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            ‘THROUGH VOCATIONAL TRAINING1, MOST TRAINEES HAVE BEEN ABLE TO REFLECT ON THEIR MISTAKES AND SEE CLEARLY THE ESSENCE AND HARM OF TERRORISM AND RELIGIOUS EXTREMISM. THEY HAVE NOTABLY ENHANCED NATIONAL CONSCIOUSNESS, CIVIL AWARENESS, AWARENESS OF THE RULE OF LAW AND THE SENSE OF COMMUNITY OF THE CHINESE NATION.

THEY HAVE ALSO BEEN ABLE TO BETTER TELL RIGHT FROM WRONG AND RESIST THE INFILTRATION OF EXTREMIST THOUGHT… THEY ARE CONFIDENT ABOUT THE FUTURE.’2

            
                

            

            ‘NOT ANY FORCE CAN STOP XINJIANG FROM MOVING TOWARDS STABILITY, DEVELOPMENT AND PROSPERITY.’3

         

         
             

         

          

         
             

         

         1. Referring to the Chinese ‘re-education’ camps in Xinjiang

         2. Excerpt from an interview given by Shohrat Zakir, Chairman of the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region and the Communist deputy party chief of Xinjiang, to state media (Xinhua News Agency), 16th October 2018

         3. Shohrat Zakir, Chairman of the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region, during a press conference on Xinjiang held by the State Council Information Office in Beijing, 9th December 2019

      

   


   
      
         
            To all those who didn’t make it out.

            To Fanny, Gaétane, and Lucile – free women.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Preface

         

         Gulbahar survived internment. She endured hundreds of hours of interrogation, torture, malnutrition, police violence, and brainwashing. On the basis of a photo of her daughter taken during a Uyghur diaspora demonstration in Paris, China sentenced Gulbahar to seven years in a re-education camp. Her trial did not take place until after a year in detention. It lasted nine minutes. Neither a judge nor lawyers were present. Gulbahar stood all alone in the dock, facing three police officers. For a long time, she was sure she would be executed. Then she was overcome by another certainty: she would die in a Xinjiang prison camp. No one – not France, where she had lived in exile for the last decade, nor her daughters and husband, Gulhumar, Gulnigar, and Kerim, all three of them political asylees – would be able to rescue her. All around her, she had felt the trap that China had set closing around her, once and for all.

         10Deep in her heart, Gulbahar was riven by conflict: should she go public and tell the world her story, or remain in the shadows to protect her loved ones? During our conversations in her apartment, she seemed cautious, resigned to keeping her true identity a secret.

         Gulbahar was born into a Uyghur family that had lived in Xinjiang for generations. Like her ancestors, she was raised in that oil-rich land of deserts and oases, for centuries troubled by deep-seated geopolitical conflicts that had, apart from brief bursts of independence, resulted in long periods of Chinese annexation. The arrival of the Communists in 1955 led to the province becoming part of the People’s Republic of China and being renamed the ‘Xinjiang Autonomous Region.’ Since then, this vast territory, more than six times the size of the United Kingdom, has suffered from colonisation at the hands of China’s ethnic majority, the Hans. Over time, oil refineries developed, Chinese tractors paved the way for sprawling cities, and Communist red overran the land with countless banners, flags, and paper lanterns. From minor intrusions to large-scale discrimination, Uyghurs were subjected to the first manifestations of what is now clearly full-scale genocide. One day in May 2006, exhausted from seeing their prospects for the future fade before their very eyes, Gulbahar and her family left to start a new life in France.

         Because Uyghurs are Sunni Muslims and their culture is Turkic rather than Chinese – and because China was late in absorbing them – their (minority) separatist fringe flies the sky-blue flag of East Turkestan. In 2009, the Ürümqi riots, which 11 claimed the lives of several hundred Hans and Uyghurs, were met with unprecedentedly violent repression. The authorities had an impressive arsenal of weapons for surveillance and control: armies of cameras that used facial recognition, police on every street corner, and from 2017 onwards, ‘transformation-through-education’ camps. The region became the most highly surveilled place in the world. As a gateway to central Asia, it has also become a centrepiece of Xi Jinping’s ‘New Silk Road,’ or Belt and Road Initiative. Bordering eight countries, Xinjiang is a strategic linchpin for this colossal infrastructure project, aimed at connecting China to Europe.

         To date, Amnesty International and the Human Rights Watch estimate that more than one million Uyghurs have been sent to, or are interned in, camps which China persists in designating as ‘schools,’ where teachers claim to ‘eradicate Islamist terrorism’ from Uyghur minds.

         Gulbahar has never had the slightest interest in her country’s politics. She admits as much with a hint of pride: when she speaks of her religion, she speaks of a ‘peaceful’ Islam, a ‘moderate’ Islam. She is neither a separatist nor an Islamist terrorist. And yet she was sent to a camp. Herein lies the hypocrisy and perversity of the Chinese concentration camp system, which seeks not to punish an extremist Uyghur minority, but instead to eradicate an entire ethnicity, right down to those of its members living in exile abroad, like Gulbahar.
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         12One morning in November 2016, Gulbahar received a mysterious phone call from Xinjiang. An employee of her former company was requesting that she return to China. For ‘administrative formalities,’ he specified, ‘documents concerning your forthcoming pension.’ Gulbahar was wary, but not wary enough. A few days later, she landed in Ürümqi, and her ordeal began. Authorities confiscated her passport, threw her in jail, and then, after months in a cell without trial, she was taken to a camp.

         In the camps, the ‘re-education’ process applies the same remorseless method to destroying all its victims. It starts out by stripping you of your individuality. It takes away your name, your clothes, your hair. There is nothing now to distinguish you from anyone else. Then the process takes over your body by subjecting it to a hellish routine: being forced to repeatedly recite the glories of the Communist Party for eleven hours a day in a windowless classroom. Falter, and you are punished. So you keep on saying the same things over and over again until you can’t feel, can’t think anymore. You lose all sense of time. First the hours, then the days.
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         In the living room of her apartment in Boulogne on the French coast, with her daughter on one side and myself on the other, Gulbahar relived these moments of pure emptiness. She would concentrate, frowning slightly, her face sombre. What had she felt when guards chained her to her bed for 20 days? ‘Nothing,’ she’d reply with the worried air of someone brooding on the strangeness of their own answer. When she was forced into a 13 truck one icy December night with no idea where she was going, Gulbahar thought she’d be shot in the middle of the snowy desert. And what had she felt then? Nothing, either. ‘At the time, I was already dead inside.’

         And when she was told she was free to go? ‘I stayed there on my bed, my back to the guard.’

         Over the course of her ‘re-education’, her human emotions had deserted her. The intimacy of our conversations helped her to recover them. As her daughter Gulhumar – the driving force behind her release and our interpreter – looked on, deeply moved, Gulbahar acted out every scene of her ordeal. Her voice became the police chief’s, low and loud, or took on the persecuting tones of the fake judge who’d passed her sentence. When words failed her, she’d get up from the sofa to show us the hobble of shackled ankles, or the upright march of military processions. Stiffly, she paraded around the living room, arms pressed straight to her sides. She would pivot toward us, then break out in a telling laugh. ‘Absurd, right?’ We’d all laugh. By making fun of herself and those she’d met, she was exposing the madness of the concentration camp system.

         When recounting the confessions she’d made under police duress, Gulbahar was overcome by an uncontrollable fit of hysterical laughter. In fact, mockery and its attendant laughter often freed her from her trauma.

         But the experience of the camps cannot be healed so quickly.

         In addition to her lasting physical repercussions, Gulbahar remains a haunted woman to this day. Haunted by the thought that China, despite freeing her after difficult negotiations with the French Foreign Ministry, might come knocking at her mother’s 14 door, or those of her friends and siblings who stayed behind in Xinjiang. By denouncing the Chinese Communist Party loud and clear, she could summon police violence as swift as thunder upon her loved ones. Like her, they could be interrogated, imprisoned, tortured, deported. Like her, they could be treated as ‘criminals’ and ‘terrorists.’ Like her, they could be swallowed whole by the camps, losing their dignity as human beings and their happy memories, too (any memories, in fact), and then, gradually, their desire to live. That was not something she wanted. Anything but that.

         One morning in September 2020, sitting on the white sofa of her apartment, Gulbahar devoured the introduction to this book. It had been just over a year after her release, her arrival at Charles de Gaulle airport, her reunion with Kerim, Gulhumar, and Gulnigar. As she read, her old idea of revealing her true identity in the book came back to her. ‘She hasn’t said anything yet, but she’s thinking about it,’ her daughter told me. A few days later, she came to a decision. ‘This is my story. I want to take responsibility for it. It is my duty as a Uyghur,’ she declared. She was taking a huge risk. No one who reads this book will be able to deny that.

         China is far from halting its concentration camps in Xinjiang. To date, neither the UN nor any other international delegation has been able to see for themselves the scope of the genocide. As China continues to imprison Uyghurs in camps and sterilise women of Uyghur ethnicity, Gulbahar Haitiwaji speaks on their behalf in this book. We owe a debt of gratitude to her and her daughter, Gulhumar.
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            1. A Family Wedding

         

         Paris

28th August 2016

         
             

         

         That night, in the stifling heat of late August, a splendid party was under way. Under the spotlights, laughter mingled with the clink of dishes, a boisterous symphony playing over the melodies of lutes. Alongside mauve table runners laden with roses, guests flocked to multi-coloured vermicelli, great steaming tajines, and baskets of samsas, pastries stuffed with ground meat and onion.

         At Uyghur weddings, the dancing never stops. Nor, for that matter, the eating. Anything less would be missing out. All night, music drowned out the conversations. People got up from the tables to shake their hips, then sat right back down again to guzzle a bowl of polo1 or drink a cup of tea.

         18Never before had my cooking so utterly delighted my guests. They were all so stylish, stuffed into dark suits and shimmering dresses. In China, the Han people claim that Uyghur women are the most beautiful in the world. That night, when the women laughed, their teeth flashed in the dark; their eyes, accentuated by a stroke of eyeliner, widened over high cheekbones. One of them was shining more brightly than the rest: Gulhumar, the bride. My daughter. You should’ve seen her, corseted into her dress of tulle and white satin. A string of fine pearls around her waist showed off her graceful curves. Her rich, dark hair, swept up, bared the back of her neck and her round, upright shoulders; an elaborate bustier cleaved snugly to her breast and lower back. Oh, the grief that dress had given us! I can still see Gulhumar sulking in the dressing room mirror, fists on her hips. Frills and sequins had never been her thing. As a child, she’d dreamed of being a boy. It was the source of all her drama, her obsession, her pipe dream. She’d do her best to join in any activity that might bring her closer to her goal. Nothing could stand in her way. Not dresses, not leather shoes, not ribbons in her hair.

         The reception was a smash. Long after, guests would whisper that Gulhumar’s wedding had been wonderful. In the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden… wherever Uyghurs in exile on the continent had found refuge, the bride’s beauty was extolled. Such kind compliments helped my husband Kerim and me almost forget those who had been noticeably absent from the gathering: family members who had stayed behind in Xinjiang. Xinjiang is where this story begins: the story of our family, the Haitiwajis, but also my own story. 19
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         My name is Gulbahar and I was born in Ghulja, in Xinjiang, on 24th December 1966.

         Before France took us in, we were living in a wondrous land of plenty. Almost nothing of it is left now. Our people there have suffered relentless repression for decades. We Uyghurs have been and continue to be persecuted, locked up, ‘re-educated.’

         But let’s start at the beginning. Xinjiang is thousands of miles from France, at the edge of Central Asia. Kerim and I grew up in a paradise as big as some entire countries, dotted with mountains and oases. This jewel is located at the far western end of China, surrounded by eight neighbouring nations: Mongolia, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and India. Its riches include gold, diamonds, and citrus fruit, but also other resources underground: natural gas, uranium, and – above all – oil. I say ‘our land,’ but that’s not exactly correct. This land, serried with independent republics to the west, has known only sporadic, fleeting stretches of national independence between long periods of Chinese annexation: first under the Empire, then with the arrival of the Communists in 1949, who named it ‘Xinjiang’ (‘Xinjiang’ means ‘new frontier’ in Mandarin). The uprisings of separatists dreaming of an independent Republic of East Turkestan came to nothing; the communists paved over our gravel roads with cement and gutted the bowels of the earth to get the oil and gas there.

         Since then, we Uyghurs have been the pebble in the Middle Kingdom’s shoe. Xinjiang is far too rich a strategic corridor for China to lose. China has invested too much money in the ‘Silk Road 20 Economic Belt,’ an epic political and economic project intended to join China to Europe via Central Asia. Our region is a crucial link in this project. Without it, the ambitious goals of the policies China’s President, Xi Jinping, is spearheading would never see the light of day. He needs Xinjiang: a docile Xinjiang conducive to commerce, cleansed of separatist populations and sectarian tensions. In short, Xi Jinping wants a Xinjiang without Uyghurs.

         In schools across China, students recite that the 56 national ethnicities – of which Uyghurs are one – are the cornerstone of China’s cultural influence throughout the world. On our government-issued identity cards, it says that we are citizens of the People’s Republic of China. But in our hearts, we are always Uyghurs. We pray to God in mosques, not Buddhist temples. The most devout Muslims have beards, and their wives go about veiled. In the homes, schools, and streets of Xinjiang can be heard the rough, husky intonations of the Uyghur language, a dialect derived from Turkish. Our staple food is not rice, as it is among the Hans to the east, but rather naan, a round flat bread found across Central Asia. And yet, more than ever in today’s context, our cultural differences are a source of disturbance and our past revolts a cause for worry. That is why some of us fled to France in 2006 – just before Xinjiang was subjected to unprecedented repression.

         When we arrived in France, few people had ever heard of Xinjiang, much less the ethnic and cultural conflict raging there. When we spoke of discrimination, detainment, how impossible it was to build a peaceful future there, the reaction was a raised eyebrow. Usually, our explanations were met with indifference 21 or at best, polite curiosity. ‘A bit like with Tibet?’ we often heard. Sure, a bit. To Westerners, there was something exotic about the repression we were undergoing. It was like a Chinese version of David and Goliath. Except in this version, David still hasn’t won. He’s been fighting the giant for generations, to no avail. In truth, I couldn’t put my finger on the exact moment the troubles began in Xinjiang. They were already there, hiding in the shadows, when I was growing up in my northern village. Perhaps they’ve always been there.

         Still, for Kerim and me, everything got off to a good start. There had been a time not so long before when Xinjiang’s political problems barely touched us. Its distant music reached our ears, but we were too busy building a life for ourselves. This was in the 1990s. Xinjiang was attracting everyone who wanted to make a fortune, from China and beyond. Its capital, Ürümqi, swarmed with newly graduated engineering students. Han families emigrated from the east, Kazakh labourers come to work small plots of land. Downtown, office towers and malls shot up, some taller than the mosques. Oil companies were hiring right and left, Uyghurs and Hans alike. The Grand Bazaar played host to a motley crowd: women in veils beside those in blue jeans and hoodies, mothers with their children riding sidesaddle on the backseats of scooters, bearded fathers in embroidered doppas, the traditional Uyghur skullcap. Amid concerts of blaring horns, vendors squatted on the sidewalks with their electronic wares, plastic toys, and costume jewellery that the Chinese from the east couldn’t get enough of, while right beside them, stacked in large plastic bins, lay wooden cooking implements, henna, and naan. 22

         Kerim and I met on the benches of the Petroleum Engineering School at Xinjiang University. Ürümqi has a special charm, accommodating people from all over, with their own diverse cultures and traditions. Hans make up almost half the population. The other half is divided among a multitude of ethnic minorities: Uyghurs, Kyrgyzs, Kazakhs, Tadjiks, Mongols… Kerim came from Altay, a far northern city at the feet of the mountains that form the border with Kazakhstan, Russia, and Mongolia. Its bronze-skinned inhabitants had a reputation as uncouth mountain people who spoke a dialect derived from Kazakh rather than Turkish. At first I didn’t see the charm of this strapping, thickset lad. I was from Ghulja, a small town, also in the north. Back then, getting there from Altay meant travelling several hundred miles through the empty desert by bus or car. A whole world lay between us.

         I remember our neighbour in Ghulja. A short, stocky woman who lived with her husband, who was just as short and stocky. Just why they lived there escaped me; all we knew about them was that they were Han. But the wife dressed in traditional Uyghur clothes. She made samosas stuffed with mutton and lamb skewers whose aroma filled our little alley. Han or Uyghur, it didn’t matter back then. At least to us. We had a wonderful relationship with our neighbours – the woman and her husband even shared our Eid feast. She treasured our culture. It was hers too.

         After that we moved to Karamay, the other major city of the north, whose name means ‘black oil’ in Uyghur. This concrete city was thrown up to house the families of hundreds of workers come for the nearby oil fields and was said to be an El Dorado. 23

         On graduating, the local oil company there offered us jobs as engineers. When we arrived there in 1988, there was nothing to see but a grid of empty streets modelled on American cities – no shops, restaurants, or even a bazaar. On every block were building sites with a din of jackhammers, cranes, and diggers. You woke and went to sleep amid a cacophony. The city screeched, creaked, and rumbled nonstop. Towers sprouted from the ground in a matter of weeks to welcome new families of workers from all four corners of Xinjiang. While they were filling up the city, other workers were busy digging a course for a man-made river and planting rows of luxuriant trees along it. At the centre of this hive of activity, we lived in a small one-bedroom apartment supplied by the company and adjacent to its buildings. We stayed there for over two decades, and in all that time, the construction never stopped, as if Karamay kept spreading over the earth full of black gold.

         We led a frugal life. We would freeze in winters. In January, the temperature hovered dangerously around -30 degrees Celsius (-22°F). A brutal wind howled through the streets, stinging people’s faces. As soon as spring came, it was sweltering. In nights in May, the paving stones gave off a stifling heat after baking all day in the sun. While families returned to the cool of their apartments to dine, we would make our way through the torrid soup on Kerim’s bike: him on the seat, me on the rack with my arms around his waist. The city was new, like our life together. We were making it up as we went along. The future was bright and lay before us. We were married in the privacy of our apartment with an imam and a handful of friends to celebrate. Then the girls were born and the future truly seemed more radiant than ever. 24

         Our income was just enough to scrape by each month, but we had few needs. It was a time of simple pleasures. Our friends – some from Ürümqi like ourselves and others we’d met through the company – also led modest lifestyles. Everyone worked long hours. At the office, the weeks flew by, each much like the next. To provide some relief from the job, we instituted a tradition: at the start of every year, we’d all write down our names on little scraps of paper and put them in a big bowl. Every month, we’d pick out a name to organise an outing for everyone: a restaurant, a sauna, a party at someone’s apartment. These gatherings were a breath of fresh air. Karamay grew; entertainment options multiplied. What wonderful times we had, everyone sitting together over grilled meat skewers or just we women, laughing as we lay in a Turkish bath on a girls’ day out! If one of us was short on funds one year, we’d all pitch in to help out. We’d all left our hometowns behind to work in this new city in the middle of the desert. By dint of growing up far from our families, we’d made a new family here: Ali, Nilopar, Muhammad, Dilnur, Aynur… I wonder what became of them. No one in that group left Karamay. Last I heard, some were still working for the company, others as elementary school teachers or college professors. These days, we hear from each other less and less often, as if our friends fear someone might be spying on their confidences. No Uyghur who stayed in Xinjiang escapes the eye of Chinese Big Brother. I wouldn’t want my questions to cause them trouble.

         I think Kerim always knew we’d have to leave Xinjiang. The idea had taken root in his mind long before we were hired by the company. It went back to the years in Ürümqi when we’d just 25 graduated and were both looking for work. This was in 1988. We pored over the wanted ads in the papers. In many of them, the following words could be made out in fine print: ‘No Uyghurs.’ That always stayed with him. The rising wind of discrimination followed us all the way to Karamay, blowing ever harder, but at the time, we all preferred to look the other way. Except Kerim. Kerim wasn’t buying it. While I refused to dwell on such details, for him it became an obsession.

         At the company, the hong bao were the first incident. Hong bao are red envelopes containing money, given out to loved ones during Chinese New Year. Traditionally, employers also distributed these to their workforce. Our boss at the company never missed an instalment. But one year, word got around that Han employees received more money than their Uyghur colleagues. Uyghur families did not dwell on this episode. After all, maybe it was just a rumour. But shortly thereafter, all Uyghur employees had their offices transferred to the edge of town. A handful among us objected. I didn’t dare; I put my things in a box, and a Han moved into my office at company headquarters. A few months later, Kerim applied internally for a promotion. He had all the required qualifications and the seniority. There was no reason not to choose him. But the position was given to someone else. A Han employee who didn’t even have an engineering degree. Such coincidences multiplied. Our daughters grew older. Kerim grew discontented.

         As for me, even comfortably ensconced in denial as I was, I saw our prospects for a future here dwindling. Disappointments at the company had slowly eaten away at Kerim. In 2002, he left 26 Xinjiang to look for work abroad. He went to Kazakhstan first and came back after a year, somewhat sceptical. Norway was next. Then France, where he applied for asylum. He settled down there; the girls and I were to join him once he’d obtained refugee status and found a job. All our friends said he was crazy, starting over from scratch like that. Especially since, by all appearances, life was smiling on us in Xinjiang. Over the years, Kerim and I had seen our salaries improve. After Gulhumar was born, the company had furnished us with a more spacious apartment in the centre of town. The girls were pursuing a promising education in Uyghur schools. We had a nice car. In short, we were now part of a certain elite, and so I mostly agreed with our friends. Moreover, I’d never left my province. The thought of being plonked down in some other part of this enormous world filled me with anxiety.

         How much humiliation, inequality, injustice does it take before someone rises up and cries, ‘Enough!’? According to a Chinese proverb, anything can happen to anyone at any time.

         In Xinjiang, checkpoints, police inspections, interrogations, intimidation, and threats were so common we barely paid them any mind. So it was that we lived on borrowed time, in a state of partial freedom that could be snatched away from us at any moment. Being invited over for tea at the neighbourhood precinct was part of our daily lives. We’d tell the police about our day, give them the names of our friends and acquaintances, talk about what was going on at work. This was the price of relative tranquillity.

         The more total surveillance becomes, the more it becomes part of daily life. All Uyghurs had a brother, a friend, a cousin, a nephew who’d had trouble with the police, if not disappeared 27 for a couple of months. Yes indeed, anything could happen. To anyone. Each citizen was a potential dissident. And in each Uyghur family, centuries of cultural rebellion lay dormant, which made us all dissidents from birth.

         This conflict had begun long before the Communist annexation. So why get all heated up over a little more discrimination?

         Like other countries in Europe, France is made up of a multitude of cities, villages, and hamlets full of dwellings, businesses, and cafés, themselves full of human beings. There are people everywhere. In Xinjiang, 400km (250 miles) of bare earth lie between the two largest cities in the north, Ürümqi and Karamay. Outside of these urban centres, built near oases and oil fields, silence and solitude stretch as far as the eye can see. Barrenness stifles any sign of human life. The rows of jagged mountain peaks afford the only relief from the unbroken line of sky and desert. It couldn’t be easier for the local secret services to arrange for a dissident to disappear and bury his body in the middle of nowhere. Being a Uyghur in China means living with this knowledge in the pit of your stomach: that at any moment, you might disappear into the vast desert of Taklamakan.

         This is also why I’ve always kept my distance from political matters. As a child in Ghulja, I grew up without ever hearing my parents complain about the government. They worked in a nearby distillery, where they did their best so that the eight of us, their children, lacked for nothing despite their meagre wages. I think they were more preoccupied with our survival than any discrimination aimed at Uyghurs. We were a humble family, living far away from the big cities where ethnicities mingled. 28

         As I grew older, I became a shy and studious young woman. At university in Ürümqi, I steered clear of the political issues that laced our conversations. I didn’t know enough about them to say anything, and all this activist anger frightened me. But it suffused the atmosphere in the capital. When I met Kerim, a whole new world opened up to me. Kerim was all about politics. He could talk about it for hours. His eye would light up when a conversation threatened to turn into a debate. All around us, students from the four corners of the land were stirring up new ideas. Everywhere, the crushing weight of the Cultural Revolution was crumbling. In Beijing, hundreds of thousands of students had occupied Tiananmen Square for weeks in 1989 to demand democratic reforms from the government. People weren’t yet talking about what had happened there, but our student movement was a lot like it.

         Out of love and perhaps a little curiosity, I went with Kerim to the demonstrations in Ürümqi in 1985. We were demanding more social equality for ethnic minorities, an end to the one-child policy, and that the Communist Party grant our province political autonomy. Our movement, like all the others, was nipped in the bud, thankfully without bloodshed. The police silenced our leaders, and the rest of us returned to our classrooms at the university without getting our way. But the fire burning inside Kerim never went out.

         One night in the year 2000, he came home without a word. He’d had time to mull over his disappointment at not getting the executive position he’d applied for, and now it had come to a head: he’d made his decision. I looked at him, and I saw the same rebellious spark that used to light up his eyes. ‘I resigned,’ he said 29 simply, dropping a box with the company logo on it in the living room. I was ready to explode. Then he said, ‘I’ve had enough.’ Deep down, I knew he was right.

         On the night of our daughter’s wedding, as Gulhumar was giving out hugs to the last guests, the same thought crossed my mind once more: Kerim had been right. I was surer than ever now. France had given us back our freedom. At the same time, in Xinjiang, a new wave of terror, more violent than ever before, was crashing down on the Uyghurs.

         That August in 2016, a month of so much joy for us personally, saw the arrival of a new player on the Xinjiang scene, one crucial to the power struggle between our ethnicity and the Communist Party: Chen Quanguo, Secretary of Tibet from 2011 to 2016, known for having instituted draconian surveillance methods there. He was appointed Secretary of Xinjiang. Under him, the repression of Uyghurs took on a tragic scope. Thousands were sent to ‘schools’ hastily built in the middle of the desert. In reality, these were internment camps where detainees were subjected to brainwashing – and worse. Only a few ever came back, and those that did returned broken.

         But at the time, with the dance floor bathed in a soft orange glow, the last guests wrapping their shawls around their golden shoulders, and car engines purring in the courtyard outside, the horrors that Xinjiang was witnessing were still unknown to me. I was light years away from imagining that a few months later, I’d be plunged into the maelstrom of these events. There was nothing but Gulhumar, her white dress, and the warm glow of happiness in my heart.

         
            1. A common Uyghur dish of lamb sautéed with rice, diced carrots, and onions.
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