 19 March, 2025). 
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have been recently criticized, as some definitions have been considered by schol-
ars to be too broad, granting excessive discretionary power to judicial authorities 
in deciding which actions can be punished as terrorism39. Furthermore, the en-
hanced investigative measures, although including specific provisions regarding 
the protection of the accused, were considered by some scholars as not fully com-
pliant with the fundamental right to a fair trial40. 
 
 
3.2. Non-regulatory measures 
 

The legislative reforms were accompanied by various non-regulatory measures 
introduced by the Chinese government41. These include awareness-raising cam-
paigns, new technologies for monitoring and surveillance, and initiatives aimed 
at involving ethnic minority communities in the fight against terrorism. 

According to Shan and Chen42, the extent and reach of the security enforce-
ment in Xinjiang is not by far comparable to the rest of China, involving a large 
use of personal searches, surveillance and restrictions to the movement between 
cities. Thus, in several occasions (such as following the attack of May 22 2014, 
in Urumqi, Xinjiang) the Chinese authorities called for a “people’s war” and the 
mobilization of “people in every village and every household”43, resulting in more 

 
39 M. PURBRICK, Maintaining a unitary state: Counter-terrorism, separatism, and extremism in Xin-

jiang and China, in «Asian Affairs», vol. 48, n. 2, 2017, pp. 236-256. 
40 Z. ZHOU, Fighting Terrorism According to Law: China’s Legal Efforts Against Terrorism, cit.; S.C. 

GREITENS et al., Counterterrorism and preventive repression: China’s changing strategy in Xinjiang, in 
«International Security», vol. 44, n. 3, 2019, pp. 9-47. 

41 L. YU, Y. HONG, Research on the Construction of Public Security Counterterrorism Intelligence Or-
ganizations, (Gong'an Fankong Qingbao Jigou Jianshe Chutan; 公安反恐情报机构建设初探), in «China 
Public Security», n. 2, 2005; G. XIE, T. LIU, Navigating Securities: Rethinking (Counter-)Terrorism, Sta-
bility Maintenance, and Non-Violent Responses in the Chinese Province of Xinjiang, cit. 

42 W. SHAN, G. CHEN, The Urumqi Riots and China’s Ethnic Policy in Xinjiang, in «East Asian 
Policy», vol. 1, n. 3, 2011. 

43 Q. WANG, State Councilor: Xinjiang Must Continue Anti-terror Campaign, PRC State Council 
Information Office, August 5, 2015, available at: http://english.gov.cn/state_council/state_counci-
lors/2014/08/23/content_281474983035898.htm (last accessed 19 March 2025). 
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restrictive security measures as well as campaigns to involve local communities in 
the prevention of terrorism44.  

In this sense, “soft” measures such as citizen awareness campaigns and pro-
grammes to prevent radicalisation were accompanied by the involvement of pop-
ulation in surveillance activities. These included initiatives such as the one in-
volving over 900 thousand volunteers in Beijing in activities of counter-terrorism 
training and daily patrolling (such as the “anti-terror big mama” - fankong dama), 
measures to reward citizens who reported suspicious activities (jubao jiangli 
jizhi), and “mutual protection” initiatives (lianbao zhidu) involving households 
in Xinjiang which are called to self-mobilize in case of terrorist attacks.  

However, according to Xie and Liu45, the implementation of non-regulatory 
measures in local contexts faced a number of difficulties due to the heterogeneity 
of groups in Xinjiang, often affected by problems of trust within the local com-
munities. Hence, a key aspect for the Chinese government is «to find actors who 
can become authorized speakers/agents in the implementation stage of securiti-
zation»46. This is a crucial aspect for the restoration of a strong community-based 
leadership for the successful implementation of the various security initiatives47.  

 
 

3.3. Counterterrorism bodies 
 

The security system of China consists of several bodies including law enforce-
ment, military, and non-standard security entities that may be involved in 

 
44 For example, a Citizen’s Counterterrorism Handbook providing «a list of seven indicators for 

identifying possible terrorist suspects» was produced by the MPS and distributed in Beijing, Shanghai, 
and Xinjiang (as well as in Liaoning, Henan, Guangdong): see Prepared Statement of Dr. Victoria Tin-
Bor Hui, Hearing for the U.S. Congressional-Executive Commission on China, The Future of Democ-
racy in Hong Kong, 113th Congress, Second Session, November 20, 2014. 

45 G. XIE, T. LIU, Navigating Securities: Rethinking (Counter-)Terrorism, Stability Maintenance, and 
Non-Violent Responses in the Chinese Province of Xinjiang, cit. 

46 Ivi, p.1001. 
47 This, however, seems not to have avoided the increase of the relationships between the terrorist 

cells operating in Xinjiang and more developed radical terrorist organizations such as al-Qaeda, which 
in 2009 supported Chinese Uyghurs calling them to war against the Chinese State. See Ibid. 
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counterterrorism activities. The Ministry of Public Security (MPS) is the leading 
body in China’s counterterrorism policy, reporting directly to China’s State 
Council. Its broader mandate is to oversee China’s security and law enforcement 
efforts, as well as preserving its social and political stability48.  

The recently established National Security Commission (NSC) plays a strong, 
centralizing role in the decision-making process. Thus, the NSC was in charge 
of drafting China’s first National Security Strategic Guidelines, as well as coor-
dinating the key areas of counterterrorism policy. The Counterterrorism Bureau 
of the Ministry of Public Security is in charge of improving the coordination 
across agencies in the collection of evidence in the fight against terrorism49. The 
CCP Central Political-Legal Affairs Commission (CPLC) is a key entity respon-
sible of «the formulation and coordination of party policies on internal security 
matters», such as public order, counterterrorism, and crime prevention50.  

The People’s Liberation Army (PLA) is the principal military force of China 
composed by active and reserve forces with the general task of defending the 
country from external threats51. Furthermore, China features a special police 
unit, the People’s Armed Police force (PAP), which is a paramilitary force formed 
with the specific objective of maintaining internal security. A peculiar character-
istic of PAP is its division between military and civilian control, which was grad-
ually given counterterrorism responsibilities after 9/11. Concerning the specific 
area of Xinjiang, a key role is undertaken by the Xinjiang Production and Con-
struction Corps (XPCC), a paramilitary force formed in 1954 through the de-
mobilization of several active-duty PLA soldiers. This force seems to have played 

 
48 M.S. TANNER, J. BELLACQUA, Chinas Response to Terrorism, CNA Analysis and Solutions, 

Arlington, 2016. 
49 M. JIANPING, China’s ‘Anti-Terrorism Law’ Seems Ready, in «Legal Daily», July 18, 2005; L. YU, 

Y. HONG, Research on the Construction of Public Security Counterterrorism Intelligence Organizations 
(Gong'an Fankong Qingbao Jigou Jianshe Chutan; 公安反恐情报机构建设初探), in «China Public Security», 
n. 2, 2005. 

50 M.S. TANNER, J. BELLACQUA, Chinas Response to Terrorism, cit. 
51 D.J. BLASKO, The Chinese Army Today: Tradition and transformation for the 21st century, 

Routledge, New York 2013. 
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a key role in responding to terrorist acts in the Region52, including the 1990 
uprising in Baren and the Yining riot of February 199753. 

 
 

3.4 International cooperation 
 

Since 2001, China has increased its international cooperation efforts on coun-
terterrorism, strengthening political and law enforcement collaboration with 
other countries to prevent terrorist actions. Thereby, China has acknowledged 
the transnational nature of terrorism, and recognized the fact that many of the 
threats have their origin beyond China’s borders.  

Based on the analysis of China’s public statements, requests and actions 
against terrorism, Tanner and Bellacqua54 have summarized the key objectives of 
Beijing regarding international cooperation against terrorism as follows: i) reduc-
tion of the political instability in neighboring countries; ii) prevention of radical-
isation; iii) creation of a system for the repatriation of foreign citizens suspected 
of terrorism; iv) development of transnational counterterrorism capabilities; v) 
protection of the security of Chinese citizens living abroad. 

To this aim, the Beijing government has signed several bilateral/multilateral 
agreements with other countries, covering exchange of security information, po-
lice training, investigative cooperation and prosecution. Furthermore, based on 
agreement with the “relevant country”, Article 76 of the CTL enables China to 
send security forces for overseas security operations55. China is now regularly 

 
52 PRC STATE COUNCIL INFORMATION OFFICE, The History and Development of the Xinjiang Pro-

duction and Construction Corps, 2014, available at: https://english.www.gov.cn/archive/white_pa-
per/2014/10/05/content_281474992384669.htm (last accessed 19 March 2025). See also B. YAJUN, 
The Xinjiang Production and Construction Corps: An Insider's Perspective, in «China: An International 
Journal», vol. 18, n. 2, 2020, pp. 161-174. 

53 M.S. TANNER, J. BELLACQUA, Chinas Response to Terrorism, cit. 
54 Ivi, p.84. 
55 M. MARTINA, Draft Chinese law paves way for counter-terror operations abroad, in «Reuters», Feb-

ruary 27, 2015, http://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-military-idUSKBN0LV0PN20150227 (last 
accessed 19 March 2025). 
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participating in counterterrorism initiatives and consultations, including with its 
neighbours and Western countries, and holding numerous initiatives with coun-
tries such as the United States, United Kingdom, France, South Korea, Turkey, 
Afghanistan, and Uzbekistan56. 

China also participates to multilateral cooperation initiatives such as the Fi-
nancial Action Task Force (FATF-GAFI), the Asia-Pacific Group on Money 
Laundering, the Global Counterterrorism Forum, and the Eurasian Group on 
Combating Money Laundering and Terrorist Financing, all of which seek to 
combat the financing of terrorist activities57. At the regional level, China is part 
of mechanisms such as APEC, ASEAN Plus Three, and the Shanghai Coopera-
tion Organization (SCO), a political, economic, and security organization cur-
rently composed by eight countries (China, Russia, India, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz-
stan, Pakistan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan). The SCO primarily focuses on secu-
rity concerns, including military cooperation, sharing of information, and com-
mon initiatives to fight terrorism, separatism, and extremism58. 

 
 

4. Conclusions 
 

This paper examined China’s key counterterrorism measures and practices on 
both regulatory and non-regulatory levels, providing an overview of the entities 
that form China’s counterterrorism bureaucracy. As noted in the previous sections, 
China’s approach to counterterrorism involves several stakeholders at national and 
local levels, which are responsible for preventing and countering terrorism.  

Several scholars described Beijing’s counterterrorism effort as a product of in-
ternal concerns over terrorist and separatist networks, as well as its position in 
the international system, which required a shift in the understanding of terrorism 

 
56 F. ZHANG, M. COX, China’s New Engagement with Afghanistan after the Withdrawal, in «LSE 

Public Policy Review», vol. 2, n. 3, 2022, pp. 1-13 [online]. 
57 U.S. DEPARTMENT OF STATE, Country Reports on Terrorism 2006, p. 33. Avalable at: https://2009-

2017.state.gov/j/ct/rls/crt/2006/ (last accessed 19 March 2025). 
58 See: http://eng.sectsco.org (last accessed 19 March 2025). 
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from a domestic threat to a global issue59. The data analysed shows that the in-
creasing budget expenditure of the Chinese government on internal security re-
flects the cost of maintaining stability in the country, especially in the regions 
most affected by separatist activities, such as Xinjiang.   

The displacement of terrorists towards neighbor, potentially hostile countries, 
could potentially insert tensions into the relationship with China, with a poten-
tial to significantly complicate regional dynamics, including those involving In-
dia60. The escalation of the attacks may also create regional tension, as «there will 
be a temptation to place the blame on the neighboring countries from which the 
terrorist organizations operate, be it Pakistan, Afghanistan, or elsewhere»61. These 
experiences should be taken into account by Chinese policy makers in order to 
develop long-term solutions to terrorism in Xinjiang62. 

However, intensive “securitization” measures, if not supplemented by socio-
political systems of inclusion, may fail in providing bottom-up responses for the 
prevention of radicalisation and risks of terrorism, as experienced also by Western 
governments. The counterterrorism reforms of the CL and CPL have been ac-
companied by a number of non-regulatory measures to prevent terrorism, which 
involved awareness campaigns, enhanced surveillance, and the participation of 
local cadres in activities aimed at maintaining stability63. In this sense, the ap-
proach of China is also based on the promotion of partnerships with local com-
munities through the involvement, for example, of the indigenous communities 

 
59 S.L. SHIRK, China: Fragile Superpower, Oxford University Press, New York 1993; M.D. SWAINE, 

D.P.  HENRY, China: Domestic Change and Foreign Policy, RAND, Santa Monica 1995; M.D. SWAINE, 
S.A. DALY, P.W. GREENWOOD, Interpreting China’s Grand Strategy: Past, Present and Future, RAND, 
Santa Monica 2000.  

60 P.B. POTTER, Terrorism in China: Growing threats with global implications, cit. 
61 Ivi, p. 88. 
62 M. PURBRICK, Maintaining a unitary state, cit. 
63 G. XIE, T. LIU, Navigating Securities: Rethinking (Counter-)Terrorism, Stability Maintenance, and 

Non-Violent Responses in the Chinese Province of Xinjiang, cit. 
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of Xinjiang, which play a key role for the maintenance of stability in the region64. 
According to Xie and Liu, local elites have leveraged their public roles as a polit-
ical tool and a façade for career advancement or self-preservation. This has ulti-
mately undermined the state's legitimacy in counter-terrorism efforts, often lead-
ing to unforeseen and unintended consequences following the enforcement of 
"stability maintenance" policies65. China is also pushing towards massive police 
recruitments within the local communities of the most disadvantaged regions: 
thus, the security forces have become a major employer, creating job opportuni-
ties for ethnic minorities which are then coopted into the State system66. It is 
therefore important for China to find a balance between restrictive measures and 
the elaboration of policies designed to provide equal opportunity to local com-
munities. Inclusive policies would thus help preventing the radicalization of new 
generations in Xinjiang, reducing the likelihood of terrorist attacks and facilitat-
ing the economic development of the region. Finally, the improvement of coun-
terterrorism cooperation with the Central Asian members of the SCO will also 
help preventing the displacement of the terrorist to neighboring countries, avoid-
ing at the same time potential tensions in the Region. 

 
 

 
64 T. CLIFF, Oil and Water: Being Han in Xinjiang, Chicago University Press, Chicago 2016; J. 

TSCHANTRET, Repression, opportunity, and innovation: The evolution of terrorism in Xinjiang, China, in 
«Terrorism and Political Violence», vol. 30, n. 4, 2018. 

65 G. XIE, T. LIU, Navigating Securities: Rethinking (Counter-)Terrorism, Stability Maintenance, and 
Non-Violent Responses in the Chinese Province of Xinjiang, cit. 

66 Z. ZENZ, J. LEIBOLD, Securitizing Xinjiang: police recruitment, informal policing and ethnic minor-
ity co-optation, cit. 

 


