
Visual propaganda in northwest China: exploring cultural 
representations
Giulia Cabras a and Sam Tynen b

aInterdisplinary Centre for European Languages, Freie Universität Berlin, Berlin, Germany; bOriental Institute, 
Czech Academy of Sciences, Prague, Czech Republic

ABSTRACT  
While scholarship exists on the study of propaganda in China, less 
attention has been paid toward visual propaganda in the ethnic 
minority areas of northwest China. How does the Chinese 
government propaganda portray ethnic minority culture? Which 
forms of culture does the government support and which aspects 
are discouraged? Our paper provides an analysis of propaganda 
from Xining and Ürümchi from the years 2016–2019, where the 
propaganda reflects the unique sociopolitical context of the two 
cities. The language and visuals of the propaganda promote 
values and behaviours for the development of a ‘civilized’ city. 
We argue that propaganda perpetuates the established 
hierarchies between the ethnic majority as superior and minority 
groups as inferior. On the one hand, cultural representations 
celebrate minorities and tokenize them as ‘exotic’ and ‘different’. 
On the other hand, the messages encourage minorities to 
embrace patriotism and a Chinese national identity.
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Introduction

This paper explores the parallel characteristics of the Chinese capital cities of Xining and 
Ürümchi, focusing on their ethnic diversity and peripheral locations within China. It delves 
into the historical and contemporary dynamics of how these peripheral regions have been 
viewed and treated by the central Chinese government, particularly through the lens of 
propaganda. In this section, we introduce the literature review, research questions, 
main argument and road map for the paper.

The Chinese capital cities Xining and Ürümchi are in China’s so-called ‘periphery’. Their 
peripheral locations mean that they are located far from the central government head
quarters in Beijing and the eastern coastal boom towns, such as Shanghai (see Figure 1
for a map). Both cities are in the region called ‘northwest China’, a vast area which admin
istrative and military officials in the interior part of the Chinese empire historically viewed 
as ‘uncivilized’.
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During the Chinese empire, officials created a distinction between the ‘civilized’ 
Chinese (Hua) people versus the ‘barbaric’ (Yi) people in the tributary territories. In his 
work on the history of the peripheral locations of China, Leibold (2007, 11) writes: ‘It 
was distance from the centre rather than size that determined one’s place in the moral 
hierarchy [and social order]’ of imperial China. Locations far from the political and econ
omic centres of the country have been positioned at a disadvantage on multiple fronts for 
generations. As Harrell (1995, 3) writes: ‘ … peripheral peoples [in China] … have been 
subjected over the last few centuries to a series of attempts by dominant powers … to 
“civilize” them’. The historical hierarchical alterity of Hua versus Yi peoples set the foun
dation for a self-identified ‘superior’ Sino-centric identity of the contemporary Han 
Chinese people. The Chinese national identity since then (especially after the fall of the 
Chinese empire in 1912) has been based on ideas and definitions of their civilization as 
being born in the centre of the historical Hua-led empire (Basu 2014; Leibold 2007).

In the Muslim regions of northwest China, imperial Chinese officials had a specific civi
lizing agenda. Schluessel (2020, 1) describes ‘the civilizing project in Qing Central Asia’ as 
an attempt ‘to transform [a Muslim-majority region] according to [the elite’s] own vision 
of an ideal Confucian society’. Later in modern Chinese history, the Nationalists and Com
munists, the two main political parties in the early modern Chinese state, documented 
similar ideals and goals for the minority borderlands (Leibold 2007, 86). In other words, 
the centre has a history of expressing a condescending attitude toward the historically 
peripheral territories (Yeh 2013). Contemporary propaganda often reinforces the hierar
chy between ‘inner’ China as superior and ‘outer’ China as inferior.

We analyzed visual propaganda that we found in Xining and Ürümchi from the years 
2016–2019 that contained the word wenming, translating into English as ‘civilization’ (as 
well as the related English words ‘to civilize’ and ‘civilized’). This article addresses the 

Figure 1. Position of Xining and Ürümchi compared to Beijing (Software: Google Maps).
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following questions: How does the Chinese government propaganda portray ethnic min
ority culture? Which forms of culture does the government support and which aspects are 
discouraged? We found that propaganda themes tried to align the aspirations of margin
alized peripheral regions to those aspirations of the rest of China: modernity, develop
ment, cultural nationalism, and patriotism. We argue that propaganda perpetuates the 
established cultural hierarchies between ethnic majority as superior and minority 
groups as inferior in China. On the one hand, ethnic minorities are celebrated and toke
nized as exotic and different, but on the other hand, they are encouraged to embrace 
patriotism and a Chinese national identity.

China has been the centre of recent controversies around its ethnic minority regions. 
An analysis of propaganda from those regions provides insight into the government’s 
emphasis on civilization and state-sanctioned culture in those areas of ethnic diversity. 
Propaganda contextualizes a moment in time for the cultural sphere and sociopolitical 
context. This propaganda from northwestern areas of China also provides insight into 
the cultural dynamics in under-studied regions and cities, such as Xining and Ürümchi.

This paper examines the National Civilized City campaigns in Xining and Ürümchi, ana
lysing how visual propaganda uses cultural symbols and discourse strategies to promote a 
unified Chinese national identity while managing ethnic diversity and reinforcing cultural 
hierarchies. First, the literature review explores existing research on Chinese nationalism, 
ethnic relations and state propaganda, focusing on how visual and linguistic strategies are 
employed to construct national identity and manage cultural diversity in multi-ethnic 
regions. Next, through a comparative analysis of figures from both cities, the study high
lights the varied approaches to integrating or marginalizing minority cultures within the 
broader narrative of national unity and civilization. We argue that Chinese government 
propaganda in Ürümchi and Xining perpetuates cultural hierarchies, reinforcing the 
superiority of the ethnic majority while simultaneously encouraging ethnic minorities 
to adopt a Chinese national identity.

Literature review: Chinese propaganda

People’s Republic of China (PRC) propaganda since 1949 evolved through each decade 
until the current presidency of Xi Jinping, especially regarding themes of nationalism 
and its unique role in the peripheral regions of Xining and Ürümchi. Throughout the 
history of the PRC, propaganda was one the most effective tools to mobilize citizens 
and convey model behaviours. According to Landsberger (2018), despite the competition 
with other forms of communication, such as television and the Internet, propaganda 
posters are still popular modes of display for China’s propaganda. The posters’ edu
cational function became popular again with the Xi Jinping mandate (Landsberger 
2018, 150–152). Landsberger’s (2001, 2014, 2018) research on propaganda posters in 
China shows that topics change according to the historical period, political phase and 
the changes in the society, as well as the communication strategy. For example, Maoist 
China (1949–1976) focused on revolutionary goals, with heroic and militant slogans. 
Later, the period of Deng Xiaoping’s presidency (1978–1989) saw posters dealing with 
free-market economic modernization. Subsequent presidential eras included Hu Jintao 
(2002–2012), which focused on the concept of the ‘Harmonious Society’, and Xi Jinping 
(2013–), which has promoted the ‘Chinese Dream’.
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Contemporary propaganda slogans in China emphasize moral values, personal beha
viours and the idea of a collective national and cultural identity (zhonghua minzu).1 The 
posters may include the slogan of ‘loving the country’ as patriotic motivation (aiguo 
zhuyi) for action and citizen participation. Scholars also note more recent messages of 
ambitions to make the state internationally powerful and globally respected (Landsberger 
2018, 152–153). Studies have also discussed the function of embellishing the urban 
environment and public space (Landsberger 2018; Sun 2017). According to Landsberger 
(2018, 149), the government discourse shows that propaganda needs to have a ‘local 
quality’ (difangxing) and make use of local cultural markers to be better understood.

Both structural forces and individual agency are important aspects of propaganda in 
Chinese society. Some scholars emphasize the repressive aspects of propaganda in 
China (Terrone 2016, 45), while others highlight its appealing features and the possibility 
of finding its way into commercial and popular culture (Chen 2017). Language and dis
course establish norms and models of citizenry, that, according to Landsberger (2018, 
150–151), respond to Foucault’s notion of governmentality (1991, 95). For example, the 
way that propaganda transmits mentalities and techniques to guide people’s conduct 
is a form of self-discipline. At the same time, propaganda also promotes ideas of morality, 
self-conduct and personal well-being, aligning national and personal aspirations (Bislev 
2015, 591; Landsberger 2018, 170).

Case-studies on propaganda posters have focused on events, such as the 2008 Olympic 
games (Brady 2009; Landsberger 2018), or on themes, such as the ‘Chinese Dream’ (Bislev 
2015; Sun 2017; Li and Deng 2014), or the ‘rule of law’ (Gow 2017). However, very few 
studies of visual propaganda have focused on the peripheral zones of northwest China. 
The rare exceptions are two studies that give a glimpse of the rhetorical themes found 
in this region, especially regarding religious policies. Byler (2017) focuses on how propa
ganda in Xinjiang connects extremism with religious practices, which results in the under
mining of Uyghur culture. Specifically, Byler (2017) focuses on how cartoon murals teach 
Uyghurs about what is acceptable cultural expression and unacceptable Muslim religious 
behaviour. Terrone (2016) focuses on religion and ethnicity, especially Buddhism and 
Islam as related to Tibetans and Uyghurs, respectively, across southwest and northwest 
China. Terrone (2016) affirms that propaganda posters attempt to promote inter-ethnic 
harmony, patriotic education and ‘correct’ religious practices. In doing so, such propa
ganda sets limitations and prohibitions on practices and beliefs.

Building on this literature, we aim to shed light on the unique situations in Xining and 
Ürümchi regarding ethnic diversity, nationalism and culture as represented in propa
ganda posters related to ‘civilization’. This underscores the importance of an overview 
of the historical and contemporary role of propaganda in China, with particular attention 
to its function in shaping ethnic, national and cultural identities in the peripheral regions 
of Xining and Ürümchi.

Methods and materials: visual propaganda and posters

The analysis of ‘National Civilized City’ propaganda in Xining and Ürümchi (2016–2019) 
explores cultural messaging, ethnic portrayals and Chinese Communist Party (CCP) ideol
ogy using the Discourse-Historical Approach (Reisigl and Wodak 2009). The empirical sec
tions include an analysis of a specific type of propaganda in Xining from 2016–2019 and 
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Ürümchi from 2016–2017, the years during which the authors conducted fieldwork.2 The 
propaganda we chose to sample was labelled by the city in the poster as related to the 
‘National Civilized City’ (quanguo wenming chengshi) project. The ‘National Civilized 
City’ is a government-led programme and nation-wide competition created in the early 
2000s wherein cities across China apply and compete for top slots in the national 
ranking of ‘most civilized city’. The wide-ranging scope of this programme aims to set 
national standards of urban governance related to administration, sustainability and 
culture for each city government (Cartier 2013; Deng and Jeffreys 2021). Specifically, 
the programme focuses on the promotion of national values, economic advancement, 
social development and civic public behaviours (Deng and Jeffreys 2021, 520). Visual pro
paganda is an important part of this city programme. Propaganda bureaus at the national 
and local levels distribute public relations messages about city improvements related to 
the programme and competition. During these years, propaganda around constructing a 
National Civilized City became widespread, as both cities were competing for a spot as a 
National Civilized City. Both cities were successful in winning the award in 2017, and 
Xining was again an awardee in 2020.

Images of visual propaganda were collected by the authors during fieldwork or from 
local government websites created for the National Civilized City campaign.3 We 
limited our analysis in this paper to images whose contents (main message, lexicon 
and visual elements) were related to cultural expressions, in total 20 for Xining and 43 
for Ürümchi. We defined ‘culture’ as expressions of heritage, arts, language, ethnicity, reli
gion, clothing, rituals and systems of beliefs.

We analyzed the propaganda considering the ideological discourse at the foundation 
of the message as transmitted through linguistic and visual elements. For the analysis of 
the material on visual propaganda, we have taken inspiration from the framework of the 
Discourse-Historical Approach (DHA) conceptualized by Reisigl and Wodak (2009). The 
DHA scrutinizes the ‘language use of those in power’ (Reisigl and Wodak 2009, 88) by 
studying linguistic and other semiotic practices. It considers intertextual and interdiscur
sive relationships, and the historical, social and political background in which discourses 
take place. In our paper, we frequently mention two discursive strategies fundamental to 
the DHA: nomination and predication strategies (Reisigl and Wodak 2009, 95). Nomination 
strategies relate to how people, social actors or phenomena are named or referred to in 
discourse, which may include the use of specific terms or categories to denote a group of 
people or a phenomenon. Predication strategies involve the attributes assigned to 
people, such as the ascription of positive or negative characteristics, explicit comparisons 
or rhetorical figures.

First, we looked at texts and images, and their interplay in constructing discourse. We 
coded any words on the images for specific terms that addressed CCP policies, adjectives 
with positive or negative connotations, and visual elements connected to the represen
tation of ethnic minorities, state-sanctioned culture and the CCP.

Secondly, we looked at inter-textuality and inter-discursivity, situating linguistic and 
visual meanings in the current sociopolitical context and considering the features of 
propaganda as a discursive form. We examined connections with pillars of the 
current PRC’s political discourse, such as the inclusion of Confucianism in the politics 
of national identity and the importance of ethnic harmony and social stability. We incor
porated our knowledge about the social and political context of the two cities obtained 
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through our ethnographic observations, as well as primary and secondary sources. In 
the next two sections, we provide examples from the fieldwork and analyse the propa
ganda according to these levels of analysis. The analysis of visual propaganda from the 
‘National Civilized City’ project in Xining and Ürümchi underlines how these campaigns 
utilize both linguistic and visual elements to convey ideological messages aligned with 
the PRC’s political discourse. In particular, the messages from the northwest regions 
concern national identity, ethnic harmony, canonical representation of ethnic minorities 
and social stability.

Empirical data and results

Our article analyses the representation of ethnic groups in state propaganda. In doing so, 
our language reifies ethnic groups as fixed categories because the ethnic minority groups 
in propaganda are treated in the political discourse as fixed and essentialised categories. 
Although ethnicity as a fixed category does not reflect the reality of complexities and 
nuances on the ground, we engage with ethnic groups as they are portrayed in the pol
itical discourse for the purposes of this paper. We do not have the space in this article to 
elaborate on the nuances of ethnic dynamics as they play out in everyday life across socio
economic and other intersectional identities. As a result, we can provide only a simplified 
explanation of the rich and complex history of ethnic minority cultural, political and social 
dynamics in China’s borderlands. While we recognize that this approach is limited, it is our 
approach to analysing the propaganda as it exists within the confines of an academic 
article. To this end, the following introductions to Xining and Ürümchi are meant to 
situate a reader unfamiliar with China’s geography and ethnic minorities in China, and 
is not meant to be a comprehensive history of the social and political construction of eth
nicity and ethnic minorities in Central Asia and China (see Mullaney 2011 for the history of 
ethnic minority identity).

Xining: an ethnically diverse city

Xining, the capital of Qinghai province, is a city of about 2.5 million people and one of the 
largest cities in northwest China; it is located in the northeastern part of the Tibetan 
Plateau, an area inhabited by Tibetans, Hui and other ethnic minorities. Minority ethnic 
groups, as defined by state classification, constitute approximately 25% of the population 
(Xining tongji ju 2021). The remaining 75% of the city population is Han. The main min
ority ethnic groups in Xining are the Hui and Tibetan people. Due to its infrastructural and 
economic development (see Figure 2 for an example of a modern and developed area of 
the city), Xining is a strategic place to move for those living in other smaller urban centres 
or rural areas in Qinghai province (Grant 2018).

For these reasons, Xining attracts people living in other areas of Qinghai province, who 
move permanently to the city or stay temporarily for possibilities of better jobs, education 
and health care. In the quest for development and wealth, marginalization and prejudice 
about lack of skills are common and in particular linked to ethnicity and class: discourses 
of backwardness are directed mainly by the Han towards minority groups, but also exist 
between and within ethnic groups, for example between Hui and Tibetans or between 
urban Tibetans versus pastoralist Tibetans (Grant 2018).
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Besides the ethnic and class issues mentioned above, Xining is a relatively peaceful city 
in terms of ethnic conflict. While Qinghai province has experienced violence in neighbour
ing Tibetan areas, ethnic conflicts have been rare in Xining. For example, tensions were 
high with the protesting immolation of Tibetan monks in 2008–2009 and discrimination 
towards ethnic minorities during the anti-terrorism campaign of 2013–2014. However, 
these issues have not led to the same escalation of violence that Ürümchi has experienced 
in recent decades. As a case study on propaganda, Xining is unique because of its ethnic 
composition and position as a centre where Han, Hui, Tibetans and other minorities from 
other neighbouring areas converge in their quest for better opportunities.

The following analysis on Xining consists of two sections, addressing the two types of 
visual propaganda that concern the relationship between civilization and culture: (1) Civi
lization as associated to ‘Chinese’ cultural nationalism, and (2) Civilization as the ‘beauty’ 
of local minority cultures. In Xining, the promotion of the Chinese nation (zhonghua 
minzu) combines with the canonical representation of local ethnic culture. This evidence 
points to Xining’s unique position as a multicultural city where visual propaganda inter
twines the promotion of Chinese national identity with the celebration of local ethnic cul
tures, reinforcing the city’s image as both modern and civilized.

Xining: civilization as ‘Chinese’ cultural nationalism
The first type of visual propaganda focuses on Chinese cultural nationalism, particularly in 
posters that highlight Han Chinese cultural heritage and Confucian values. This theme is 
reinforced through slogans emphasizing the continuity of Chinese civilization and tra
dition and is visually represented by elements of folk culture. For example, Figure 3 fea
tures a poster incorporating motifs from New Year prints (nianhua), which depict 
auspicious scenes of house spirits and daily life, such as cooking and cleaning – traditions 
dating back to imperial times and still observed today (Columbia University Libraries 
Digital Program 2007). The poster showcases the twin immortals, or happy children, a 
common nianhua motif traditionally used to celebrate the New Year. Here, the nianhua 

Figure 2. Limeng, a gentrified area of Xining.
Source: photo by Giulia Cabras, 2018.
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print is re-contextualised as a visual element supporting the notion of a shared cultural 
and national heritage (Reisigl and Wodak 2009, 90).

On the right, the slogan reads: ‘show respect and modesty as good brothers would, 
Chinese tradition’. The slogan points to one Confucian injunction, the respect of one’s 
older brother and good brotherhood.

In the term zhonghua chuantong, or ‘Chinese tradition’, the slogan in the poster dis
plays the term zhonghua, which can be translated as ‘Chinese’. In contemporary political 
discourse, the term zhonghua minzu (‘Chinese nation’) emphasizes a Chinese identity that 
encompasses both Han and non-Han people under a unified national identity. Chinese 
scholars like Ma Rong argue that the current ethnic minority system promotes distinct 
ethnic identities over a unified national identity. Ma proposes a revised system where 
China respects ethnic, cultural, religious and linguistic differences while fostering a 
strong national identity and allegiance to the zhonghua minzu for all groups (Ma 2012, 
2017). In this context, the slogan in Figure 3 associates zhonghua tradition with Confucian 
values.

Another poster, available on the website of the Xining civilization campaign (Xining 
wenming 2016, first on the left) reads: ‘Chinese virtues have been passed on for thousands 
of years, loyalty, filial piety and righteousness are set in the mind’. First, as on the slogan 
displayed in Figure 3, ‘Chinese’ (zhonghua) values are connected to the Confucian tra
ditions: loyalty, filial piety and righteousness. The slogan continues: ‘inherit the wisdom 
of the ancestors, enrich spiritual wealth. Chinese virtues of loyalty, filial piety and right
eousness should be kept in mind and be respected by every Chinese son and daughter’. 
Second, the slogan establishes a relationship between the zhonghua ancestors’ virtues 
and the values of contemporary citizens, between a philosophical tradition and values 

Figure 3. A poster about the zhonghua tradition, representing the twin immortals, or happy children
Source: photo by Giulia Cabras, 2017.
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imagined for the present. Chinese citizens are called here by a collective nomination strat
egy (Reisigl and Wodak 2009, 112): zhonghua ernü or ‘sons and daughters of China’ or 
‘children of China’, an expression that is often found in the modern history of China 
and the Party’s discourse and that recalls the image of China as motherland and the citi
zens as ‘her children’.4 Here, the poster connects the individual and collective level: an 
individual who is morally elevated is also a good citizen that serves the state.

Confucian values and the idea of using the past to serve the present have been central 
to Party propaganda since Jiang Zemin’s leadership (Gow 2017), including in Tibetan and 
Uyghur areas (Terrone 2016). Under Xi Jinping, these values became key to building 
national allegiance and cultural identity (Xi 2014, 341–342). The posters exemplify cultural 
nationalism, promoting a unified Chinese citizenship and shared history across all ethni
cities. This cultural nationalism coexists with a form of nationalism rooted in the socialist 
origins of the CCP (Guo 2004; Xi 2014, 18–19).

The poster on the Xining civilization campaign website features papercutting art, tra
ditionally used to decorate homes and wish for luck during the Chinese New Year. While 
primarily a Han cultural practice (also popular among Han in Qinghai), papercutting in 
Qinghai has also been adopted by Tibetans, who have infused it with their cultural and 
religious motifs. The poster also includes part of the slogan in Chinese calligraphy, 
both elements exemplifying the re-textualization of folk art into political discourse. 
Nianhua and papercutting, originating from Han peasant societies, are now presented 
as part of China’s national historical and artistic heritage, contributing to nation-building 
efforts. For instance, Tianjin clay figurines are promoted as part of the collective Chinese 
heritage. Propaganda posters featuring these traditions, such as the widely recognized 
‘baby of the Chinese dream’ (zhongguomeng wawa) clay figurine in Figure 4, remind 
viewers of a shared national culture. Folklore and Confucian values serve as ‘soft’ propa
ganda, fostering national identity through familiar cultural heritage.

These messages hold particular significance in a multi-ethnic city like Xining. The 
language of zhonghua virtues, paired with images of Confucian traditions, promotes a 
concept of ‘Chineseness’ rooted in Han cultural and historical heritage, reinforcing a 
sense of connection and continuity with the rest of China. However, for the Tibetans, 
Hui and other minorities in Xining, this portrayal may not align with their own cultural 
experiences, ties to the land or connection to the Chinese nation-state. As a result, the 
representation of the ‘Chinese nation’ in Xining reflects a general Chinese culture 
derived from Han traditions, focused on a unified national identity rather than celebrating 
diversity. These insights reveal that visual propaganda in Xining employs cultural nation
alism to promote a unified Chinese identity, based on Han cultural and historical 
elements. This approach, while fostering a sense of national unity, may overlook or mar
ginalize the diverse cultural identities of the city’s ethnic minorities.

Xining: civilization as the beauty of local minority cultures
The visual propaganda analyzed in this section highlights local ethnic diversity through 
murals depicting minorities in traditional attire, blending cultural celebration with the 
state’s ‘civilization’ agenda. The murals in Figures 5 and 6 are part of a 2017 campaign 
aimed at developing a ‘Civilized Xining’ (wenming Xining) by decorating electricity 
boxes. According to an article published by the local press, this campaign was conducted 
in collaboration with students of two universities in Xining who worked on the design and 
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the painting of the murals. The campaign aimed to promote values such as civilization, 
national unity and protection of the environment (Zixun pingdao 2017). Most of the 
murals do not display text but only images. The images include children, green trees, sky
scrapers with a blue sky in the background and ethnic minorities in their traditional 
clothes. For example, Figure 5 depicts Tibetans and Mongols in their folk dresses.

Figure 6 represents a figure belonging to the Hui or another Muslim minority wearing 
the taqiyah (rounded skullcap) and praying in front of a mosque.

Figure 6 is one of the rare murals that display a written text: The Arabic expression Eid 
Mubarak ‘Blessed festival’, written in the background. It is striking to see a propaganda 
mural written in a language, Arabic, which is not an official language in China. The 
expression is written in Romanized Arabic, to make it easily readable for the passers-by. 
In contrast to the posters that portray a shared Chinese cultural heritage discussed in 
the previous section, this public visual campaign celebrated and emphasized local 
culture and ethnic diversity.

The mural is particularly poignant due to its depiction of Islam. Since 2015, the govern
ment has called for an Islam that supports national unity and national security (Chinese 
Communist Party News Agency 2019; Qinghai Province’s United Front 2016). This vision 
discourages allegiance to a global Muslim identity, which is seen by Chinese officials as 
a danger to nation-building. A tangible implementation of this policy has been the 

Figure 4. The baby of the Chinese Dream.
Source: photo by Giulia Cabras, 2017.
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removal of crescent moons and onion-shaped (commonly called ‘Arab-style’) domes from 
mosques (Stroup 2021); changes in the Halal business and limitation of signs of global 
Islam in Ningxia (Ptáčková 2021); and restriction of religious practices in areas inhabited 
by Muslims, in particular Xinjiang (Smith Finley 2019).

The representation of Islam in this civilization campaign on murals in Xining in the year 
2017 differs from similar efforts elsewhere in China in the same period. In the city centre, 
where many Muslims reside, the mural in Figure 6 depicts a prayer scene, crescent moon 
and domes – elements of Muslim architecture often discouraged or excluded in other 
regions. These murals were specifically created for Xining to ‘civilize’ the city by decorat
ing its grey and ‘unattractive’ features, like electricity boxes. The themes were proposed 
by the local government, and students from art and design departments designed and 

Figure 5. Representation of Mongols and Tibetans in folk costumes.
Source: photo by Alexander Rhea, 2018.
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painted the figures. While it is unclear how much creative freedom was allowed, the 
mural’s portrayal of Islam is uncommon in other ‘civilizing’ discourses in China. Unlike 
the propaganda described by Terrone (2016) and Byler (2017), which emphasized rules 
and regulations to define ‘correct’ and ‘incorrect’ behaviours, this mural takes a 
different approach.

Local culture played a significant role in this campaign. The state-directed discourse on 
the Sinicisation of Islam promotes an Islam aligned with Chinese heritage and a unified 
national consciousness. However, the mural presents a broader vision of Islam, incorpor
ating visual elements like the crescent moon and onion-shaped dome, and language 
choices such as Arabic greetings, which extend beyond China’s borders.5

In these murals, minorities are depicted in ways that do not reflect their everyday 
appearance in Xining. Tibetans living in the city may wear traditional dresses, but typically 
only during celebrations or special occasions. The taqiyah is worn by some Muslims in 
Xining, by the elderly or those attending the mosque. These depictions rely on exoticism, 
following a predication strategy (Reisigl and Wodak 2009, 95). The murals convey a state- 
sanctioned narrative that portrays ethnic minorities as archaic and exotic, in contrast to 
the modern image of the Han (see Gladney 1994). Although the discourse on exoticism 
is not explicitly verbalized in this propaganda, it is embedded in the visual representation.

Figure 6. A child wearing a taqiyah and praying, with as a background a series of onion-shaped 
domes, and the expression Eid Mubarak.
Source: photo by Alexander Rhea, 2018.
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The exotic portrayal of minorities is sometimes internalized by the minorities them
selves. During fieldwork, the first author observed that many Tibetans in Xining use cul
tural expressions and traditions – whether canonical or adapted to modern lifestyles – as 
tactics of cultural differentiation and revival in response to state development policies and 
a perceived cultural crisis (see also Grant 2018; Ptáčková 2019). While Tibetans celebrate 
and value their cultural heritage similarly to how it is presented in propaganda, the exotic 
portrayal in such propaganda reflects more of a Han Chinese perspective than that of the 
Tibetans themselves.

This campaign of civilization through ethnic embellishment shares many similarities 
with Oakes’s (2017) study in southwest China. As Oakes (2017) noted, minorities contrib
ute to these campaigns by bringing an exotic and distinct culture that enhances the city’s 
aesthetic and, in turn, ‘civilizes’ the space. Visual propaganda serves as a means for the 
state and local authorities to assert their presence by embedding cultural and ethnic 
elements into the urban environment. This is supported by Han Mengyun, a committee 
member of the Eastern District’s propaganda department, who stated that the campaign 
aims to spread civilized habits ‘imperceptibly’ and to integrate public advertisements into 
the urban space in a pleasing way (Zixun pingdao 2017).

The involvement of art students can be seen to bridge the gap between the state cam
paign and the local communities to find ‘soft’ ways to communicate state programmes. 
Considering this, it is evident that the visual propaganda in Xining’s ‘Civilized City’ cam
paign uses depictions of local ethnic diversity to promote a civilized urban image, yet 
often does so in a way that exoticises and tokenizes minority cultures. This approach, 
while aimed at integrating state programmes with local identities, underscores the 
complex dynamics between state-directed cultural representation and the lived experi
ences of ethnic minorities.

In conclusion, looking at these different representations of culture to build a ‘civilized’ 
city, the propaganda campaigns are composed of national and local elements. First, an 
emphasis on a shared Chinese cultural consciousness was mostly based on Han heritage 
and Confucian values. Second, an emphasis on local ethnic and religious cultures (Tibetan, 
Mongolic and Muslim) was a beautifying element through the authorized representation 
of ethnic groups. These two different expressions of visual propaganda denote distinct 
roles of culture and heritage in national identity construction in China.

Ürümchi and the Uyghurs: a multifaceted city

The unique governance context of Ürümchi, the capital city of the Xinjiang Uyghur Auton
omous Region, includes considerations of its ethnic composition and the distinct themes 
of propaganda found in the city, particularly in relation to ethnic solidarity, social stability 
and patriotism. According to the 2014 Chinese government census (the most recent 
census that accounted for ethnic identity), Ürümchi was about 75% Han Chinese, 
Uyghurs were 12% of the city’s population and the remaining 13% consisted of other 
ethnic minorities, such as Hui, Kazakh and Mongolian citizens (National Bureau of Stat
istics of China 2014).

Ürümchi’s sociopolitical context is complex. For example, the Uyghurs were at the 
centre of controversial terrorist and state violence in China, especially from around 
2001 and several years after that (Hasmath 2019). In contrast to Xining, themes of 
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violence, terrorism and safety were seen in much of the propaganda in Ürümchi. For 
example, consider the following poster, which appeared in the Uyghur areas of 
Ürümchi (see Figure 7). The poster reads in both Chinese and Uyghur: ‘According to 
the law, severely punish violent terrorist crimes!’

This poster reflects the city’s emphasis on strong policing, where Uyghurs are often 
stereotyped as ‘terrorist criminals’. As expounded on below, our analysis of Ürümchi’s pro
paganda posters reveals two key themes: (1) ethnic solidarity and social stability, and (2) 
patriotism. Unlike Xining’s focus on culture and civilization, Ürümchi’s propaganda is 
more politically charged, frequently featuring terms like solidarity (tuanjie), social stability 
(shehui wending) and patriotism (aiguo), terms that are emphasized against a backdrop of 
regional tension and conflict. Our analysis highlights the distinct approach to propaganda 

Figure 7. An anti-terrorism poster common in the city of Ürümchi.
Source: photo by Sam Tynen, 2014.
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in Ürümchi, which, unlike Xining, is heavily influenced by the city’s complex sociopolitical 
dynamics and history of unrest.

Ürümchi: ethnic solidarity and social stability
The visual propaganda in Ürümchi emphasizes ethnic solidarity and social stability, using 
symbolic imagery and local cultural references to address regional tensions. The content 
contrasts with Xining’s focus on local cultural celebration. The differences highlight the 
tension between national unity and ethnic diversity. In Ürümchi’s civilization propaganda, 
ethnic solidarity (minzu tuanjie) and social stability (shehui wending) were central themes. 
These concepts were promoted as the ‘cure’ for so-called dangerous ‘terrorists’, as 
depicted in Figure 7. Labelling a group as affiliated with ‘terrorist’ activity is a nomination 
strategy (Reisigl and Wodak 2009, 95), using an anthropism that perpetuates stereotypes 
and negative perceptions of Uyghurs. Figure 8 shows a popular phrase from propaganda 
in Ürümchi that illustrates the perception that ethnic minorities are both included in and 
separated from the Chinese national identity, which urges ethnic minorities to: ‘Be similar 
to pomegranate seeds and hug tightly together’.6 Pomegranates, a symbol of Uyghur 
culture, often appear in cultural items such as Uyghur art and paintings. However, in 
the Chinese context, they also symbolize the region’s ‘exoticism’, which can obscure 
their original Uyghur significance. In Figure 8, pomegranate seeds represent different 
ethnic groups, while the whole fruit symbolizes the Chinese nation. This metaphor, a pre
dication strategy (Reisigl and Wodak 2009, 95), suggests that ethnicities are both distinct 
and united, akin to seeds within a pomegranate. Such messages are frequently paired 
with images of representatives from China’s 56 nationalities in traditional clothing, 
along with slogans like, ‘Live together, study together, do things together, be happy 
together’, as stated in both Chinese and Uyghur scripts at the top of the poster (Figure 8).

The concept of ethnic solidarity in China ties into the nation’s diversity, where the gov
ernment emphasizes unity under the Chinese nation while recognizing ethnic diversity. 
The conflict between diversity and assimilation is encapsulated in the phrase tongyi 
deduo minzu guojia (‘unified multi-national country’). The official interpretation by the 
government and academics portrays ethnic minorities as distinct yet integral parts of 
China (see Leibold 2007, 3). The tension in China’s identity as a ‘unified yet diverse’ 
multi-ethnic state is reflected in the term zhonghua minzu (‘the Chinese nation’), a recur
ring theme in propaganda in both Xining and Ürümchi. Unlike Xining, however, Ürümchi’s 
propaganda focused more on national unity and less on celebrating local ethnic cultures.

The theme of ethnic solidarity was prominent in the National Civilized City posters. For 
instance, one poster declared: ‘Love ethnic solidarity as much as you love your own eyes’ 
(Figure 9), using a local proverb about valuing something as much as one’s eyesight to 
stress its importance. Here, the proverb is repurposed to metaphorically address inter- 
ethnic relations. The poster promotes ethnic solidarity along with the message ‘Shared 
Study. Shared Business. Shared Happiness’. The idiom reflects a predication strategy based 
on explicit comparison, intensifying the message’s impact (Reisigl and Wodak 2009, 95).

The message of ‘loving ethnic solidarity like your own eyes’ was a recurring theme in 
Ürümchi’s propaganda. We argue that symbols like the pomegranate reflect an effort to 
depict minorities as distinct yet inseparable parts of China. The propaganda seeks to 
bridge the gap between officials and the public by making ‘solidarity and stability’ a main
stream concept, using metaphors like ‘pomegranates’ and ‘eyes’ drawn from local cultural 
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idioms. Considering this, it is evident that propaganda in Ürümchi emphasizes ethnic soli
darity and social stability using culturally resonant metaphors and imagery. These mess
ages aim to portray ethnic minorities as an integral yet distinct part of the Chinese nation, 
reflecting the government’s strategy to foster a sense of unity while managing ethnic ten
sions. The propaganda contrasts with the more culturally celebratory propaganda 
observed in Xining, highlighting the different methods employed to promote national 
cohesion in regions with diverse ethnic populations.

Ürümchi: culture, religion, civilization and assimilation
Visual propaganda in Ürümchi depicts an inverse relationship between religion and civi
lization. The messages frame Uyghur religious practices as incompatible with modernity. 

Figure 8. The ‘Speak Civilized’ propaganda poster declaring unity like the seeds in a pomegranate and 
showing the 56 ethnic groups of China.
Source: photo by Sam Tynen, 2016.
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The propanganda implicitly promotes assimilation into state-sanctioned Chinese culture. 
Other posters from the National Civilized City campaign promote a negative association 
between religion and civilization, with slogans like ‘Distance from extremist thinking; Walk 
towards modern civilization’. This message implies that Uyghurs are ‘extremists’ and need 
to advance toward ‘modernity’. Although Uyghurs are not always explicitly mentioned in 
the posters, they use images of Uyghurs and Uyghur culture to direct the messages 
toward their audience. The stereotypes suggest that all Uyghurs are religious, and that 
religious adherence equates to being uncivilized. For instance, one poster of two 
young Uyghurs (Figure 10) states, ‘Abandon bad habits of marriage and funerals and 

Figure 9. Emphasizing the importance of caring for ethnic solidarity the same as one would care for 
their eye, this poster depicts the number ‘56’ for the number of ethnic groups in China along with the 
phrase ‘ethnic solidarity’ inside the image of an eye, all with the Chinese national flag in the back
ground.
Source: photo by Sam Tynen, 2016.
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advocate a new style of civilization’, implying that traditional and religious ceremonies are 
‘bad habits’. Additionally, the image of a marriage license at the bottom urges people to 
register their marriages legally with the state, which the government encourages. By 
associating state-sanctioned practices like legal marriage registration with progress and 
modernity, the propaganda encourages Uyghurs to abandon their cultural and religious 
traditions in favour of conformity to state-defined norms.

Byler (2017) found similar murals in Xinjiang during his fieldwork, where the murals 
portrayed Islam as an evil force and backward thinking that should be avoided, 
whereas the CCP was the harbinger of civilization, development and progress. The 
posters reflect a sense of insecurity about the Ürümchi region, urging Uyghurs to 

Figure 10. One of the Speak Civilized campaign posters encouraged ethnic minorities to register their 
marriages legally with the official state marriage license with a phrase in Chinese in the middle saying 
‘We got married!’.
Source: photo by Sam Tynen, 2017.
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assimilate into state-approved Chinese culture and accept the Chinese government and 
Han presence as pathways to progress and civilization. Slogans such as ‘Reform and 
opening is good. Ethnic solidarity is good!’ and ‘Persisting in the development results ben
efiting the people of all ethnic groups’ champion this narrative. These posters link civiliza
tion with ethnic solidarity and economic development with the ‘civilizing’ of all ethnic 
groups, including Han and minorities. Uyghurs are portrayed as both integral to China 
and yet distinct, reinforcing the idea that Han Chinese are superior to ethnic minorities. 
Propaganda in Ürümchi associates Uyghur religious practices with extremism and unciv
ilized behaviour, urging assimilation into state-sanctioned Chinese culture as a pathway 
to civilization. These messages reinforce ethnic hierarchies and reflect the state’s attempts 
to manage and reshape Uyghur identity in line with its broader goals of national unity and 
development.

Ürümchi: slogans of patriotism
Visual propaganda in Ürümchi emphasizes patriotism, aiming to shape Uyghur identity 
and loyalty to the Chinese state. The propaganda has limited impact on Uyghur percep
tions and is not effective in fostering national allegiance. Messages of patriotism in 
Ürümchi highlight how loving one’s country is central to Chinese politics. Slogans 
about loving the ‘motherland’ proliferate (Figure 11), often tied to re’ai, translated as 
‘hot love’ or ‘passionate love’ (and in Uyghur as söyüp), with phrases like ‘Love the 
great motherland and construct a beautiful home’ and ‘The Motherland is in my heart’. 
These uses of ‘motherland’ and ‘love’ serve as nomination strategies (Reisigl and 
Wodak 2009, 95) to evoke nationalist feelings.

However, the translations into Uyghur are awkward, as Uyghurs typically use söyüp to 
describe love for a romantic partner, family member or God – but never a country. 

Figure 11. ‘Love the great motherland and construct a beautiful home’.
Source: photo by Sam Tynen, 2016.
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Additionally, the Chinese word for ‘motherland’ (zuguo) translates to veten in Uyghur, a 
term Uyghurs use to describe their homeland in the Tarim Basin, not China as a whole. 
Thus, the posters inadvertently tell Uyghurs to love the Uyghur homeland rather than 
China. As Uyghur interviewees noted, these messages urging patriotism were seen as 
‘funny’ (qiziqarliq), ‘embarrassingly clumsy’ (qolaysiz) and at worst, ‘insulting’ (haqaret).

The campaign encourages Uyghurs to embrace the ideals of the modern nation-state 
and the CCP, exemplified by the 2017 poster slogan, ‘With the CCP, hurry towards the 
Chinese Dream’ (Figure 12). Terrone (2016, 53) notes that the language on propaganda 
posters and billboards often alienates Uyghurs and Tibetans from the state. This patriotic 
messaging aligns with Terrone’s findings, as attempts to instil love for the country ironi
cally had the opposite effect on Uyghurs.

The key takeaway is that propaganda in Ürümchi employs themes of religion, civiliza
tion and patriotism to encourage Uyghur assimilation into state-approved Chinese 
culture. The analysis reveals how these messages often clash with Uyghur cultural and lin
guistic realities, leading to a sense of disconnection and resentment.

In conclusion, the propaganda in Ürümchi emphasized ethnic solidarity, social stability 
and patriotism. It employed metaphors and symbols from local culture, such as pomegra
nates and eyes, to speak to the local culture. However, it also urged local Muslims to 
ignore traditional religious marriage and funeral ceremonies. It also used the Uyghur 
word for ‘homeland’ to describe the Chinese nation-state, all of which is particularly ignor
ant of the local ethnic culture. Whereas propaganda in Xining emphasized both Chinese 
cultural nationalism and local culture, propaganda in Ürümchi focused on furthering a 
national narrative that perpetuated ideas of Ürümchi being unstable and divisive, 
where only solidarity and stability could save them.

Figure 12. One of the Speak Civilized campaign posters with the CCP flag and a common political slogan.
Source: photo by Sam Tynen, 2017.
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Conclusion

Xining and Ürümchi, as peripheral cities within China, serve as unique stages for the gov
ernment’s efforts to promote a unified Chinese national identity through visual propa
ganda. The National Civilized City campaigns in these cities reveal distinct approaches 
to addressing ethnicity, majority-minority relations and national identity. In Xining, propa
ganda emphasized Han Chinese cultural elements (such as the nianhua in Figure 3), Con
fucian values and tokenized ethnic culture, portraying local ethnic traditions as part of the 
urban environment’s ‘civilized’ character, as shown in the ethnic murals in Figures 5 and 6. 
In contrast, Ürümchi’s propaganda focused more on themes of ethnic solidarity, social 
stability and patriotism, often framing Uyghur culture in an exoticized or politically 
charged manner, as depicted by the fist in Figure 7.

The focus on civilization, as defined by language and images in the posters, shows that 
propaganda in Xining and Ürümchi used different discoursive strategies to address eth
nicity. In Xining, local cultural expressions and practices were included and celebrated 
as part of the ‘civilizing’ project (see Figures 5 and 6). In Ürümchi, ethnic cultural 
expression was not celebrated or included in the same way. In some ways, Uyghur 
Muslim traditions were forbidden or outlawed. In Ürümchi, there was more emphasis 
on ethnic solidarity and stability as part of the ‘Chinese nation’ than in Xining. The mess
ages focused more on the nation as ‘one family’ rather than cultural diversity. In both 
cities, the need for building a unified national consciousness was emphasized in the 
slogans and visual propaganda.

In building a ‘civilized’ nation, the language of the propaganda emphasizes continuity 
between Chinese history and the present. The narrative was one of a ‘civilized’ Chinese 
nation because of its Confucian philosophies and past endeavours, as shown in 
Figure 3. Meanwhile, the present Chinese nation is built by the CCP and the citizens 
with their ‘correct’ and ‘civilized’ behaviours, in which national allegiance and a unfied cul
tural identity play a significant role.

Other slogans centre on a cause–effect relationship that includes adopting or aban
doning certain habits or behaviours. For example, adopting Confucian virtues makes 
the citizen and the society better, while abandoning extremism opens the door to 
being civilized. In Ürümchi, messages often demanded conformity to state norms. 
Posters discouraging imam-sanctioned marriages reflect the demand for conformity to 
state norms by framing traditional Uyghur religious practices, such as marriage 
customs, as ‘bad habits’ that are incompatible with ‘modern civilization’ (such as the 
imam-sanctioned marriages shown in Figure 10). The use of Uyghur imagery and 
slogans further personalizes the message, reinforcing stereotypes that link Uyghur iden
tity with religious extremism and backwardness’, thereby pressuring the community to 
align with state-imposed standards of ‘civilization’, standards that are implicitly defined 
as modern and non-religious. This messaging is problematic because it stigmatizes 
Uyghur cultural and religious practices as backward or uncivilized, eroding their cultural 
identity and pressuring assimilation into state-defined norms under the guise of 
modernity.

Visual elements, such as symbols from local culture, used as metaphors or recontextua
lised, contributed to conveying the messages. The posters and murals showcase a blend 
of ethnic minority elements (e.g., cartoons of Muslims praying, minorities in traditional 
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clothing), Han folk art, Confucian imagery and national political symbols (e.g., the hammer 
and sickle or the Chinese national flag). This juxtaposition of ethnic and national symbols 
highlights the complex – and at times contradictory – nature of China’s national project, 
which aims to unify diverse cultures under a Han-dominated identity while maintaining 
an appearance of inclusivity. These campaigns reflect broader tensions in China’s 
approach to managing ethnic diversity, oscillating between celebrating cultural differ
ences and pushing for assimilation into a singular national identity.

The propaganda in Xining and Ürümchi promotes a Chinese national identity that 
reinforces cultural hierarchies and reproduces historical and contemporary inequalities. 
Through cultural nationalism, essentialised minority representations and calls for ethnic 
unity and patriotism, the state aims to cultivate a sense of belonging, values and beha
viours that support the development of a ‘civilized’ and ‘unified’ Chinese identity. The 
project of the Chinese nation therefore seems sometimes antithetical: at once both 
part of the Han culture and CCP and connected, yet separate, to ethnic minority cultures.

Notes

1. The term minzu is used in Chinese to denote ethnic groups and it can be translated into 
English as ‘nationality’ or ‘ethnicity’. Formerly, the official Chinese state translation of 
minzu into English was ‘nationality’, suggesting that multiple nations existed within the 
Chinese state. When the official Chinese government English translation of minzu changed 
from ‘nationality’ to ‘ethnicity’ in the 1990s, the shift appeared to be a tool of state rhetoric 
to suppress independent nationalist sentiments of the minority minzu groups (Gladney 2004; 
Barabantseva 2008). In the case of zhonghua minzu, the term refers to the idea of a Chinese 
national identity, for this reason it is translated into English as ‘Chinese nation’.

2. The present article is the result of the combined effort of the two authors. However, Giulia 
Cabras wrote the section on Xining and Sam Tynen wrote the section on Ürümchi. The remain
ing sections are the result of joint work. Regarding ethnographic data in the Ürümchi section, 
this research was conducted under supervision according to the standards of ethical human 
subject research under IRB protocol #16-0115 at the University of Colorado Boulder.

3. We thank Alex Rhea for sharing with us some pictures of murals related to a civilization cam
paign conducted in Xining.

4. For example, the expression is the title of a movie released in 1939 on anti-Japanese resist
ance and the title of a magazine on patriotism published in 1986. The expression is found in 
CCP political discourse in reference to the idea of the Chinese nation and its historical and 
cultural roots (see Chinese Communist Party News Agency 2013 and Xinhuanet 2014).

5. As a matter of fact, when the first author visited Xining again in November 2023, the mural 
showing the prayer scene had been covered, while the murals showing ethnic minorities in 
folk clothes were still present. The removal of the religious murals is probably part of the 
implementation of ‘Sinicised Islam’ in Xining, which has led, for example, to the substitution 
of the onion-shape dome of the Dongguan Mosque with a Chinese-style mosque roof, and 
the removal of Arabic in the Halal sign on shops.

6. The Uyghur in this poster can be translated into English somewhat differently than the 
Chinese. While the Chinese means, ‘be similar to pomegranate seeds and hug tightly 
together’, the Uyghur means something closer to the English equivalent of ‘We need to 
unite and join like the compact pomegranate seeds’ (Uy: anarning danisidek zich uyushushi 
kërek). Uyghur speakers do not use the Uyghur word for hug, which has an infantile connota
tion, instead opting to use the word uyushush, which means ‘to unite’. They also use the verb 
kërek which signifies a sense of imperative urgency and can be translated into English to 
mean ‘should’ or ‘need’. Despite the Chinese-Uyghur translations sometimes appearing 
unwieldy or inaccurate, this poster grasped the nuances of everyday Uyghur language.
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