Preface and Acknowledgements

This book is a survey history of a region at the centre of Eurasia. Now known
as Xinjiang (pronounced ‘Hsin-jecang’), this area has been known by many
names in the past. One of those old names, ‘Chinese Turkestan, might well
have served as this book's title. ‘Turkestan’ was a term medieval Islamic writers
applied to the northern and castern parts of Central Asia—the lands of the
Turkic-speaking nomads, as opposed to the Persian-speaking dwellers in the
oases. Marco Polo also used this name. When Tsarist forces conquered Central
Asia in the nineteenth century they followed suit, calling their new imperial
acquisition ‘Turkestan’ Logically enough, European writers around the same
time began to refer to those parts of Central Asia further east, those under the
control of the Qing dynasty, as ‘Chinese Turkestan; distinguishing it from
Russian Turkestan.

Though old, the term ‘Chinese Turkestan’ retains a certain relevance.
Xinjiang has for a millenium and a half been a land of Turkic-speaking peo-
ples, now represented by Kazakhs, Kirghiz, and mainly the Uyghurs, who
comprise the bulk of the non-Han Chinese population in the region. On the
other hand, Xinjiang—as opposed to parts of Central Eurasia lying west of the
Pamirs—has also long had close contacts with China, and for most of the time
since the mid-cighteenth century it has lain under the control of Beijing. In
this way, Xinjiang is indeed both Turkic and Chinese.

However, the term ‘Chinese Turkestan’ is controversial. Although the
People’s Republic of China (PRC) frequently refers to ‘China’s Tibet' —and
even publishes an English-language propaganda magazine under that title—
any reference to “Turkestan’ evokes the two short-lived ‘Eastern Turkestan
Republics’ of the 1930s and 1940s, as well as the names of more recent
Uyghur separatist groups. Since the PRC officially maintains that Xinjiang has
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been part of China since the first century BCE, any allusion to the region’s
other past political and ethnic identities is unwelcome. It is the eighteenth-
century term ‘Xinjiang’ by which the PRC and the rest of the world now
refers to the area; the term “Turkestan’ only appears in China if carefully quar-
antined in quotation marks and attributed to Western colonialists or contem-
porary terrorists.

On the other hand, Uyghur nationalists, who consider the Xinjiang region
their own homeland unjustly invaded and conquered by China, likewise have
little use for the label ‘Chinese Turkestan) though for opposite reasons: the
term codifies the region’s modern Chineseness.

The name ‘Chinese Turkestan’ thus reflects a key characteristic of the
region’s history—its ethnic diversity and situation at the overlap of cultural
realms—and crystallises the problem of reconciling ethnic and political iden-
tities, a problem that has troubled this continental crossroads for most of the
past century.

[ am neither a Chinese nationalist nor a Turkic nationalist (rather, I like to
consider myself a friend of both Han and Uyghur peoples and, more generally,
of China). Still, no student of the region’s history can escape the politics that
suffuses Xinjiang studies today. It pervades the secondary literature, be it PRC
publications or Uyghur websites. Scrutiny from Beijing forces even non-
Chinese scholars to think and rethink what they write and say in public set-
tings. (The draft of a recent volume of collected articles about Xinjiang by
Western scholars was smuggled to China, translated, circulated, and rebutted
internally in the PRC before it had even been published in the United States.)
US military expansion into Central Asia, the casting of Xinjiang tensions as
part of the ‘global war on terror} and the incarceration of Uyghurs in the US
prison camp and off-the-books legal purgatory at Guantanamo means that
Washington too has a growing interest in the Uyghurs and Xinjiang—an
interest that makes the PRC in turn suspicious. Any effort to sort out the
history of the Xinjiang region is complicated by these political concerns.
Moreover, besides the rival primordialist claims on the region—is the region
‘Chinese’ since ancient times, ‘Uyghur’ since ancient times, or something
clse?—there are other issues with contemporary implications. What has been
the role and nature of Islam in the area? What are the benefits and drawbacks
of Xinjiang’s twentieth-century development and globalisation? How have
Uyghurs and other minority peoples in the PRC fared under the policies of
the Chinese Communist Party? Is Uyghur dissent tied to international
Islamist terror networks?
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Although I address these and similar fraught questions in the following
pages, the goal of this book is not to weigh in on the political issues besetting
Xinjiang today. Rather, I hope to provide an overview to the history of a
region that has played an important role in world history, but for which there
is no good introduction in English. Xinjiang, as the hub of the Silk Road and
point of contact of various Eurasian peoples and cultures, has long fascinated
readers for its diversity and exoticism. But for precisely these reasons, the
sources for the study of the region’s history are challenging, requiring special-
ised knowledge and access to materials ranging from artefacts unearthed in
the desert and paintings daubed on the walls of caves, to texts in Tokharian,
Turk, Soghdian, Tibetan, Mongolian, Manchu, classical Chinese, Chaghatai
and Persian, not to mention important secondary works in Chinese, Russian,
Japanese, French, Turkish, German and other modern languages. These mate-
rials are scattered in libraries and museums across the globe. Moreover,
Xinjiang has in one way or another been part of the histories of the Tibetan,
Arab, Turkic, Mongol, Russian as well as Chinese empires, so its historiogra-
phy involves place names and personal names in multiple languages. Specialists
in one of these historiographies may well struggle with terms from another.

Although there are important specialised works in English on Xinjiang
history, for the non-specialist reader these have been somewhat hard to find
and hard to grasp without considerable background knowledge. One great
challenge has been precisely the lack of a general history to provide that
background—I encountered this problem myself some years ago when I first
began my study of the Qing empire in Xinjiang. This book, then, is an attempt
to fill that gap with a synthetic survey of the history of the Xinjiang region
from carliest times to the present—from Tienshanosaurus to the twenty-first
century, one might say. Obviously, I have had to be selective, and my coverage
is more detailed for more recent periods, with the twentieth century receiving
the closest attention. I have written this book for a general audience including
students, travellers, journalists, politicians and policy-makers, as well as spe-
cialists in the history of China or Central Asia who wish to know more about
Xinjiang. I believe, moreover, that even Xinjiang specialists will find some-
thing new in these pages: I have, for example, written the first attempt at a
general history of the region since 1978. I do not pretend to have scoured
every possible source or to be an expert on all aspects of Xinjiang history; still,
I have tried to base my survey on the most recent scholarship. The notes and
bibliography should lead anyone who wishes into the specialised literature on
particular periods and topics.
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Although this book is intended primarily as a straightforward source of
information, in the course of writing it I have identified certain themes that
run through Xinjiang’s history. These, I hope, lend the subject matter a certain
unity despite the long time span and variety of peoples and regimes covered.
For example, as mentioned above, the term ‘Chinese Turkestan’ encapsulates
the cultural and political multiplicity of this region, its quality of overlap
rather than exclusivity. As the crossroads of the Silk Road, Xinjiang lay astride
routes linking the Mediterranean Basin, Persia, India, Russia, and China.
Xinjiang was thus both conduit and melting pot for the transfer of arts, tech-
nologies, ideologies and trade items across Eurasia. Palacolithic hunter-gath-
erers crossed Xinjiang, as did early Eurasian farmers and nomads after them.
Monks, missionaries, traders, soldiers, settlers and tourists followed thereafter.
Xinjiang was also a meeting point for nomadic and sedentary societies, for the
pastoralist Hunic, Turkic and Mongol peoples from the steppes and the farm-
ers of the Tarim Basin oases.

Each of these peoples, ideas and products has been part of the region’s
history. Many peoples and cultures met in this region; extant artefacts and
indeed the very faces of the region’s inhabitants bear the stamp of those
encounters. Although for much of the twentieth century Xinjiang has seemed
a backwater, more recently its global linkages have expanded quickly and the
region is now firmly enmeshed in global as well as pan-Eurasian networks.
One main theme to be traced below, then, is Xinjiang’s intermediate position,
its role as a conduit, and its linkages to other places.

Any visitor to Xinjiang is struck by its geography. In an arid, wide-open
region not only are geographic features—vast deserts, high mountains, broad
steppes, snow-fed rivers—more visible, they also exercise more perceptible
historical effects. Certain patterns of Xinjiang’s past, notably the tendency of
nomads based in the north (where one could raise horses) to control and tax
the oases of the south (where one could raise grain), arise from its geography.
As discussed in detail in Chapter 1, this feature of Xinjiang’s geography also
embroiled it in the enduring rivalry between nomadic powers based in
Mongolia (which communicates easily with northern Xinjiang) and states
based in north China. Likewisc central to the area’s history is the role of water
in supporting and limiting agriculture, settlement and urbanisation.
Developments in the eighteenth century led to a rupture with past geopoliti-
cal patterns, a decline of nomad power, easier control of Xinjiang from north
China, and increased Chinese settlement in the area. Nevertheless, efforts to
integrate Xinjiang more closely with China still depend upon water supplies,
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which in turn remain dependent on the region’s basin and range geography.
Global warming, moreover, now threatens the future of those water sources.
The role of geography and the environment, then, is a second theme arising at
various points in this book.

As mentioned above, much of the writing of Xinjiang history in recent
times has been shaped by contemporary nationalistic agendas. From a dispas-
sionate point of view, however, any attempt to use history to claim the
Xinjiang region as more ‘Chinese’ or more ‘Uyghur’ or even as a home for
‘Europeans’ (an assertion inspired by mummies from the Tarim Basin) is off
the mark. The continental, racial and national categories with which we are
accustomed today do not readily apply to earlier historical eras. The names
which we ascribe to peoples in Xinjiang through history derive more from
historiographical convention than from genetics. Throughout most of their
history the population centres in southern Xinjiang have been ruled either by
tribal powers based in northern Xinjiang, Semirech’e or Mongolia; by dynas-
ties based in north China, sometimes comprised of Han Chinese, sometimes
of Inner Asian élites; or by local ruling families made up of Mongol imperial
descendents or orders of Islamic shaykhs claiming descent from the prophet
Muhammad. Conventionally for those periods we write the name of the rul-
ing power (Han, Hephthalite, Western Turk, Qarakhanid, Qara Khitay,
Uyghur, Yarkand Khanate, Zunghar, Qing) over the space Xinjiang occupies
on the map. However, the subject population did not change with each new
conquering élite, though the new rulers augmented the local population and
cultural characteristics that had evolved over time. Religions came and went
(Buddhism flourished then gave way to Islam), and languages of majority
populations shifted (from Indo-European to Turkic to Sinic). The modes of
social organisation and identity in this context, then, are themselves interest-
ing subjects of analysis, as are the ways in which ruling powers accommodated
ethno-linguistic, religious and socio-economic diversity among subject peo-
ples in a diverse and fluid area. To assert a simplistic national identity upon
this rich and fluid past is a meaningless and ill-advised endeavour, particularly
when the contenders are such hard-to-define, historically evolving notions as
‘Uyghur’ and ‘Chinese.’ The history of Xinjiang is the history of many inter-
acting peoples, cultures and polities, not of a single nation.

Thus a third theme runs through the narrative that follows: the variety of
ways in which people in the Xinjiang region were organised and organised
themselves. We do not have the right kind of sources to discuss ‘identity” of
Xinjiang peoples in detail for any time before the twentieth century. However,
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as we trace the region’s political-military vicissitudes and the ebb and flow of
various cultural influences, we may strive to understand how political life and
social identity were structured in a place and time with no single prevailing
national identity. Though local oasis identities were no doubt strong, for many
of Xinjiang’s inhabitants broader associations were also possible. These
included affinities based on language (Tokharian, Turkic, Chinese, Soghdian);
on religion (Mahayana or Theravada Buddhism, Zoroastrianism, Nestorian-
ism, Islam and various Sufi orders or particular holy men and their shrines);
on tribal lineages (Qarakhanid, Chinggisid Mongol, Zunghar, Kazakh); on
loyalties to distant dynasties and their imperial metropoles (Chang’an, Lhasa,
Balasaghun, Moscow, Beijing); or to far-flung commercial and familial net-
works (the Soghdians, Chinese merchant guilds). Xinjiang’s history provides
examples of many kinds of overlapping political and social groupings before
the racial or national categories of “Turkic, ‘Uyghur’ and ‘Chinese’ became
current in the twentieth century.

Because over the past two millennia Xinjiang has fallen under many empires
and been entered into many historiographies, the places of the region have
many names. The city of Turfan—or cities Very near its current site—for
example, has been known at various times and in various languages as Jushi,
Gaochang, Qocho, Qarakhoja, Turpan and Tulufan. Southern Xinjiang is
referred to in the literature as Kashgaria, Altishahr, Huibu, Nanbu, Little
Bukharia, the Tarim Basin and Eastern Turkestan. Even today many cities have
two names and more than two spellings: Ghulja, Kuldja, Kulja, I-ning and
Yining are all the same place—a large city in north-western Xinjiang.

There is no simple solution to the challenges of Xinjiang place names. One
cannot simply pick a standard form and stick with it, because for historical,
linguistic and political reasons there is no universally accepted standard. Were
L in this book to call the main city in south-western Xinjiang by the Chinese
name commonly appearing on today’s maps, for example, it would be ‘Kashi’
Would readers then recognise this as the same city that Marco Polo, the New
York Times and most of the historical literature calls ‘Kashgar’? Even the mod-
ern Uyghur spelling in modified Arabic script, ‘Qéshqir’ differs from that in
older texts written in Arabic scripts.

I have chosen, therefore, the following compromise. My main goal is not to
be consistent, but to guide non-specialist readers through the onomastic
thicket of Xinjiang history. Thus I generally use the place name most appro-
priate or recognisable for a given time period; this is usually the name most
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commonly used in the secondary literature about that period. In the index and
at first appearance in each chapter, however, I gloss that name with other
names for the same place, especially where both Turko-Mongolian and
Chinese names are current for a single city. Where possible I use linguistically
accurate transcriptions, but I avoid most diacriticals and do not value technical
accuracy above easy recognition and pronunciation by the reader. Although
some people still use them, I eschew old spellings based on the romanisation
system introduced for Uyghur in the 1960s in the PRC (yengi yeziq). This
system had many problems and has now been officially abandoned.

Many of these same concerns apply to personal names, the spellings of
which are, if anything, even more varied in the literature than those of place
names. Here too I have adopted user-friendliness as my main principle. Where
I have been able to ascertain their standard spelling in modern Uyghur, how-
ever, L have attempted to transcribe modern Uyghur names consistently from
the Uyghur, rather than cither Arabic or Chinese form.

In the course of writing this book I have received help from many institutions
and individuals. I am thankful for summer and sabbatical support from the
Edmund A. Walsh School of Foreign Service and the Graduate School of
Georgetown University. In addition, Georgetown’s National Resource Center
for Eurasian, Russian and East European Studies (CERES) has on two occa-
sions funded my research for this project through its Title VI grant from the
Department of Education.

A Woodrow Wilson Center/George Washington University Asian Policy
Fellowship in 2001-2 provided me with a year’s leave from teaching, during
which time I was able to write four chapters of this book (and finish editing
another book). For the half of that year that I spent at the Woodrow Wilson
Center, Janet Spikes helped track down old books and articles from the
Library of Congress, and my intern, Frew Hailou, helped gather other materi-
als. During the second half of that year I enjoyed the collegial atmosphere of
George Washington’s Sigur Center for Asian Studies, where Bruce Dickson,
Mike Mochizuki and David Shambaugh engaged me in thoughtful discus-
sions and Debbie Toy and Tkuko Turner were unfailingly friendly and helpful.
Both the Wilson and Sigur Centers furnished me with opportunities to pre-
sent my work to interested audiences.

During that same year Yves Chevrier invited me to give a seminar at EHESS
in Paris, where I was pleased to meet a group of scholars engaged in research
on China’s frontiers, including Paola Calanca, an old classmate from Renda,
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whose hospitality I enjoyed. The staff at the photo-archive at the Musée
Guimet graciously allowed me to preview a large collection of photos from
the Pelliot collection before they were fully ready for posting on the web.

Hakan Wahlquist, Stefan Rosen and ‘Uncle Sven’ were my hosts in Sweden,
where I had the chance to speak at the Institute for Oriental Languages at
Stockholm University and visit Gunnar Jarring’s collection of books on
Central Asia and the Hedin Collection at the Ethnografiska Museet Library.
The staff at the Riksarkivet in Stockholm efficiently guided me through the
photo-archive of the Swedish mission in Kashgar. The archive generously
permitted me to reproduce several of the photos from the Samuel Frinne
Ostturkestan Samling free of charge in this book. Margareta H66k, who was
born in Kashgar but later evacuated to Kashmir in a cradle slung from the
back of a yak, treated me to a curry and her fabulous transparencies taken by
the mission in Xinjiang. Later, Eric Nicander of the Lund University Library
helped me locate a reference and facilitated my obtaining another illustration
used below. The photo of Adil Hoshur, which appears in Chapter 7, is repro-
duced courtesy of Deborah Statman, who also explained to me a good deal
about her times with the Uyghur darwaz artists.

Other trips and other colleagues have likewise helped make this book pos-
sible. Miao Pusheng, Xue Zongzheng and other scholars at the Xinjiang
Academy of Social Sciences in Urumchi organised a seminar on short notice
for my benefit; I filled a notebook with their suggestions for sources I should
read. I'd particularly like to thank Pan Zhiping for his comments on my work.
The Xinjiang Regional Archive allowed me to consult their holdings on two
separate occasions. While in Beijing I have often met with Ma Dazheng and
Li Sheng of the Frontier History and Geography Research Center and
Xinjiang Studies Institute, and have benefited greatly from their own and
other publications by members of their units.

I am grateful to Mrs Krishna Dey, Mrs Jaya Ravindran and Mr P.K. Roy for
their help at the National Archives of India, where I learned something of the
situation in Kashgar after the British consulate became the Indian and
Pakistan consulates. During my stay in New Delhi, Gudi and Om Malhotra
made their home my own and fed me grandly. Savita brought me my morning
bed-tea, and Sachen Malhotra introduced me to the dangerous pleasures of
car me bar in the flooded streets of Lajput Nagar after a downpour.

My thanks to Professors Nakami Tatsuo and Shinmen Yasushi for bringing
me back to Japan in 2004 and 2005 and providing me with opportunities to
present my work to Japanese colleagues and benefit from the deep and broad
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scholarship on Xinjiang being carried out in Japan. Anyone who hopes to
work in the field of Xinjiang history really must consult the Japanese scholar-
ship—ideally, more than I have here. Sugawara Jun continues to amaze and
educate me with his knowledge of modern Xinjiang and the new historical
sources he discovers. Who knew that one could still buy old documents
wholesale in Kashgar bazaars in the 2000s? My thanks for professor Kusunoki
Yoshimichi’s invitation to participate in the 42nd annual guriltay of the
Japanese Altaic Studies Society, an enriching and enjoyable time on the quiet
shores of Nojiriko, and to Seo Tatsuhiko for allowing me to present my work
in his symposium on cities and the environment at Chuo University. Steve
Tong and Anne Campbell generously shared their home in Tokyo with my
family for a summer, letting my wife and I convert their dining table into a
desk. While we tapped away on laptops, they served us the best cappuccino
cast of the Pamirs. We are extremely grateful for their hospitality and friend-
ship over the years.

Back in Washington, Mi-chit Wiens and the staff of the Asian Reading
Room are always helpful during my visits to the Library of Congress. Nor
could I have consulted on-line resources so easily without the assistance of the
reference librarians at Georgetown’s Lauinger Library. At Georgetown’s
University Information Services a former student of mine, Ryan Norton, has
exorcised my trickiest computer gremlins. He’s better than many other techies
because, as a historian at heart, he solves problems by doing research. Jim Clark
and his informative website taught me a bit about Xinjiang palacontology.
Doug Eagles, Steve Hannum, Sara Fisher and Steven Singer of Georgetown’s
Biology and Chemistry departments responded to an odd question from a
historian colleague with a spirited email discussion of the comparative salinity
of desert groundwater, blood and camel urine, a conversation on which I was
privileged to eavesdrop.

Gardner Bovingdon, Jay Dautcher, Al Dien, Ruth Dunnell, Turdi Ghoja,
Ablet Kamalov, John McNeill, John Olson, Matthew Oresman, Alexander
Papas, Peter Perdue, Sean Roberts, Stan Toops, Nury Turkel, John Witek and
Thierry Zarcone have provided me with references or answered questions on
many occasions. My neighbour and friend Judy Shapiro delivered to me her
stack of neatly-sorted research on contemporary Xinjiang and Chinese
Muslims in return for a rickety old bookcase. Ildiké Bellér-Hann and Rachel
Harris invited me to an informative symposium of new historical and anthro-
pological work on Xinjiang held at SOAS in London in the autumn of 2004.
My gratitude to them all. I would also like to thank Jan Berris and Steve Otlins
of the National Committee on United States—China Relations for their help.
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Hua Li has been teaching me about Qing history and Xinjiang for years,
whether in China, Japan or the United States. I am grateful for all her help
and for our friendship. Likewise I have learned much from my friend Nabijan
Tursun, especially in regard to Uyghur- and Russian-language historiography.
He is without doubt the most knowledgeable scholar of early-twentieth-cen-
tury Xinjiang living in the United States today.

Al Dien and Laura Newby read and commented on carly chapters of this
book, and Carol Benedict, Andrea Goldman, Kang Xiaofei, Ed McCord,
Tobie Meyer-Fong, Mary Rankin and Keith Schoppa gamely read a not-quite-
complete manuscript. Their comments, like the suggestions and tips I've gar-
nered from all my colleagues, were extremely welcome and have made this a
better book.

Michael Dwyer of Hurst & Co. first approached me about this project
several years ago; I appreciate his patience over the years it has taken to com-
plete. Anne Routon at Columbia University Press has likewise been unfail-
ingly encouraging. My thanks, too, to Sebastian Ballard for producing clear
maps from my complex instructions and long lists of placenames. Jonathan
Hoare copy-edited the manuscript with great patience and skill. The usual
mistakes remain for which I alone am to blame.

I finished a previous book on my wedding anniversary, and have done so
again this time. Though Madhulika no doubt suspects that I undertake these
books mainly as an excuse for a host of ineptitudes, much credit is due to her
for both the growing number of books and for the (rather more quickly)
growing number of anniversaries.

My daughters, Maya and Priya, have likewise done all they can to hasten
this book along: patiently waiting to go on bike rides, have dinner or hear a
story until I finished yet another page; never shouting, fighting or doing any-
thing else that might disturb me while I am working; changing their clothes,
brushing their teeth, getting ready for school, doing their homework and
practising the piano without being reminded; and even volunteering to relieve
me of such tiresome chores as filing, photocopying and dusting the knick-
knacks in my study. Or, as they would say, Psych!”

JAM.
Tokyo, July 2011



