
Effects of Interdependency in the

Xinjiang-Central Asian Region

Ann Mary McMillan

BA, TESOL, MA

Submitted in fulfilment of the requirements of the degree of Doctor of Philosophy to 

the Department of International Business and Asian Studies, Griffith University, 

Nathan, Qld 4111.

June 2004





i

ABSTRACT

The past decade has seen a transformation in the relationships among states in the 

Xinjiang-Central Asian region.  The thesis is an analysis of this relationship, a 

relationship primarily built on economic and strategic interdependency.  Within the 

thesis, the basis of the relationship is established; the extent of the relationship is 

ascertained, and the impact of this relationship is evaluated.

The thesis differs from previous studies of this area in several ways.  The most 

significant is that a group of Central Asian states and an autonomous region of China 

have formed into a unit of economic interdependency, which needs to be assessed as a 

group rather than as individual entities.  Much of previous and recent scholarship tends 

to focus on issues within a particular country or part of a country, such as the Xinjiang 

Uygur Autonomous Region of the People’s Republic of China.  However, it is my 

contention that this is not an adequate representation of what is occurring in the region 

today.  The focus needs to be widened to take into account the dynamics of this 

interdependent relationship which consists of the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region 

and several of the former Soviet Union states, primarily Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 

Tajikistan and Uzbekistan. All of these states with the exception of Uzbekistan are 

contiguous with Xinjiang.  This relationship of interdependency has reached a level 

sufficient to influence decisions taken by governments within the region, and a prime 

factor of this has been the suppression of secessionist movements, principally Uygur 

separatist movements, among the Uygur diaspora residing in neighbouring states.

Another highly relevant issue the thesis evaluates is sources of tension within the 

Xinjiang-Central Asian region and the impact these tensions have on the 

interdependency relationship.  An assessment is made as to whether because of this 

interdependency, the sources of tension may not be adequately addressed by the 

respective governments to the satisfaction of the general populace.  This is seen as due 

to the individual governments’ hesitation to upset China by addressing such matters as 

border demarcation and transboundary water diversion between China and neighbouring 

states.  An outcome of this scenario may be that many of the tensions are left to simmer 

and therefore bode ill for future stability in the region.



Fundamentally, the thesis argues that the matters raised in the previous paragraphs need 

to be assessed on the basis of an ongoing relationship of interdependency encompassing 

Xinjiang and several neighbouring Central Asian states.  The overlapping of multiple 

sources of commonality such as geography, ethnicity, culture, religion, economics and 

strategic matters, dictates that we should not assess issues on a country-by-country 

basis.  Rather, it is necessary to consider the region as a whole, taking into account the 

prevailing conditions emanating from this relationship of economic and strategic 

interdependency.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

This decade may well see the re-emergence of an historic trade and economic zone 

comprising former Soviet Central Asia, Afghanistan, eastern Iran, Pakistan, and 

northwest India, with close links to both the Caucasus and Xinjiang in China.  The re-

emergence of this region, which for 2,500 years was understood to be the true “Central 

Asia,” will mark an epochal change in the world economy and open unimagined 

prospects for international trade and investment.
1

As part of this rapidly emerging zone, China’s Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region is 

not only extremely significant to the development of the Chinese economy, it is also a 

vital component of the interdependent relationship emerging between neighbouring 

Central Asian states.  Throughout this thesis I will refer to this regional interdependency 

relationship as either Xinjiang-Central Asia or simply Central Asia, and later in this 

introductory chapter will set out my reasoning for doing so.

Not only is Xinjiang significant because of its geographically strategic position, it also 

gives China access to the potentially vast quantities of oil and gas in the Central Asian-

Caspian area, which can in turn supply the much needed energy resources required to 

fuel China’s economic development.  At the same time, Xinjiang reopens an ancient 

trade route by providing a springboard for China’s trade expansion into Central Asia, 

and onwards to the Caspian region, the Middle East and Europe.  Xinjiang provides an 

inlet for energy supplies, and as an outlet functions as a trade route.  It also offers 

additional security to China, if trade routes such as the Taiwan Strait become unusable.

RESEARCH IMPETUS

The initial impetus for this research project arose from a combination of previous 

research, and personal experiences in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region.
2 

When the 

opportunity to undertake this research occurred, I was in the Central Asian region, and 

1 

Starr, S. Frederick,  “The investment climate in Central Asia and the Caucasus,” (undated) Central Asia-

Caucasus Institute, Johns Hopkins University, accessed via www.cacianalyst.org/index.htm, 8 July 2002.

2 

My Masters thesis assessed the impact of Islamic activism in Xinjiang and, following its completion, I 

worked in China and then travelled in Central Asia and Russia from July to September 2000.



sufficiently interested in and disturbed by what I found there to generate a research 

project focussed on that region.

The thesis as presented is not as originally envisioned.  The original thesis was solely 

based on an examination of the sources of tension in Xinjiang-Central Asia, and their 

impact on the region.  While that thesis is still relevant to this study, my research has led 

me to a conclusion that is quite different to what I expected.  Even at an early stage of 

research, I was certain that unrest in the region was not caused by a sole source of 

tension, but by multiple causes of tension, and that alleviating one source of tension 

would not solve the unrest in the region.  What I found and which was totally 

unexpected, was that a relationship of interdependency had built up in the region 

between Xinjiang and several neighbouring states.  Pursuing this discovery, I found that 

actions taken by regional governments in response to many of the tensions in the region, 

and the overlapping of many of the tensions, took on a different dimension when it 

became apparent that this interdependency relationship is, to a certain extent, dictating 

how governments in the region deal with these intra and inter-state tensions.

Initially, my plan was to look at the tensions as a source of intra and inter-state conflict, 

which seemed to be a reasonable supposition, and certainly during my empirical 

investigations within the region, and by the constant monitoring of media sources – this 

did appear to be the case.  However, my research forced me to widen my viewpoint, and 

led me to conclude that the tensions being generated in the region were actually of 

benefit to regional governments.  The tensions gave validity to the respective 

governments’ theories of unrest, thereby validating – at least in their minds – 

constrictive and repressive measures against their citizenry; and these repressive 

measures undertaken by the governments in the region have been beneficial to the 

Chinese government in its endeavour to prevent separatist movements within Xinjiang.  

This interdependency relationship, with its growing tentacles, not only has Xinjiang 

acting as an economic conduit between China and Central Asia and further afield, it has 

directly impacted on the internal security of the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region.  

The core proposition of the thesis can thus be stated as follows.



An economic interdependency relationship has formed in the Xinjiang-

Central Asian region.  This economic interdependency is not only 

contributing to economic development in the western regions of China, in 

particular, the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region, but also in several 

neighbouring former Soviet Union (FSU) states.  As this interdependency 

relationship has coalesced and tightened its grip, an outcome is occurring 

which may or may not have been foreseen by the Chinese government.  This 

interdependency relationship with its ever strengthening ties is not only 

countering previous and new tensions such as border demarcation, water 

diversion, inter-state migration of Han Chinese and Islamic activism, it is 

also restricting secessionist movements, especially the Uygur ethnic group in 

Xinjiang.  The FSU governments in the region have previously taken an 

attitude of leniency towards the Uygur diaspora residing in their countries, 

but this leniency appears to be evaporating as the economic interdependency 

in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region expands.  The crackdown against any 

group that may impact on the stability of the region, be it through 

secessionist movements or religious ideals, appears to be the direct result of 

the burgeoning economic relationships taking place in the region.

Tensions in the region, whilst causing resentment and unrest in the general populace are 

not causing the same type of angst to individual governments, which appear to regard 

these tensions as beneficial to their strategies of holding onto power.  The danger here is 

that these governments, by their repressive actions, could be building a time-bomb.  

Repression is causing what could and should be perfectly moderate expressions of 

dissent against bad governance and suppression of religious activity to go underground 

and mutate into a more militant form of behaviour, simply because of lack of freedom to 

express opinions and let off steam.  In brief, tensions are highly likely to provide 

problems in the future, but do not at present pose a threat because of the repressive style 

of governance practised in the region.  However, when the tensions develop sufficiently 

to challenge repressive governments, the impact will be far greater than if they had been 

dealt with at an embryonic stage when some form of consensual outcome may have 

been possible.

SOURCES OF TENSION WITHIN XINJIANG-CENTRAL ASIA

While an interdependency relationship has emerged in the region that has had the effect 

of suppressing or moderating tensions, these tensions are still present and continue to 

simmer, as the research presented in this thesis will demonstrate.  I will now briefly 

explain the tensions that I will be assessing within this thesis to ascertain whether or not 

they have the potential to cause increased division within the region, both at ground 

level among the general population, and at a higher level – between governments.  But 

what do I mean by tension? The word tension suggests a strained (political, social etc.) 



state or relationship.  This is a fairly mild term, and possibly too mild to explain 

incidents which have taken place in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region over the past 

decade or more.  However, the term is appropriate, as a state of tension, if left 

unresolved, tends to simmer, and can lead to even greater problems emerging.  This is 

what has been occurring in many of the states in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region.  

Therefore, we have seen civil unrest, insurgency, bombings and many similar such-like 

incidents occurring because the underlying source of tension has not been adequately 

addressed by government and eventually has come to the boil and erupted.  Presently, 

these tensions are simmering and appear to indicate the possibility of increased unrest in 

this extremely volatile region, unless measures are taken to satisfactorily address the 

source of these tensions.

Tensions of whatever nature are not beneficial in maintaining a climate of economic and 

social stability.  Intra-state tensions can very easily spill over into inter-state tensions.  

The geographic and kinship situation in certain countries in Central Asia, including the 

Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region of the People’s Republic of China, shows a certain 

propensity towards this.  Not only is the geographic situation of Xinjiang significant in 

this regard; so also is its Turkic and religious connection through its Muslim Turkic 

ethnic groups, and the Chinese government’s expanding security and economic 

relationship with the bordering republics.  Throughout this thesis, I use the term “ethnic 

group/s” rather than minorities, except when it is necessary to use minority for 

clarification.  My stance on this issue is because I believe the use of the term “minority” 

(minzu) can at times be used in a derogatory manner, not only between Han and non-

Han Chinese, but also within different social classes of Han. 

Inter and intra-state deprivation of livelihood and basic living resources can turn what is 

general discontent with government policies into ethnic conflict where different ethnic 

groups are involved.  This can intensify, especially where cross-border relational groups 

are involved, even if there has not been unity on previous issues.  Deprivation of 

resources, above all water which is essential to conditions of life sustainability, cannot 

be compared to other issues such as territorial claims, culture, language and so on, that 

may not in their entirety unite different sectors of society or different tribal identities 

within one ethnic group into a cohesive body of discontent.  However, water allocation 

is one such matter.  Indeed, the issue of water allocation and its accessibility is one such 

factor, if not the ultimate factor, where previous division between groups can be set 



aside, and a very volatile situation emerge that threatens the perceived perpetrator.  The 

action of the Chinese government in its water diversion plans poses such a scenario.

The Chinese water diversion plans do bring to mind Wittfogel’s theory of a hydraulic 

society in which the bureaucracy in China controls the population through the control of 

water.
3 

While not totally agreeing with Wittfogel’s theory, the control of water does 

constitute a significant theme in Chinese history over thousands of years.  When 

assessing the issue of water diversion and its implications, I did not anticipate what I 

found, and that was a relationship between water diversion and border demarcation, 

which made the issue of border demarcation assume an added importance.

However, although the issue of accessibility or non-accessibility of water may become 

the major source of tension in this region, it is my contention that at the present time 

there are numerous factors adding to the general tensions.  In many instances these 

tensions are interconnecting, and I consider it to be impossible to isolate a single factor 

as being the primary source of these inter and intra-state tensions.  This is contrary to 

what the governments of the region are stating; they are virtually unanimous in laying 

the blame for incidents occurring within the Xinjiang-Central Asia area on what they 

refer to as “Islamic terrorism.” The implications of this assertion will be assessed in 

Chapter VI of this thesis.

There are, therefore, important sources of tension in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region, 

but those are more than balanced by the growing interdependency between regional 

states and economies.  The concept of interdependency and its manifestation in 

Xinjiang-Central Asia are therefore core themes for this thesis.  I therefore need to 

clarify my use of the term interdependency.  I am not using this term to convey a 

relationship of total equality between regional states.  I do acknowledge the 

relationships in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region are not equal; China does dominate, 

economically, politically and militarily.  However, a condition of interstate dependency 

does exist, and is continuing to expand, and will prove of benefit to all participating 

3 

Wittfogel, Karl A.  Oriental Despotism: a comparative study.  New Haven: Yale University Press, 1957.  

See also Colin Mackerras.  Western Images of China.  Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989.  Mackerras 

includes a chapter outlining Wittfogel’s hydraulic society thesis.  Mackerras in this chapter also refers to 

Owen Lattimore and John King Fairbank as having views reminiscent of Wittfogel on water control in 

China.



parties to some extent, as it is not totally a one-way street in favour of China.  On the 

one hand, the bordering FSU states and others have what China needs to maintain its 

economic growth; and on the other hand, China can provide funding to these states to 

enable infrastructure to be built, which in turn can benefit local economies.  According 

to Yang et al.  “China’s recent growth is simply not sustainable without access to 

foreign markets and injections of foreign capital”, and that “given the size of the 

Chinese market and the difficulties in pushing around a country as large as China, it is 

already evident that those who benefit from trade with China are very reluctant to sever 

ties of interdependence.  It seems that the economic logic of market forces overcomes 

most opposition.”
4

The predominantly economic interdependency that now exists in the region 

encompassing Xinjiang and several of the bordering FSU states is such that it has 

assumed an ever increasing importance to all of the states involved in this relationship.  

This interdependency is not solely based on any one factor, although the supply and 

processing of oil and gas is dominant.  Xing Guangcheng argues that China and Central 

Asian states have established an entirely new relationship in the last few years.  He 

states that this relationship “… has been developed to establish good neighbourhood 

relations, and to make progress in common economic prosperity for both China and the 

Central Asian states.”
5 

Xing believes that mutually beneficial economic co-operation 

can help economic reforms in both China and Central Asia; that in expanding its trade 

and economic relations with Central Asia, China could not only alleviate severe 

economic difficulties in Central Asian states, but benefit from its stable and prosperous 

neighbouring states.  Xing further argues, “… to a large extent the stability and 

prosperity of Northwest China is closely bound up with the stability and prosperity of 

Central Asia.”
6

4 

Yang, Richard H., Jason C. Hu, Peter K.H. Yu and Andrew N.D. Yang, eds. Chinese regionalism: the 

security dimension.  Colorado: Westview, 1994, 8.

5 

Xing, Guangcheng.  “China and Central Asia: towards a new relationship” in Ethnic challenges beyond 

borders: Chinese and Russian perspectives of the Central Asian conundrum, eds. Yongjin Zhang and 

Rouben Azizian.  Hampshire: Macmillan, 1998, 32.

6 

Xing, ibid., 35.  The words in italics are Xing’s emphasis.



This, to a certain extent, is contrary to arguments put forward by Colin Mackerras, 

Nicolas Becquelin and others.  Mackerras and Becquelin’s arguments are not dissimilar 

on this one aspect, although they differ greatly in other areas, and will be evaluated 

during the course of this thesis.  Becquelin argues that the overriding aim of the Chinese 

government in developing the western regions of China, and particularly Xinjiang, has 

been to bind Xinjiang more closely to the rest of the PRC: by neutralising the impact of 

the new Central Asian states; by developing communications axes linking Xinjiang with 

the rest of China; by reinforcing military and paramilitary forces in Xinjiang, especially 

in the south, and above all through measures aimed at speeding up Han migration to the 

region.
7 

While not disagreeing in every respect with Becquelin’s argument, his thesis 

that the development that has taken place and is currently underway in Xinjiang has 

been solely to bind it closer to the rest of the PRC does not equate with the situation in 

the Xinjiang-Central Asian region today, and it is doubtful that this was the overriding 

aim for the Chinese government.  My own research shows that Xing’s argument is 

closer to the truth: that China recognised at a very early stage of its economic reform 

that in order to progress not only the economics of the northwest, but also of the rest of 

China, it needed to economically expand into the Central Asian region.  China also 

recognised that from the viewpoint of security, China needed not only to reinforce its 

profile in Central Asia, but to become a major player in order to keep control in 

Xinjiang, and post-11 September, with the entry of the US forces into the Central Asian 

region, there was further incentive for Chinese presence in Central Asia.  Simply tying 

Xinjiang closer to the centre does not achieve one of the primary objectives of the 

Chinese government, that of stopping any separatist movement within Xinjiang – 

control of separatist movements must also be exercised from the Central Asian side.  

The Chinese government recognises that stability in Central Asia is essential to 

guarantee stability in Xinjiang.

Stephen Blank’s argument is not dissimilar to Xing’s.  Blank argues that:

7 

Becquelin, Nicolas.  “Xinjiang in the nineties.”  The China Journal, July 2000, issue 44, 65-90.  The 

overall argument from this article is carried forward in Becquelin’s article “Consolidating the periphery: 

Xinjiang and the campaign to open up the west.” This article of which I have read a draft copy is subject 

to further revisions and is due to be published in the China Quarterly in 2004, and has been quoted in this 

thesis with the permission of Dr Becquelin.  See also Colin Mackerras, “Ethnicity in China: the case of 

Xinjiang.” Harvard Asia Quarterly, Winter 2004, vol. VIII, no. 1, 4-14.



Chinese scholars explicitly articulate the connection between Xinjiang and 

Central Asia, arguing that, China’s policy to expand economic co-operation with 

Central Asia is undertaken, among other reasons, because to a large extent the 

stability and prosperity of northwest China is closely tied to Central Asia’s 

stability and prosperity.
8

Previous Chinese expansion into the Central Asian region has in the past been mainly 

for military purposes, but the current push by China into this region is largely an 

economic exercise.  To a certain extent the military priority has been superseded, but 

not downgraded, by economics.  Following the break-up of the Soviet Union, pressure 

has been taken off the previous Sino-Soviet border-zone in this area, with the FSU 

states providing a buffer zone between the two major powers.

Why do I class the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region of the People’s Republic of 

China, and the neighbouring FSU states as a unit, in an interdependent regional 

relationship, rather than classifying the FSU states as one unit, and Xinjiang as being 

completely separate, as being part of the PRC? As a precursor to a more analytical 

appraisal of other definitions of this relationship undertaken later in this chapter, I will 

here set out my reasoning for doing so.

My definition is not totally in accordance with others writing in this area.  Many authors 

include some or all of these FSU states and Xinjiang, plus others, within the region 

generally referred to as Central Asia, and the reasons for doing so are quite diverse.  

Some writers tend to base their regional grouping on historical, economic or ethnicity 

linkages.  Many others group some or all of them together without really analysing why 

they do so, or because they are uncertain as to the boundaries of this regional 

relationship.

Although the historical aspect is extremely important, my reasoning for inclusion of 

Xinjiang and the neighbouring FSU states as Central Asia is that the interdependency 

issues at play in this region in the first decade of the 21
st 

century are clearly becoming 

dominant.  Much previous and current scholarship has failed and is continuing to fail in 

taking too narrow a view by looking at one issue only or one state at a time, when in 

fact an interdependent relationship covering such diverse issues as trade, security and 

geophysical matters, amongst others, has been established and impacts on these several 

8 

Blank, Stephen. “Xinjiang and China’s strategy in Central Asia.” Asia Times, 3 April 2004, accessed 

online via www.atimes.com, 3 April 2004.



states and Xinjiang in very similar ways.  This interconnecting and interdependent 

environment will continue to develop, thereby building this relationship into one that 

must be analysed in a regional sense, not just as a group of separate states. 

The overlapping issues are assuming added importance as the interdependency between 

all of these actors (Xinjiang and FSU states) deepens, and are in some instances 

producing tensions which in turn show potential to curtail economic growth in key 

areas.  This growing regional relationship between these states, with its varied 

dimensions, needs greater attention than current literature in this field has given it.  A 

gap exists in current scholarship because the overlapping dimensions of this relationship 

with its resultant tensions have not been considered in the light of this interdependent 

regional relationship.  In the majority of material dealing with this region, the tensions 

have been analysed as individual issues, relating to an individual country, rather than 

taking connective factors into account.  Scholarship has not caught up with the ongoing 

dynamics in this area, and this thesis seeks to fill this gap.  Therefore, throughout this 

thesis, as already stated at the beginning of this chapter, I will refer to this regional 

relationship as either Xinjiang-Central Asia or simply Central Asia.

However, before proceeding, I want to make it clear that I do not see this grouping of 

Xinjiang with neighbouring ethnically and religiously related states as a catalyst for 

Xinjiang to break away from China.  Scholte discusses a trend whereby globalisation 

has ushered in the transcendence of borders, rather than the mere crossing or opening of 

borders.  Scholte uses the term transcendence, which he explains is what he believes the 

phenomenon of globalisation is.
9 

Part of Scholte’s thesis is that if globalisation poses a 

threat, it is not to the state itself – but to democracy.  While I agree with Scholte that 

globalisation does involve transcendence of national borders, because of the type of 

governance in the Xinjiang-Central Asia region, this transcendence of borders is not 

necessarily a threat to the state – or the authority of the state.  More specifically, this 

interdependency relationship is not a threat to the authority of the Chinese state.  

However, because of the power imbalance in the relationship between China and the 

FSU states, the emerging regional relationship may be a threat to the authority of other 

states in this relationship.

9 

Scholte, Jan Aart. “Global capitalism and the state.” International Affairs, 1997, 73, 3, 427-452.



China has clearly signalled the importance of the western regions of China, and in 

particular Xinjiang, for the Chinese economy as a whole.  For China to pull back at this 

stage from the regional relationship with Central Asia would prove extremely 

problematic, not only for China, but also for the regional states.  China is investing in 

several of these countries, with the majority of the investment funds going chiefly to 

Kazakhstan.  Lesser amounts, but still substantial investment funds, are flowing into 

Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan.  These states have the energy resources that China needs to 

progress the Chinese economy.  Although China does have other sources to provide 

some of its required energy needs, and continues to actively seek additional sources 

from other parts of the world, this region, with its reach to the Caspian Sea energy 

resources, and through to the Middle East, is still of utmost importance to China.

The outcome of this economic interdependency is extremely beneficial to China.  Not 

only is it contributing towards the necessary energy resources in order to continue the 

development of not only the western regions of China, but China as a whole, it is also 

containing and restricting independence movements both within and outside of 

Xinjiang.  As the director of the CCP Organisation Department in Xinjiang has stated: 

“The stability and development of Xinjiang bear on the stability and development of the 

whole country.  We must recognise the importance of maintaining stability in Xinjiang 

from this standpoint … we must completely isolate and crack down on a handful of 

ethnic separatists and serious criminals of various kinds.”
10

As a result of this economic interdependency, China is now in a better position of 

control over Xinjiang than it has been for some time.  Nevertheless, the regional 

interdependency in Central Asia has reached such a stage that if circumstances cause 

this interdependent relationship to deteriorate, this would have a major impact on the 

development of Xinjiang.  It is inevitable that there would be a flow-on effect to the rest 

of China, for Xinjiang is becoming a vital cog in the wheel of economic development.  

Any inter or intra-state tensions need attention by the Chinese state.

Nevertheless, while the Chinese government needs to address interconnecting intra and 

inter-state tensions in Xinjiang-Central Asia, it has also become quite clear during the 

course of my research that China is very much in control of this interdependency 

10 
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relationship.  Even though several of the tensions prevailing in the region would 

normally generate sufficient unrest to force governments to action to alleviate the 

situation, the type of governance in the region and the regional economic 

interdependency ensure this is not necessarily occurring.  In short, even though in some 

instances local movements in the region have agitated against the Chinese government, 

it does seem that regional governments will not support them to the detriment of their 

relationship with China.  This of course does not mean that these tensions may not have 

an impact on regional relationships in the future.  With a change of leadership within the 

FSU states, a change of attitude may occur, and that is where the danger lies for the 

Chinese state.

XINJIANG-CENTRAL ASIA: NATURAL REGIONALISM OR A CONSTRUCTION?

Having dealt with the issue of what constitutes tension and interdependence, I will now 

argue the case for placing the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region in the wider context 

of Central Asia rather than as merely being a region, albeit a very important region, in 

the northwest of China.  The issue of the composition of an entity referred to as Central 

Asia is not clear-cut, and differs depending on what perspective one approaches it from.

According to Cornell and Spector,
11

Central Asia, defined geographically, is commonly understood as the region 

encompassing the five former Soviet “stans,” Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, 

Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan.  The region that is Central Asia, however, 

historically extends beyond the borders of these five Central Asian republics to 

western China and Afghanistan. 

However, Russia writers tend to divide the former Soviet Union into two zones.  The 

eastern communities of the former USSR form in the main the so-called southern belt 

divided by the Caspian Sea: Transcaucasia in the west and a vast geographical area in 

the east, which up to 1924-1925 was called Turkestan.  Turkestan was part of the 

Russian Empire, and later part of the USSR, extending from the Caspian Sea in the west 

to the Chinese border in the east, and from the Aral-Irtysh watershed in the north to the 

11 
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border with Iran and Afghanistan in the south – the so-called Russian or Western 

Turkestan.  Along with it is the Chinese or Eastern Turkestan in Xinjiang and the 

Afghan Turkestan in the north of Afghanistan.
12

After the division into national states in 1924-1925, the name Turkestan was changed to 

Central Asia.  Thus, from a purely geographic point of view, Central Asia (formerly 

Turkestan) includes the territories of the present Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, 

Kyrgyzstan, and the southern part of Kazakhstan.  A somewhat different division is 

used in economic geography: Kazakhstan is not included in the Central Asian region 

(hence the standard geographic definition “Central Asia and Kazakhstan”).
13

Russian geographical tradition precisely delimits Central Asia from Middle Asia, 

another vast geographical region situated farther to the east and covering the territories 

of Mongolia and the greater part of China.  In the European geographical tradition, the 

concepts of Central Asia and Middle Asia are not clearly differentiated.  Moreover, at 

the meeting of the heads of state of the region held in Tashkent at the beginning of 

January 1993, it was decided to name the region encompassing Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, 

Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan as Central Asia.
14

However, Tatiana Shaumian, writing on foreign policy perspectives of the Central 

Asian States, extends the parameters of Central Asia as a geopolitical unit further than 

most.  She sees it as including the Republic of Mongolia, the Xinjiang region of China, 

Tibet, Afghanistan, and the northern regions of India, as well as Kashmir and Pakistan.
15

In contrast, Lena Jonson and Roy Allison, in assessing security policies in the region, 

are uncertain as to which states are relevant for an analysis of Central Asian security 

policy, and perhaps also for the integrity of a Central Asian security complex.  They 

argue that it is not clear whether the definition of a Central Asian security complex 

12 
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should be confined to the border of the CIS Central Asian states as cross-border 

interactions with a wider Central Asia become more significant.  They further argue that 

Northern Afghanistan at least may be considered as lying within a ‘wider’ Central Asian 

security complex, although its role in exporting instabilities beyond the Afghan frontiers 

has represented a challenge to the security of the Central Asian states.  The northern and 

eastern parts of Xinjiang increasingly appear to fit within such a wider Central Asian 

security complex, despite the efforts of Chinese leaders to insulate Xinjiang from cross-

border instabilities.
16

The term Inner Asia has also been used in the past, and continues to be so in certain 

sectors.  The authors of The Modernization of Inner Asia have defined Inner Asia as 

comprising the three modern nations of Iran, Afghanistan and Mongolia as well as the 

regions of Tibet and Xinjiang in the People’s Republic of China, and the five former 

Soviet Republics that constituted Soviet Central Asia: Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, 

Turkmenistan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan.
17

Owen Lattimore, the renowned scholar, whose work encompassed this region, preferred 

the term Inner Asia.  When writing on this region in 1950, he noted that the term “Inner 

Asia” was at that time coming into wider usage than the term “Central Asia.”
18 

He 

defined the Inner Asian region as being closed off on the Middle Eastern side by Iran, 

and on the Far Eastern side by the Mongolian People’s Republic, with Xinjiang being 

the pivot of this region.  In the 19
th 

century, and in its narrowest application, the term 

“Central Asia” was used for the territories also known as “Russian and Chinese 

Turkestan.” He applied the term “Inner Asia” to a group of countries, territories, and 

provinces which have no outlet to the sea, including Xinjiang, Tibet, Kashmir and 

several smaller states of the Indian frontier, Afghanistan, the Asiatic Republics of the 

then USSR, the then Mongolian People’s Republic (Outer Mongolia), and the Inner 

Mongolian territories of China.
19
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A different approach comes from David Christian who argues for two zones – an Inner 

and Outer Eurasia.  In Inner Eurasia he includes most of the former Soviet Union – 

Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, Moldova, and the Baltic states – as well as Russia’s huge 

territories in Siberia.  He also includes Russia’s former empire in Central Asia, as well 

as China’s Central Asian empire, with the modern provinces of Xinjiang and Gansu.  

Finally, he includes Mongolia, both the parts within modern China, and those within the 

Republic of Mongolia.
20 

Christian states that he would have preferred to use an existing 

historical label for this region, but reluctantly decided that none was quite right – they 

either tied him to a geo-political or cultural relationship which he did not accept. 

One can thus see a wide variety of different perspectives on the region.  For the purpose 

of this research project, I am defining the area of Central Asia in the way put forward by 

Cornell and Spector, with the exclusion of Afghanistan.  This is because of the 

historical connections; and also because of the overlapping issues between these states, 

and in particular, between Xinjiang, Kazakhstan, Kyrgystan and Tajikistan.  I also 

prefer to use the term “Central Asia” for this region, because in the main, it is the 

terminology in common usage at this time.  At the same time, one has to admit Anthony 

Bichel’s view that “the cartographic representation of Central Asia has always been a 

creative exercise.”
21

The regional relationship is a construction, as are others I have discussed, but it suits the 

purpose of my research to analyse Xinjiang together with several Central Asian states.  

That is how I perceive the regional context – a geographic/ trade/ security/ cultural and 

linguistically related relationship.  I do not include countries which could be seen to fit 

into this regional relationship, such as Afghanistan and the Republic of Mongolia, 

because there is insufficient interdependency existing to include them, although the 

position of the Republic of Mongolia could become relevant in the not too distant 

future.  It is entirely possible, and most likely probable, that the economic relationship 

that defines the region of Xinjiang-Central Asia will expand or shrink depending on 

circumstances, so therefore could be classified as a fluid relationship of economic 

interdependency which has the ability to adapt to changing conditions.
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METHODOLOGY

The methodology I have adopted for the research required to produce this thesis has 

been conventional in that I have drawn widely on academic texts, both books and 

journals.  For specific Central Asian background which may or may not incorporate 

Xinjiang, I have tended to give more credence to authors who are either writing from 

the background of being of Russian or Central Asian nationality, or who have spent 

periods of time living in the region.  Further analysis of the issues in the region have 

also been garnered from non-academic authors such as Ahmed Rashid, who not only 

writes insightful articles for the Far Eastern Economic Review, but also produces on a 

regular basis books which clearly indicate a deep knowledge of the region and issues 

pertinent to it. 

I have used Central Asian newspaper sources extensively, in particular, the Times of 

Central Asia (TCA) which is published in Kyrgyzstan and available online.  The reason 

for extensive monitoring of this particular newspaper is because, although many of the 

articles published in TCA are picked up by outside sources and re-produced on various 

internet sites around the world, occasionally TCA staff members generate obscure 

information that provides the key to puzzling actions taken by regional governments; 

and this information is not circulated outside the newspaper site.  I have also monitored 

on a regular basis not only other newspapers within Central Asia, but also the Chinese, 

Russian, and Pakistan media outlets, amongst others.  Chinese government publications 

have also been accessed and quoted where appropriate, as have reports produced by 

such agencies as the Asian Development Bank and the International Crisis Group which 

regularly reports on projects and issues in the region.  These included sources in 

English, Chinese and Russian, although the main access language was English. 

As mentioned above, I have found that Russian or Central Asian authors are able to 

access and communicate the dynamics of the Central Asian region more readily than 

authors who do not have their background, and who may tend to miss the nuances, 

which in many cases provide the key to a genuine understanding of prevailing 

conditions.  This observation does not of course apply to all writers in the field of 

Central Asian studies.  Certainly such scholars as Martha Brill Olcott, S. Frederick Starr 

and others, have considerable knowledge and expertise of this area based on personal 



familiarity with the region and its peoples, and I have taken full advantage of their 

scholarship, as I have with the work produced by Svat Soucek.  Svat Soucek in A 

History of Inner Asia provides a concise, insightful and very accessible history of the 

Xinjiang-Central Asian region beginning with the arrival of Islam, and concluding with 

contemporary issues in the region.
22 

The history of Islam in general is covered in a very 

impressive manner by Ira Lapidus in A History of Islamic societies.
23 

Lapidus evaluates 

fact and fiction associated with Islam, and explains why Islam has become such a major 

religion and way of life.  These authors are but a sample of the scholarship I have been 

able to draw upon within this study.  Although this thesis does not contain a separate 

literature review, discussion of numerous scholarly works takes place where appropriate 

throughout the thesis. 

Although I am more familiar with the Chinese situation, having studied, worked and 

travelled extensively in China over the last decade, including several periods spent in 

Xinjiang, I have endeavoured to obtain some degree of understanding of the conditions 

that drive the political and economic agenda in the Central Asian states.  My initial visit 

to the Central Asian region was in the latter half of 2000 for a period of two months, 

which incorporated travel in Russia.  In September/October of 2002, I returned to the 

region, and undertook formal and informal interviews in Kazakhstan.  The interviewing 

took place both within government agencies and within the Uygur diaspora community.  

Following that, I took a bus from Almaty in Kazakhstan to Yining in Xinjiang, 

travelling as part of the shuttle trade.  I spent approximately one month travelling by 

public transport around Xinjiang from the Altay region to Turpan, and then south to 

Kashgar, Yecheng and Hetian, and thence across the desert highway to Urumqi.  During 

this period, I conversed as widely as possible with the inhabitants of Xinjiang.  This 

travel also helped me to obtain an understanding of the impact of water diversion, 

desertification, and related issues that are important to this thesis.  This was also the first 

time since 1994 that I had spent any time in Xinjiang, apart from briefly in 2000, and I 

found the pace of development throughout Xinjiang quite overwhelming.  This 

experience gave me some insight as to why non-Han ethnic groups are feeling 

overwhelmed by the development that is taking place throughout the region.
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CONTENTS

The thesis comprises seven chapters.  Although the chapter titles attempt to categorise 

the contents of that particular chapter, it should be noted that more often than not issues 

are not exclusive to any one chapter; there are many instances in which issues overlap 

into another chapters or chapters.  Since a prime component of my argument is based on 

the effects of interdependency, it is only to be expected. 

Following the introductory chapter, Chapter II examines the importance of the Xinjiang 

Uygur Autonomous Region to the People’s Republic of China.  It follows a natural 

progression from examining the geographic position, then to an examination of the 

history of Xinjiang-Central Asia from the Han dynasty (206 BC-AD 220) to the present 

time.  Even though this research is a contemporary study, the linkages from the past are 

relevant, and need to be shown.  Chapter II will also provide a brief outline of the FSU 

states involved in this economic relationship, highlight their importance to China, cover 

inter-state trade, and the significance of energy resources in this relationship. 

In Chapter III, China’s position in Central Asia will be evaluated.  An assessment is 

made of China’s interstate relationships, such as how China is perceived by its 

neighbours, and in this context, the source of one of the tensions present in the region, 

Han Chinese migration into Central Asia, is analysed.  Within this chapter, the very 

pertinent issue of the relevance of the Shanghai Co-operation Organisation is assessed.  

Post September 11, and following the entry of US forces into Central Asia, the 

Shanghai Co-operation Organisation has been re-invigorated and “given more teeth”, 

and does appear to be an extremely useful vehicle for Chinese and Russian objectives in 

the region, as well as being regarded by less influential members of the organisation as a 

form of protection when they are faced with radical movements within their countries. 

Chapter IV continues the theme of assessing tensions, with this chapter examining the 

very contentious, and at times overlapping, issue of border demarcation and water 

diversion.  The border demarcation issue assumed even greater importance upon my 

realisation that this issue was not simply a matter of China claiming Qing border 

territory – but that China was prepared to concede territory for a practical purpose – that 

being control of water. 



Chapter V evaluates another source of tension, ethnic conflict within Xinjiang-Central 

Asia, particularly relating to the Uygur ethnic group.  Within Xinjiang, trans-migration 

of Han Chinese into the region is once again proving controversial, as is language 

policy and the exploitation of resources.  While I did not find that at the present time 

nationalism is a primary factor causing tensions in the region, when assessing the root 

cause/s of the tensions between Han and non-Han ethnic groups, particularly the 

Uygurs, it does come down to ethnic conflict between different ethnic groups which are 

culturally, linguistically, and religiously separate.

The research component of this thesis is concluded in Chapter VI with analysis of 

Islam.  Islam and perceptions of Islam are very relevant to what is occurring in the 

Xinjiang-Central Asian region.  The majority, if not all, of the governments in the 

Xinjiang-Central Asian region are blaming any unrest emanating from any societal issue 

on Islamic activism.  The focus on Islam and the laying of blame on Islam for any 

difficult societal woe is problematic and open to abuse, and Islam will be examined in 

order to ascertain whether Islamic activism in Central Asia is revivalism or, as the 

regional governments state, Islamic radicalism. 

Chapter VII, the concluding chapter, will re-state the thesis, summarise the materials 

leading to the conclusion of this research, and in general terms, conclude this paper.  

The concluding chapter will reiterate the thesis’ central argument that a relationship 

incorporating Xinjiang and several neighbouring FSU states, primarily built on 

economic interdependence, is thriving and expanding in the Xinjiang-Central Asian 

region.  This interdependent relationship not only benefits China in its quest for energy 

resources to enable the Chinese economy to progress, it also provides a market for 

Chinese goods and services; but more importantly perhaps, this regional 

interdependency is restricting secessionist movements by non-Han ethnic groups within 

Xinjiang.  We turn now to an extended validation of this argument by looking in the 

next chapter at the importance of the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region to the 

People’s Republic of China.



1

CHAPTER II

THE IMPORTANCE OF XINJIANG TO CHINA

The Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region is extremely significant to China.  Not only is 

it significant because of its geographically strategic position, it also gives China access 

to the potentially vast quantities of oil and gas in the Central Asian-Caspian area, which 

can in turn supply much needed energy resources in order to fuel China’s economic 

development.  At the same time, it reopens an ancient trade route by providing a 

springboard for China’s trade expansion into Central Asia, and onwards to the Caspian 

region, the Middle East and Europe.  The inlet through Xinjiang provides an added 

source for much needed energy supplies, and as an outlet, not only does it function as a 

trade route, it also offers additional security to China if, for any reason whatsoever, such 

areas as the Taiwan Strait become unusable.

China’s development plans for the western regions of China and the role Xinjiang plays 

in these plans, and the overlapping relationships within the Xinjiang-Central Asian 

region are the pivotal factors in this thesis.  This chapter will examine the reasons why I 

believe this to be so, and also briefly touch on matters that are dealt with in greater 

detail in other chapters: the inter and intra state tensions within the region that display 

the potential to, if not derail China’s plans for this region, slow down the progress of its 

overall strategy.  To reiterate a point that has been dealt with in the introductory chapter 

– when discussing Xinjiang issues, the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region is situated 

squarely within the context of a regional relationship I refer to as either Central Asia or 

Xinjiang-Central Asia.

To further stress the point I am making as to the importance of Xinjiang to China, I 

believe it is not possible in undertaking this study to merely look at Xinjiang as part of 

the People’s Republic of China.  It is my contention that it must be looked at in a 

broader geopolitical context as part of Central Asia rather than just within the 

framework of the Chinese nation-state.  Initially, I did hold the viewpoint that this 

regional relationship did not supersede/downgrade the overall authority of the 

individual nation states, and in the case of China, I do not believe it does.  However, as 

the interdependency relationship within the Xinjiang-Central Asian region has 



deepened, it has become obvious that to a certain extent, and primarily involving the 

economically weaker states of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, the requirements of the 

regional relationship may well override the authority of these nation states.

This grouping of Xinjiang with Central Asia is not only because of its geographic 

position, but also its Turkic and religious connection through Xinjiang’s Muslim Turkic 

speaking ethnic groups and China’s expanding security and economic relationships with 

neighbouring states.  Trying to understand the complex relationships at play in Central 

Asia cannot be adequately understood if one only examines the ongoing dynamics in 

either Xinjiang or separate Central Asian states.  This is too restricted a picture, and 

does not provide a true reflection of the nature of the problems existing in this region, or 

the building up of the interdependency between states, including China, in this region.

In the introduction I pointed out the gap in the literature where issues in the region were 

generally restricted to individual states’ problems, and this was the gap I was seeking to 

fill.  This view is confirmed by a November 2003 report from the Central Asia-

Caucasus Institute at Johns Hopkins University entitled “The Xinjiang Problem” 

authored by Graham E. Fuller and S. Frederick Starr.  The report is a product of this 

project which has been researched over four years involving 18 competent specialists on 

Xinjiang.  A book based on this project is due to be published sometime in the first half 

of 2004.  From my reading of the paper, the authors share my opinion in relation to one 

aspect of my research, and that is how we view the region.  To quote “… it is 

appropriate to view China not as a neighbour of Central Asia, but as part of Central 

Asia.”
1

The advantages of Xinjiang to China are clear.  However, the disadvantage is that 

Xinjiang-Central Asia is an ethnically sensitive area with a history of continuing ethnic 

tensions.  These tensions, based in both ethnicity and religion, are a strong connective 

factor with surrounding countries through intercommunity, and by race, language, and 

religion.  The approximately 8.6 million Uygurs, Kazakhs, and Kyrgyz in Xinjiang 

constitute the world’s fourth largest concentration of Turkic peoples, after only Turkey 

(53.6 million ethnic Turks), Iran (35 million Azeris), and Uzbekistan (23 million 

Uzbeks and others), and ahead of neighbouring Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, as well as 
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Turkmenistan, Azerbaijan and other Turkic populations.  Clearly, this number is too 

large to ignore and too great to neutralise fully through policies of assimilation.
2

  To add 

further to the tension in this region, Xinjiang is also an area where four of the world’s 

declared nuclear states – China, India, Pakistan and Russia – coalesce.  What takes 

place in Xinjiang does show the potential not only to impact positively or negatively on 

the Xinjiang-Central Asian region, but also on the development plans for the whole of 

China.  Besides the economic factor, there may well be an overflow into the areas of 

ethnic relations and environmental matters.

China’s economic growth in recent years has been, by any measure, quite spectacular.  

To continue this growth, which is essential in order for China to progress on all other 

societal issues, it needs to expand trade, and even more importantly, find new sources of 

energy to power its continuing expansion.  China does not have the energy capacity, 

apart from coal which is environmentally unsound, to sustain continued development.  

But even the extent of China’s coal reserves is open to question in some quarters.
3

  At 

the annual session of the National People’s Congress in March 2003, Lang Qingtian, a 

representative of the coal industry, said the looming coal shortage was “one of the 

greatest hidden dangers in China’s future.”  Couched as Lang’s report was with a plea 

for more state investment in his industry, such rhetoric could be discounted as lobbying.  

But his message echoed a warning issued in 2002 by Li Rongrong, a minister in the 

State Economic and Trade Commission, who said the vast bulk of the country’s coal 

reserves would be depleted in the near-to-medium future.
4

  Some analysts outside China 

agree with this scenario, and forecast that China could become a net importer of coal as 

soon as 2005.  Other analysts disagree, and believe instead that it is a matter of 

investing capital in the coal industry in order to bring it up to newer environmental 

standards, and that there is not a physical shortage.
5

  The statements made regarding the 
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looming coal shortage in China are highly questionable.  China has been the world’s 

largest producer (one-third of the world total) and consumer of coal, and has the world’s 

third largest proven reserves, after the United States and Russia, some 115 billion 

tonnes.  China possesses just under 12 per cent of the world’s proven reserves, enough 

for about 95 years at current rates of consumption.
6

  According to the Asian 

Development Bank (ADB), the western regions of China are endowed with 61.9 per 

cent of China’s known reserves of coal.
7

Whatever the truth about the state of the coal reserves in China, China’s rising demand 

for energy cannot be questioned.  The Xinjiang region was once seen as a possible 

source that could supply an adequate proportion of the required energy resources, but 

this has not proven to be so.  Although Xinjiang can supply reasonable quantities of 

energy resources, it does not have the capacity in known reserves at this stage to service 

the needs of China’s population.  Therefore, being a conduit for the known reserves of 

energy in the Central Asian-Caspian region further enhances Xinjiang’s importance.

However, this conduit is an ethnically sensitive area that constantly simmers with 

tension, and Chapters IV, V and VI will examine the cause of several of these tensions.  

The Chinese government believes that by raising the standard of living amongst the 

ethnic groups in this region, tensions will be alleviated.  This belief in an economic 

solution to the tensions is possibly too simplistic because the unrest in the region cannot 

be isolated to a single source of tension.  There are multiple sources of tension, and in 

some cases, these sources are multi-faceted.  The Chinese and neighbouring 

governments believe that by addressing one issue only, and they define that issue to be 

Islamic activism, that this will alleviate all problems within this region.  Again, this is 

simplifying a complex matter, and in other chapters of this thesis, I will examine not 

only the impact of Islamic activism and Islam on Xinjiang-Central Asia in general, but 

also evaluate other sources of ongoing and potential tensions.
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In theory, most of the issues leading to tensions within Xinjiang-Central Asia could be 

addressed to a certain extent, at least enough to ease some of the stresses, if (1) some 

degree of genuine autonomy was practised in Xinjiang – Chapter V which covers ethnic 

conflict within Xinjiang will examine this question of autonomy; and (2) less 

authoritarian regimes were in power in the Central Asian republics. However, in 

practice, repression of individuals, ethnic groups or organisations appears to be the 

favoured method of containment by the majority of governments in this region in order 

to control any conflict that arises out of government policies.  This will not solve unrest 

in Xinjiang-Central Asia.  In fact, in Xinjiang, this will only accentuate the differences 

between the Han Chinese and the non-Han ethnic groups.

In brief, this area is extremely important to China, and to fully understand this, one 

aspect that needs to be assessed is the geographic significance.  The maps on the 

following page show Xinjiang firstly within the context of the People’s Republic of 

China (Map 2.1), and secondly, in the context of Central Asia (Map 2.2).

GEOGRAPHIC POSITION OF NORTHWEST CHINA

The Northwest China Region consists of the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region, the 

western part of the Inner Mongolian Autonomous Region, the Gansu Corridor, the 

Qilian Mountains and the Qaidam Basin in Qinghai Province.  The region covers a vast 

expanse, accounting for more than 20 per cent of the total area of China.
8

The Northwest China Region extends to China’s frontier in the west and north and 

borders on the Inner Mongolian Region in the east, stretching from Langshan Mountain 

through the western side of the Helan Mountains to Wushaoling Mountain.  It adjoins 

the border of the Qinghai-Tibetan Region in the south, starting from the Pamirs in the 

west and extending to the northern side of the Kunlun Mountains and the Burhanbudai 

Mountains to the Riyue Mountains in the east.  The Altun Mountains, located in the 

centre of China’s most arid region, and the northern and western slopes of the Qilian 

Mountains are both desert areas, having a vertical zone structure of arid mountains 

similar to that of the Tianshan Mountains.  Therefore both of these belong to the 

Northwest China Region.
9
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Located in the central part of the Asian continent, this region receives little 

precipitation, and its grand basins surrounded by huge mountains are particularly arid.  

It is the most arid region in China, therefore water is of utmost importance. This 

question of water and associated issues are covered extensively in Chapter IV of this 

thesis.  This region is home to deserts and gobis which cover vast areas, the best-known 

deserts being the Taklamakan, the Gurbantunggut, the Badain Jaran and the Tenger.  

Piedmont diluvial gravel gobis are located around the edges of the basins.  The Gaxun 

Gobi in the east part of southern Xinjiang and the Beishan Gobi in the west part of the 

Alxa Plateau are both well-known denuded and rocky areas.
10

The principal feature of the landscape in the Northwest China Region is the arid desert.  

In the arid basins, such as the Tarim and Junggar basins and the Gansu Corridor, people 

have long used the river water from thawed snow on the high mountains for irrigation 

and to build oases.  Because of the scarce precipitation, deserts and gobis are widely 

scattered in the Northwest China region, the vegetation is sparse, the air is dry and dry 

winds blow frequently.
11

The emphasis in this dissertation is on one particular sector of the western region of 

China: the northwestern Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region of the People’s Republic 

of China.  This autonomous region is the largest province-level unit in China.  Its 

territory, almost 1,646,800 square kilometres, accounts for about one-sixth of the total 

territory of China, and is greater than the combined areas of the United Kingdom, 

France, Italy and Germany.
12

  Urumqi, the capital of Xinjiang, is farther from a seaport 

than any other large city in the world, and the Xinjiang region is sparsely populated, 

with a population density of ten inhabitants per square kilometre.  The harsh geography 

poses substantial barriers to transportation and communication.  The terrain varies from 

the second-lowest point on earth, in the Turpan basin (154 metres below sea level), to 

mountain peaks that rise to over 7,400 metres just a few kilometres away on the 

Kyrgyzstan-Chinese border.  The Taklamakan Desert in the Tarim river basin of 

southern Xinjiang poses significant barriers to modern development.  The dry grass 

plains of Kazakhstan rise abruptly to the high mountains and mountain valleys of 
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Krygyzstan, and the Tianshan Mountains, which separate Kazakhstan from Xinjiang.  

This rugged terrain has constrained travel to only a few corridors and passes.
13

13 
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MAP 2.1: CHINA

Source: Current History, September 1999, vol. 98, no. 629, p. 305.

MAP 2.2: XINJIANG-CENTRAL ASIA

Source: Current History, October 2003, vol. 102, no. 666, p. 335.





10

Xinjiang is inhabited by 13 of China’s official total of 56 nationalities, with the Turkic 

speaking Uygurs being the most numerous.
14

  According to statistics published by the 

Chinese government in May 2003, Xinjiang in 2000 had a population of 19.25 million, 

including 10.9696 million people of other ethnic groups than the Han, China’s majority 

ethnic group.
15

  This puts the Han Chinese population at 43.75 per cent – a historical 

high, and this influx of Han Chinese into the region is a major source of tension within 

Xinjiang. This contentious point is examined closely in Chapter V.  Xinjiang borders 

four former Soviet republics: Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan and a small sliver of 

Russia, as well as four other countries: Republic of Mongolia, Afghanistan, Pakistan 

and India.  On the east and southeast lie China’s Gansu and Qinghai provinces and the 

Tibet Autonomous Region.
16

  Xinjiang’s longest border is with Kazakhstan, it being 

1,533 kms, followed by Republic of Mongolia with 968 kms, Kyrgyzstan with 858 kms, 

Tajikistan with 540 kms, Pakistan with 523 kms, India*, Afghanistan with 76 kms and 

finally, Russia with 40 kms.
17

  Xinjiang’s geopolitical location is its most salient 

feature.  During the Cold War, it shared a long border with the Muslim underbelly of 

the Soviet Union; now it has eight neighbours, several of which provide a buffer zone 

between it and Russia.  It is the site of China’s nuclear tests and accommodates a heavy 

military presence.
18

  The combination of geography and security have a major influence 

on government policies in this region, and in recent years this has been emphasised in 

the “Go West Strategy”, a government policy which is directed towards more 

government funding for this region, but also calls for private investment from a variety 

of sources.
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Xinjiang is part of the overall plan to develop the western regions.  This western region 

includes five autonomous regions: the Inner Mongolian Autonomous Region, the 

Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region, the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, the 

Ningxia Autonomous Region and the Tibetan Autonomous Region. The western part of 

China is home to one-third of the country’s administrative provinces and autonomous 

regions.  It covers an area of 5.4 million square kilometres and has a combined 

population of over 280 million, making up 56 per cent and 23 per cent of the national 

total respectively.  The region has lagged behind other parts of the country in terms of 

development and economy.  The GNP per capita in this region amounted to just half of 

the average national level.  But the west consists of vast stretches of land, although 

much of it is desert, and is purported to be rich in mineral resources, although these 

purported riches have not as yet come up to expectation.
19

On 17 June 1999, the then President of China, Jiang Zemin, put forward guidelines for 

accelerating the development of the west.  He stressed that co-ordinated development 

between the population, resources, environment, economy and society, should be 

achieved by steps, through inputs of domestic and overseas capital as well as technical 

personnel.  On 5 March 2000, the then Premier Zhu Rongji, pointed out in his 

government work report, that to implement the strategy of developing the west was of 

great significance to expanding domestic demand, promoting sustained growth of the 

national economy, and co-ordinated development between various regions, and finally 

to the achievement of a common prosperity.
20

  The strategy for the development of the 

western regions emphasised the role of the market and sustainable development.  

Moreover, the preservation and protection of the fragile natural environment in the 

central and western regions (e.g. scarce water supply, deforestation, soil erosion and 

desertification) were given top priority.
21

  China has stated it would balance ecological 

environmental concerns with economic growth in the western development drive.  More 

than 500 billion yuan ($US60.24 million) will be invested in four areas to improve the 

ecological environment in the western regions, including protection of natural forests, 

returning farmland to forests, desertification control and closing pastures for the renewal 

of grassland.
22
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Notwithstanding the government’s commitment to sustainable development in its “Go 

West Strategy”, the impact of the western development drive on the Xinjiang 

environment is of concern.  Over the past 50 years the environmental damage in this 

region has been substantial, and in some cases irreversible.  Various measures that 

China is taking in order to facilitate the development plans do call into question whether 

or not further damage can be avoided.  It is my contention that it cannot, and not only 

will the damage be within Xinjiang, it will be transboundary, into bordering states.  The 

Chinese government has made an attempt to reverse environmental damage in the 

Xinjiang region, and according to many reports provided by government agencies, vast 

amounts of money have been committed to this task.  However, reversing previous 

environmental degradation is a major exercise not only in expenditure, but also in time 

and manpower.  Meanwhile, the development that is presently taking place in Xinjiang, 

and the proposed development plans do show potential to not only worsen the condition 

of an already damaged environment, but may hasten further environment damage.  The 

best solution may be to put into place a strategy that may go someway towards 

preventing further deterioration of this fragile environment, rather than using all the 

funding attempting to reverse the damage.  This problem of sustainable development 

and overlapping issues, and their relationship to sources of tension in the Xinjiang-

Central Asian area will be the focus of Chapter IV.

Xinjiang is the platform propelling China westward from the Pacific Rim into Central 

Asia and onwards to the greater Caspian/Black Sea meta-region, and thence further 

forward to southwest Asia, the Middle East and southeast Europe.  China’s aim is to 

make Xinjiang a “pole of attraction” for economic development, linking the South 

Caucasus and Asia Minor to the Chinese Pacific Rim via transportation infrastructures 

passing through Central Asia.
23

  Consequently, because of the increasing 

interdependency in this region, the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region of the People’s 

Republic of China cannot be isolated from what is happening in the bordering Islamic 

Republics, particularly Kazakhstan, Krygyzstan and Tajikistan.  As emphasised 

throughout this thesis, there is increasing interdependency in many areas between these 

three states and China.  In addition, Kazakhstan and Krygyzstan accommodate a 

significant Uygur diaspora, as does the Central Asian state of Uzbekistan.
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Zhao Yueyao, in an article discussing whether Xinjiang could be considered a pivot or 

periphery, refers to Owen Lattimore, a pioneer in Inner Asian studies, who more than 50 

years ago depicted Xinjiang as the “pivot of Asia.”
24

  Lattimore also included the Inner 

Asian frontiers of China and Russia in this pivot, a pivot around which, he believed, 

revolved international politics, power and the future of mankind.
25

  Zhao goes on to 

state that as the nexus of the Silk Road, Xinjiang played a critical role in East-West 

exchanges.  Subsequently, Xinjiang’s pivotal position was amplified by great power 

rivalry.  The emergence of new Central Asian states and China’s economic reforms has 

led to greater interactions between Xinjiang and Central Asia.
26

  Zhao further argues 

that Lattimore’s depiction of Xinjiang is borne out not only in terms of politics and 

security, but also in terms of economics and trade, and that Xinjiang’s future can go 

either way: move away from the periphery and become a positive pivot in the economy, 

or fall prey to ethno-religious and geopolitical struggle and turn into a negative pivot.
27

Besides the overarching factors Zhao mentions as possibly being problematic in 

Xinjiang’s future, I will in subsequent chapters evaluate other relevant issues, these 

being water diversion, degradation of the land, border demarcation, and inter and intra 

state migration.

Border regions for obvious reasons present a source of potential conflict.  Of the 55 

non-Han ethnic groups recognised by China, nearly all live on China’s borders.  The 

territory inhabited by ethnic groups constitutes 50-60 per cent of the area now claimed 

by China.  Tom Grunfeld explains the Chinese state’s deep concern over this fairly 

small fraction of its population as stemming from three sources: (1) this area buffers 

strategic international borders; (2) there are critical natural resources in these border 

regions; and (3) China’s population needs areas into which to expand.
28

  The Xinjiang 

Uygur Autonomous Region qualifies on all three of these points, and added to that, it is 

also an area that is extremely volatile in its relations with some ethnic groups, in 

particular, the Uygur people.  These combined factors contribute to a potentially 
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combustible situation. Although this region has a history of ethnic instability and 

periodic uprisings, the tensions once again came to the fore during the last decade of the 

20
th 

century, and have continued to do so into the opening decade of the 21
st 

century.  

As this thesis is primarily concerned with a timeframe from 1989 onwards, and the 

existing and potential sources of tensions are covered in detail in subsequent chapters, I 

shall at this stage briefly visit the previous history of this region in order to create the 

context for what has been occurring, and what may eventuate.  The early history of 

Xinjiang-Central Asia also shows that what is occurring in the region today is not too 

far removed from Chinese policies in the past.

HISTORY OF XINJIANG-CENTRAL ASIA

Xinjiang has always been a crossroads, swept by waves of migration and invasion.  As 

early as the Han dynasty (206 BC-220 AD), however, the Han Chinese recognised the 

strategic importance of the region and established garrisons in key oases.  From then on, 

the Silk Road, as it came to be known, was the main trade route linking China with the 

West.  This continued to be true until modern times.
29

  Han Chinese rule in this area of 

Central Asia that is today approximately coterminous with Xinjiang dates back to the 

conquests of Wudi (141- 87 BC), the fifth Emperor of the Western Han.
30

  Wudi 

presided over the fortunes of China for 54 years, one of the longest reigns in Chinese 

imperial history.
31

Wudi’s reign marked a new departure in Han history.  The work of consolidation gave 

way to expansion and active initiatives.
32

  During this period, one of Wudi’s leading 

generals, Zhang Qian, explored routes leading out of China to the northwest and 

southwest pioneering the way for forward expansion and colonisation.
33

  Special 

commissioners were appointed to supervise agricultural settlements in the distant, newly 

penetrated lands of Central Asia.
34
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The statesmen who shaped Chinese policies during Wudi’s reign paid no less attention 

to foreign affairs than to organising the economy.  The Han empire was strong enough 

to launch offensive campaigns into Asia; to rebuild, re-equip and extend the garrison 

lines of the north; to found commanderies in newly penetrated territories; to dispatch 

expeditions overseas; and to foster the growth of trade along the routes that would be 

known as the Silk Road.  The whole policy of expansion and colonisation 

complemented measures taken at that time in order to enhance China’s material 

prosperity and, as mentioned previously in this chapter, is not dissimilar to measures 

being undertaken in the western regions in the first decade of the 21
st 

century.
35

  It is 

also interesting to note that Zhang Qian, who completed two expeditions of exploration 

into Central Asia, duly reported on the possibility of communicating with the states of 

the northwest, and he hinted at the potential value of trade with those regions.
36

Although economics was a prime factor in the Han expansion into the western regions, 

the truly decisive victories in the Han struggle for hegemony over the western regions 

were gained on the battlefield.  The Han empire began its military campaigns in the 

western regions in 108 BC, with an attack on Loulan (Cherchen) and Zhushi (Turfan).  

Loulan, a small state with a population later recorded as 14,100, lay beyond the western 

threshold of Han China.  It was the first major way station on the Silk Road after 

leaving Dunhuang, and it was the key to Han expansion into Central Asia.
37

Han for the first time in 108 BC made its military strength felt in the western regions.  

Although Han and their adversaries the Xiongnu waged a seesaw conflict over Turfan, 

that state’s formal submission to Han in 90 BC marks the beginning of Chinese control 

of this key area.  The Xiongnu later succeeded in briefly regaining their lost ground in 

Turfan, but the Han reconquered Turfan in 67 BC and at that time began to establish 

agricultural garrisons in the fertile lands of that state.  As subsequent Han expansion in 

the west required a constant Chinese military presence, the need for food supplies 

increased greatly, and the agricultural garrisons played a key role in supporting the Han 

tributary system in the western regions.
38
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In 589, the Sui dynasty (581- 617) effected the reunification of China, following a long 

period of disunity.  Both the Sui and succeeding Tang (618-907), as masters of a 

reunified Chinese empire, felt very conscious of their being the heirs of the Han.  They 

had inherited a China which had been split into three regional states, in none of which 

did the central government have the unquestioned authority the Han had enjoyed in its 

prime. During the 6
th 

and 7
th 

centuries the recovery of territories formerly under Han 

rule provided a motive for Chinese expansion into northern Vietnam, for repeated 

campaigns aimed at the restoration of Chinese control over the former Han colonies in 

southern Manchuria and Korea, and for the occupation of the oasis kingdoms on the 

Silk Road to Central Asia and the west.
39

The basic aims of Chinese policy during the Tang period in the north and west of their 

empire were two-fold: first, the protection of the areas of Chinese settlement against the 

incursions of the nomads living beyond the permanent environmental frontier in the 

steppe; and second, the control and protection of the trade routes through the provinces 

of Gansu and Xinjiang to Central Asia, Iran and the West.
40

The routes to Central Asia and the West were of great importance to both the Sui and 

the Tang.  They were of course important trade routes by which the Chinese exported 

silk textiles and imported in return a great variety of exotic goods.  But they were also 

vital cultural links in a period when China was at its most cosmopolitan.  By these 

routes many Chinese ideas and techniques flowed to the West, but during the Sui and 

early Tang much more of the traffic was in the opposite direction.  Chinese Buddhism 

received new stimuli from India and the kingdoms of Central Asia, and from Iran and 

Central Asia came other new religions, Zoroastrianism, Manichaeism, Nestorian 

Christianity and later Islam.
41

The Sui were fortunate in that their powerful northern neighbours, the Turks, who had 

controlled the whole steppe zone from the borders of the Sassanian empire in Iran to 

Manchuria since the mid-6
th 

century, had been divided into two separate empires – the 

eastern of which, neighbouring China, was constantly divided by factional and tribal 
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rivalries.  Their downfall in 630 was a major step in the final consolidation of Tang 

authority.  There was a revival in the 680s, but eventually they fell prey to internal 

dissension, and in 744 were eclipsed by the Uygurs, their former vassals.
42

To the Tang, the Uygurs proved much less troublesome than previous neighbours, even 

willing to provide mercenary troops who rescued the Tang in a number of crises.
43

  

During the period of the Tang dynasty, which many regard as the most glorious period 

in Chinese history, the Uygurs as allies of the Chinese did attain a position of power.  

During the period of rebellion which began in December 755 led by An Lushan, a 

general in the northeast of China, the Tang court’s success in persuading the Uygurs to 

use their power to support the Tang against An Lushan and his followers was one of the 

main reasons why the dynasty was able to survive this rebellion.
44

In the late 700s the Uygurs were converted to Manichaeism.  The founder of the 

religion, the Persian Mani (216?-276?) postulated two opposing principles: that of good 

or light, and that of evil or darkness. He held that the souls of men shared in the divine, 

but that the material body, essentially the helpmate of the power of darkness, obstructed 

its development within the individual.  To fight against this negative force and thus find 

relief from suffering, human beings must keep themselves as free as possible from the 

material world.
45

Manichaeism spread to many parts of the Eurasian continent, and in 694 a dignitary of 

the church arrived at the Chinese court.  Others followed him, and one of the cities in 

which foreign Manichaean communities established themselves was Luoyang.  This 

was the city that had fallen twice to the rebel forces of An Lushan and his successors, 

and as previously mentioned, the Tang government was able to overcome these 

rebellions with the help of the Uygurs.  It was at this time that the Uygur kaghan, 

Mouyu, had contact with a group of Sogdians who were devotees of Manichaeism.  

They had great influence on him, and when the kaghan and his followers left Luoyang 

and returned to their court in Karabalghasun, in what is now the Republic of Mongolia, 
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and was the future site of Genghis Khans’s headquarters, a debate began as to whether 

the Uygur state should adopt Manichaeism.
46

Mouyu Kaghan succeeded in converting his people to Manichaeism, and was one of the 

few monarchs in history to impose Manichaeism on his people and (apart from the later 

Uygur kaghans), the only one in East Asia.  As Mackerras points out, the sources are 

not forthcoming as to the kaghan’s motivation to convert his people to this religion, but 

one of the more relevant (to this thesis) reasons may have been the economic power of 

the Sogdians.
47

  The Sogdian merchants attracted Uygur investors with promises of 

great profits to be made from commerce, especially the long-distance trade across Asia 

– from China northwest through Uygur territory, and thence to the Tianshan Mountains 

and on to Samarkand, Bukkhara, and eventually Persia and the Mediterranean.
48

The co-operation between the Tang and the Uygur went on much longer than the An 

Lushan rebellion.  There were approximately five instances in which the Uygur came to 

the assistance of the Chinese.  In 790 the Tang and the Uygur armies fought on the same 

side for the last time – this was against the Tibetans.
49

  This Sino-Uygur alliance was of 

cardinal importance to the late Tang history.
50

  However, in general the Uygurs were 

more interested in trade, and over a number of years a process of change in their 

lifestyle occurred, from being nomadic to becoming more settled.  In the 840s, when the 

Uygurs in their turn were replaced as the dominant people of the northern steppe by the 

Kirghiz, many of them settled in the oases of Gansu and modern Xinjiang, giving up 

their nomadic life to become sedentary agriculturalists.
51

The 7
th 

century had also seen the Tibetans grow into a powerful united kingdom that 

constantly threatened the Chinese western territories, and this situation lasted until the 

collapse and disintegration of the Tibetan kingdom in the years following 842.  The 

other major power that challenged Chinese supremacy in Central Asia at that time was 

that of the Arabs and of Islam.  In 751, Arab forces finally clashed with a Chinese army 

on the Talas River, and soundly defeated it.  This battle was not in itself decisive, for 

both the Chinese and Arab forces were gravely over-extended.  What did prove decisive 
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in Central Asia was the earlier mentioned An Lushan rebellion, far away in China.  This 

led to the withdrawal of the Chinese troops from Gansu, and the abandonment of the 

Chinese garrison forces in the Tarim Basin and Zungharia, who were cut off by the 

Tibetan occupation of the Gansu Corridor. The Chinese were no longer able to intervene 

in Central Asia, and the Arabs were able to consolidate their conquests without fear of 

Chinese rivalry.
52

Subsequently, it was not until the Mongol Yuan dynasty (1280-1368) that China was to 

renew its authority over the area which was to last for some time.  It is no wonder that 

Chinese rule over Xinjiang was not continuous, since the great Taklamakan desert 

separates China proper from the region, which is bordered on the other three sides by 

high mountain ranges.  Yet Xinjiang was the gate to the West: influences from Turkic 

and Iranian cultures penetrated into China by way of traders who travelled along the 

Silk Road through Xinjiang, mostly passing by Kashgar.
53

A new conquest of the region took place after the Manchus succeeded in invading China 

in 1644, and the Chinese Ming dynasty (1368-1644) was replaced by the Manchu Qing 

dynasty (1644-1911).  The Manchus expended much effort on conquering what was at 

first called Chinese Turkestan.  The inhabitants of the northern part of it, the Mongol 

Dzungarians, were routed in 1757, and those of the southern part, the Uygurs and other 

Turkic peoples, had to recognise Chinese rule in 1759.  This conquest had been decided 

by the Qing Emperor, Qianlong (reg. 1736-1796) especially for strategic reasons, the 

mountain range west of Xinjiang providing a natural barrier against possible dangers 

from Russia.
54

From this time on, Chinese, including Muslim Chinese immigrants, started to move to 

these areas as Han Hui who spoke Chinese, as distinct from the Chan Hui inhabitants 

who spoke Turkic languages.  Shortly after the conquest of 1759, the province of Gansu 

was created between the provinces of Shaanxi and Chinese Turkestan.  The border 

between Russia and China had been fixed earlier by the Treaties of Nertchinsk (1689) 

and of Khiakhta (1727).
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The basic policy of the Manchu government towards Chinese Turkestan was to hold the 

natural frontier of China west of this region and govern the region indirectly through the 

local begs.  This kept a balance of power between the various peoples of the region 

since there were no important Chinese officials present.  The civil administration was 

headed by the local chiefs under the control of the Chinese military governor of Ili.
56

In the 1860s, a huge rebellion exploded in Xinjiang, led by a Turkic Muslim military 

chieftain named Yakub Beg.  For 12 years, 1865-1877, Yakub Beg ruled over an 

independent kingdom centred on Kashgar which included the major Xinjiang cities of 

Urumqi and Turfan, and loosely united such Muslim groups as the Kazakhs, Mongols, 

Uygurs and Tungans, the latter being ethnic Chinese in both language and descent, but 

Muslim by religion.
57

  Such was Yakub Beg’s success before imperial troops destroyed 

his hopes, that his kingdom was officially recognised by Russia, Great Britain and 

Turkey.
58

  Both the Russians expanding eastward from Central Asia (and Siberia) and 

the British, looking north from India, competed actively for influence in the region.
59

  

Tacit agreement was reached between Britain and Russia to ensure that Xinjiang 

remained a buffer between their two empires: hence the support for Yakub Beg.
60

It was the eminent Chinese scholar-general, Zuo Zongtang, who suppressed the massive 

Muslim rebellion and destroyed the East Turkestan government led by Yakub Beg, and 

he is generally credited with the creation of Xinjiang.  In order to maintain Chinese 

control, Zuo resorted to a technique known as far back as the Han dynasty: he 

established military-agricultural colonies in which demobilised soldiers were expected 

to be economically self-sufficient guardians of peace and stability, defending their 

territory against both external powers and internal unrest.
61

The collapse of the Qing Dynasty in 1911 made very little difference to the political 

order in Xinjiang.  Governor Yang Zengxin had been a very senior member of the Qing 

bureaucracy and he did little to change his methods of administration.  Jin Shuren, who 
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followed Yang Zengxin, was seen as being more corrupt and less capable than Yang.  

Moreover, his policy towards the Muslim people of Xinjiang was harsher.
62

Whereas Yang had accentuated the differences among nationalities and been prepared 

to tolerate and even encourage Muslim practices as long as there was no hint of outside 

influences, Jin introduced a tax on the butchering of all animals in Xinjiang and forbade 

Muslims to make the pilgrimage to Mecca.  Muslims quickly came to resent his rule.  

Jin Shuren’s attacks on the Muslims, who constituted the overwhelmingly majority of 

his subjects, culminated in the annexation of the hitherto autonomous Muslim Khanate 

of Kumul (Hami in Chinese).
63

The people reacted with a major rebellion in Kumul in 1931, the first in a series of 

rebellions.  Although the rebellion was put down with a loss of at least 100,000 lives, in 

late 1933 it led to a much more serious challenge to the Xinjiang government, namely a 

secessionist rebellion based in southern Xinjiang.  The leaders of this rebellion 

proclaimed the Turkish-Islamic Republic of Eastern Turkestan, with its capital in 

Kashgar and a constitution that declared that the state looked to the government in 

Nanjing and to the League of Nations ‘for the guarantee of its independence’.  Kashgar 

was eventually recaptured for the Central government in February 1934.
64

Meanwhile, in April 1933, Jin Shuren was overthrown by a coup d’etat and was 

replaced by a Han Chinese from Manchuria called Sheng Shicai who came to power 

with military assistance from the Soviet Union.
65

  Sheng Shicai’s overall policies, and 

those towards non-Han ethnic groups in particular, were markedly more progressive 

than either those of his predecessors in Xinjiang or those of the Chiang Kaishek 

government of his own day.
66

  Of course there are conflicting observations as to the 

beneficial and non-beneficial aspects of Sheng’s rule in Xinjiang, but it does appear that 

he did introduce reforms to benefit the ethnic groups in this region, whilst on the other 

hand keeping a very tight rein on any Muslim resistance to his rule.  However, the 

history of this period worsened the already very bad relations between the Turkic 
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nationalities of Xinjiang and the Han Chinese.  Chinese policy drove Han and Muslim 

farther apart and exacerbated existing tensions in the region.
67

  Internal disturbances 

continued culminating in the Ili Rebellion (the Muslim challenge to Chinese authority in 

Xinjiang), which took place between 1944 and 1949.

In the early morning hours of 7 November 1944, Muslim Turks in China’s far 

northwestern province of Xinjiang attacked the Chinese garrison stationed in Yining, 

the principal city of the Ili Valley, near the Sino-Soviet border.  Despite the fact that the 

Muslim rebels were, at the outset, vastly outnumbered by the Chinese troops, they 

quickly gained effective control of the city.
68

  Secure in their expectation of ultimate 

victory, the Muslims declared the establishment of the East Turkestan Republic (ETR) 

on 12 November 1944.  This new Muslim state’s declared objectives were to establish 

freedom and democracy for the Islamic peoples of the Turks’ ancient homeland, and to 

oust all Chinese from the whole of what they referred to as Turkestan, the Chinese 

province of Xinjiang.
69

By 1945, the ETR forces had successfully driven Chinese troops from all towns and 

border posts in the three northwestern districts of the province and were poised to 

advance on the provincial capital.  A personal appeal by Chiang Kaishek led to a peace 

agreement being signed by the ETR and the Chinese central government in 1946.
70

  The 

provisions of the Peace Agreement of 1946, which might have led to real reform on the 

local level, were never fully implemented.  Despite clear evidence presented to the 

central government by its own representatives in Xinjiang on the need for immediate 

and extensive reform in provincial administration and in Chinese border policy in 

general, such reform was never seriously undertaken.  The core of Chinese policy 

continued to be military and political domination by the Han Chinese minority.  While 

aiming to bring about “unity among nationalities” (minzu tuanjie) in Xinjiang, Chinese 

policy and implementation were in fact divisive, ultimately driving Han and Muslim 

farther apart and exacerbating existing tensions in the region.
71
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When the CCP came to power in 1949, they had to deal with the unfinished business of 

suppressing active remnant Guomindang elements and others branded as 

counterrevolutionaries, and criminals in the northwest region.  Firm military control was 

also necessitated by the fact that largely non-Han ethnic groups with a strong tradition 

of anti-Chinese sentiment and activities populated the region, including Xinjiang.
72

  The 

Han population in Xinjiang in 1949 was estimated at less than six per cent.  Uygurs 

were by far the largest group.  There were also substantial numbers of Kazakhs, Hui, 

Kyrgyz and Mongols, plus smaller numbers of Xibes, Russians, Tajiks, Uzbeks, Tatars, 

Manchus and Tahur. Chinese dominance was maintained by judicious accommodation 

to local interests, and by clever manipulation of some leaders and groups against 

others.
73

  In the CCP’s view, moreover, the region was deemed to be of great strategic 

and economic importance.  Therefore, stronger military forces were required to pacify 

and control the indigenous population, eliminate the separatist groups and influences 

among them, and lay the foundations for Chinese exploitation of the regions’s existing 

(and potential) natural resources.
74

Not only did the CCP have to deal with instability in Xinjiang, neighbouring Central 

Asia was also in a state of unrest.  In the wake of World War 2, the United States 

emerged as the sole power that could counter Soviet influence in the region.  After the 

communist take-over of China in 1949, the two communist giants, the Soviet Union and 

China, appeared to be poised to export their revolution to other countries.
75

  Against this 

background, Lattimore predicted that ‘a new centre of gravity’ was forming in the 

world, and Xinjiang occupied a major part of the new centre of gravity.
76

  The Soviet-

Chinese alliance in the 1950s was short-lived.  Following the outbreak of Sino-Soviet 

hostilities in the 1960s, Xinjiang was converted into the hinterland frontier of China, 

and the Xinjiang-Central Asian border became the venue of armed clashes between 

China and the Soviet Union.  Subsequently, the disintegration of the Soviet Union in the 

1990s, and the emergence of newly independent states in Central Asia significantly 

altered the geopolitical dynamics of the Eurasian landmass.
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As the history of the Chinese in this region relates, the strategic and economic 

importance of Xinjiang was recognised as early as the Han dynasty.  Xinjiang was 

clearly seen as a key centre not only as a conduit for trade into Central Asia and beyond, 

but also as a point at which the inward and outward trade routes could be controlled and 

protected.  To maintain this control, a military presence was required which needed to 

be provisioned, thus leading to agricultural garrisons.  This policy of security and trade 

continued throughout the various periods of Chinese history up to the present day, 

where what is happening now in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region is not dissimilar to 

what has occurred over the centuries. 

The difference now is that the burgeoning interdependency relationship in the Xinjiang-

Central Asian area in the first decade of the 21
st 

century is possibly tilted more heavily 

towards the economic sector than the security sector.  This is not because the security 

aspect has been downgraded; it is simply because the economic development, for China 

especially, and Xinjiang more specifically, is essential in maintaining the overall growth 

of the Chinese economy, and therefore the modernisation of the Chinese state.  The 

Chinese government is placing a considerable amount of emphasis on economic growth 

providing stability.  The previous paragraph referred to the control China has previously 

exercised over the trade routes in this region, and this is still highly relevant to the 

situation today, where China appears to be very much in control of this interdependency 

relationship, and two of the vehicles of control are economics and the Shanghai Co-

operation Organisation, and the influence of this organisation will be addressed in 

Chapter III.

The break-up of the Soviet Union provided a buffer zone between China and Russia in 

this region.  The China/ Russia relationship now displays a considerable degree of 

harmony and has led to the easing of border tensions in the Xinjiang-Central Asian area.  

However, the strategic importance of Xinjiang has not lessened; new players have 

emerged in the region, and it is these new players, these independent Central Asian 

states, together with Xinjiang, which are adding new dynamics to the region.



CENTRAL ASIAN STATES OF THE FORMER SOVIET UNION AND THEIR GEOGRAPHIC 

IMPORTANCE TO CHINA

China’s relationship with the Central Asian states occupies an important place in 

shaping post-Cold War international relations in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region.  

The new configuration in Central Asia and the sweeping economic reforms in China 

suggest dramatic possibilities for greater interactions between Xinjiang and Central 

Asia, and many have already taken place.
78

  Central Asia’s greatest strength in the past – 

and its greatest problem today – is that it is landlocked, bordering Iran and Afghanistan 

to the south, China to the east, and Russia to the north and west.  The vast Central Asian 

steppe is bounded by the Caspian Sea in the west, the Hindu Kush and Pamir Mountain 

ranges in the south, and the Tian Shan Mountains in the west along the border with 

China.  There are no clear geographical boundaries in the north, where the Kazakh 

steppe merges into Siberia.
79

Central Asia was once known as “the land between the two rivers”, for the two major 

rivers, the Amu Darya (Oxus) and the Syr Darya (Jaxartes), that bounded much of its 

territory before emptying into the Aral Sea.  These two rivers have created formidable 

geographical, cultural and political boundaries that separated Central Asia from the rest 

of the world even as the Silk Road connected it.  Rivers are not the only natural 

boundaries.  Central Asia lies at the crossroads of the world’s highest mountain ranges: 

the Pamir Mountains, which cover 93 per cent of today’s Tajikistan; the Tianshan 

Mountains, stretching to the east and north of the Pamirs; the Himalayas to the 

southeast; and the Hindu Kush to the south.  In the centre of this vast landscape are two 

of the largest deserts in the world.  In the south, covering much of Turkmenistan is the 

Kara-Kum (black sands) Desert.  To the north, in Uzbekistan, lies the Kyzyl Kum (red 

sands) Desert. In between these deserts are oases around which settlements and cities 

have grown.
80

The geographical face of Central Asia remained largely untouched until the late 19
th 

and 

20
th 

centuries, when the region became part of the Russian Empire and then the Soviet 

Union.  The Russians and later the Soviets changed the landscape, building massive 

irrigation networks flowing from huge reservoirs to support cotton agriculture between 
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the Amu and Syr Darya rivers.
81

  The impact on the local population and environment 

through this type of venture is examined and assessed in Chapter IV.

Although five independent states were created on the break-up of the former Soviet 

Union, the main focus is on the states that share a border with Xinjiang – Kazakhstan, 

Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan.  However, as with any region, the other two FSU states, 

Turkemenistan and Uzbekistan, cannot be completely disregarded.  What is occurring in 

the region, whether it has an economic or political base, does overlap.  Therefore in 

providing a brief overview of these states in this chapter, I will include all five states.  

This overview will not be comprehensive, as other chapters, based on my thesis of 

increased interdependency between the actors in this region, will provide more detailed 

circumstances of these countries where relevant.  However, this section will again 

emphasise, as pointed out in the introductory section of this thesis, the reasons why the 

Xinjiang-Central Asian area should be assessed in the light of an ever increasing 

interdependent regional relationship, rather than separate unconnected identities, and 

why certain actions are being undertaken by the respective governments.

Kazakhstan is the largest state, covering 2,717,300 square kilometres.  Xinjiang follows 

next in terms of size, as already noted previously in this chapter; it covers an area of 

1,646,000 square kilometres.  Next in order is Turkmenistan, 488,100 square 

kilometres; Uzbekistan, 447,400 square kilometres; Kyrgyzstan, 198,500 square 

kilometres, and Tajikistan with 143,100 square kilometres.
82

KAZAKHSTAN

Kazakhstan has borders with China, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan.  

It is landlocked although bordering the Aral Sea, which is now split into two bodies of 

water, and the Caspian Sea.  Kazakhstan is energy rich, but environment poor, with 

much of the contamination being caused by Soviet-era practices. Chapter IV will 
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examine this issue and how it relates to what is occurring today.  Native Kazakhs, a mix 

of Turkic and Mongol nomadic tribes who migrated into the region in the 13
th 

century 

were rarely united as a single nation.  The area was conquered by Russia in the 18
th 

century and Kazakhstan became a Soviet Republic in 1936.  During the 1950s and 

1960s agricultural “Virgin Lands” programme
83

, Soviet citizens were encouraged to 

help cultivate Kazakhstan’s northern pastures.  This influx of immigrants (mostly 

Russians, but also some other deported nationalities) skewed the ethnic mixture and 

enabled non-Kazakhs to outnumber natives.
84

  The proportion of ethnic Kazakhs in the 

republic at that time dropped to 30 per cent.
85

  In December 1991 Kazakhstan declared 

independence from the Soviet Union, and joined the Commonwealth of Independent 

States.

The estimated population as of July 2001 was 16,731,303.
86

  Previous population 

estimates based on data from 1981-1994 place the population at 17,200,000.
87

  

Population statistics for 2003 put the population at 15.4 million.
88

  The decrease in the 

population can be mainly put down to the out-migration of ethnic Russians and 

Germans after Kazakhstan became independent in 1991.  Ethnically, the country is 

diverse.  According to the 1999 census, the population of Kazakhstan consisted of 

Kazakh 53.4 per cent, Russian 30 per cent, Ukrainian 3.7 per cent, Uzbek 2.5 per cent, 

German 2.4 per cent, Uygur 1.4 per cent and other 6.6 per cent.
89

  The two main 

religions are Muslim (47 per cent) and Russian Orthodox 44 per cent,
90

and the major 

languages are Kazakh and Russian.
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KYRGYZSTAN

Kyrgyzstan is a small, poor, mountainous country with a predominantly agricultural 

economy.  It is a landlocked country bordering China, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan and 

Uzbekistan.  It is a multi-ethnic state comprising Kyrgyz, Uzbeks, Tajiks, Russians, 

Ukrainians and Germans, and a small number of Uygur, Dungan (Chinese Muslims) 

and Koreans.
91

  The population is approximately 5.1 million.
92

  The main religions are 

Muslim (75 per cent) and Russian Orthodox (20 per cent)
93

, and the major languages are 

Kyrgyz and Russian.

From the 10
th 

to 13
th 

centuries, Kyrgyz people migrated southwards from the Yenisey 

River region in central Siberia to the Tianshan region.  In 1685 the Kyrgyz people 

settled in the area that is now Kyrgyzstan.  This area was conquered by the Oirats, a 

Mongol people, after centuries of Turkic rule, but in 1758 the Oirats were defeated by 

Chinese Manchus and the Kyrgyz became nominal subjects of the Chinese empire.  The 

early 19
th 

century saw them come under the jurisdiction of the Uzbek khanate of 

Kokand, until the khanate of Kokand was conquered by Russian forces and what is now 

Kyrgyzstan was incorporated into the Russian empire.
94

  1916-1917 saw many Kyrgyz 

seek refuge in China following the Russian suppression of rebellion in Central Asia, and 

the 1920s and 1930s also saw many Kyrgyz escape to China to avoid the Soviet land 

reforms.
95

  It became independent in 1991.

TAJIKISTAN

Tajiks emerged as a distinct ethnic group in the 8
th 

century.  Genghis Khan conquered 

Tajikistan in the 13
th 

century, and the 14
th 

century saw it become part of Turkic ruler 

Tamerlane’s empire.  From 1860 to 1900 Tajikistan was divided between Tsarist Russia 

and the Emirate of Bukhara.  The 1920s saw it come under Soviet rule.  Independence 

came in 1991.
96
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Tajikistan plunged into civil war almost as soon as it became independent from the 

Soviet Union in 1991.  The five-year civil war between the Moscow-backed 

government and the Islamist-led opposition, in which up to 50,000 people were killed 

and over one-tenth of the population fled the country, ended in 1997 with a United 

Nations-brokered peace agreement.
97

Tajikistan is landlocked and is bordered by Afghanistan, China, Kyrgyzstan, and 

Uzbekistan. The 2003 population figure is 6.2 million.
98

  Tajiks make up 64.9 per cent 

of the population, followed by Uzbeks 25 per cent, Russians 3.5 per cent (declining 

because of emigration) and other 6.6 per cent.
99

  The major religion is Islam with the 

majority (80 per cent) being Sunni Muslim, and a small percentage (5 per cent) being 

Shi’a Muslim.
100

  The major languages are Tajik and Russian.

TURKMENISTAN

Turkmenistan is made up mainly of desert and has the smallest population of the five 

former Soviet republics in Central Asia, 4.8 million.  Turkmenistan is the most 

ethnically homogeneous of the Central Asian republics, the vast majority of its 

population consisting of Turkmens.  There are also Uzbeks, Russians and smaller 

minorities of Kazakhs, Tatars, Ukrainians, Azerbaijanis and Armenians.  It was also the 

poorest republic within the Soviet Union.  It possesses the world’s fifth largest reserves 

of natural gas, and has substantial deposits of oil, yet is still impoverished.
101

  It is 

landlocked, although bordering the Caspian Sea in the west, and has land borders with 

Afghanistan, Iran, Kazakhstan, and Uzbekistan.  The major religions are Muslim (89 per 

cent), Eastern Orthodox (9 per cent), with the majority languages being Turkmen and 

Russian.
102

In the 4
th 

century BC, Alexander the Great of Macedonia conquered Central Asia, 

including the territory now known as Turkmenistan.  In the 6
th 

century AD, 

Turkmenistan formed part of the Persian empire of Cyrus the Great.  That empire was 
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followed in the 7
th 

century by the conquering Arabs.  Between the 10
th 

and 13
th 

centuries, nomadic Oghuz Seljuk tribes – the ancestors of present-day Turkmens – and 

Mongols immigrated from the northeast, and Genghis Khan conquered the region, 

including Turkmenistan.  From the 15
th 

to 17
th 

centuries, Turkmenistan was split 

between the Persians and the Uzbek-ruled states of Khiva and Bukhara.  It came under 

Russian rule in 1881.  In 1925, Turkmenistan became a fully-fledged constituent 

republic of the USSR, and the 1920s and 1930s saw sporadic armed resistance and 

popular uprisings in response to the Soviet programme of agricultural collectivisation 

and secularisation.  Since independence from the Soviet Union in 1991, it has remained 

largely closed to the outside world.
103

UZBEKISTAN

In 1991 Uzbekistan emerged as a sovereign country after more than a century of 

Russian rule – first as part of the Russian empire, and then as a component of the Soviet 

Union.  It is positioned on the ancient Great Silk Road between Europe and Asia and is 

the most populous Central Asian country with the largest armed forces.  It is seen by 

observers as seeking a dominant role in the region.
104

  It has come under Arab influence, 

the Persians, Genghis Khan and Tamerlane.  It came under Russian authority in 1865, 

and became part of the USSR in 1924.  Between the 1950s and 1980s cotton production 

rose in Uzbekistan, due mainly to irrigation projects which contributed to the drying up 

of the Aral Sea.
105

Uzbekistan is a landlocked country bordered by Afghanistan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 

Tajikistan and Turkmenistan, and includes the southern part of the Aral Sea.  The 1996 

estimated ethnic groupings were Uzbek 80 per cent, Russian 5.5 per cent, Tajik 5 per 

cent, Kazakh 3 per cent, Karakalpak 2.5 per cent, Tatar 1.5 per cent, and other 2.5 per 

cent.
106

  The total population is approximately 25 million.
107

  Major religions are 

Muslim (88 per cent – mostly Sunni) and Eastern Orthodox (9 per cent), with the 

majority languages being Uzbek, Russian and Tajik.
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THE ETHNOLINGUISTIC CONNECTIVENESS

As already noted, it is not only the geographic proximity, it is the ethnic connection, the 

religion, the linguistics, and the historical context plus related factors that play a vital 

role in interaction between the various states in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region.  The 

geographic connection has already been established; the religious connection has been 

noted, and will be examined further in Chapter VI; the historical context flows through 

many of the chapters of this thesis.  That leaves the linguistic connections, which I will 

briefly review here in order to advance the validity of my thesis.

The ethnolinguistic identity of the majority of the participants in this study belong to the 

Turkic language family.  The principal nationalities in this group are the Kazakhs, 

Karakalpaks, Kyrgyz, Turkmen, Uzbeks and Uygurs.  They are called Turks because 

this essentially linguistic concept, despite its shortcomings, is the most practical 

common denominator recognised by medieval and modern scholars alike.  The most 

relevant question for this study is how close the languages spoken in the countries under 

study are to each other, and whether they are mutually intelligible.
109

  The answer is 

Turkmen, Azeri and Turkish are close enough to allow adequate communication; the 

same can be said of Kazakh and Kyrgyz.  As for Uzbek and Uygur, they are almost 

identical, and could easily merge into one official language if political separation did 

not stand in the way; this separation is graphically illustrated by the different alphabets 

they use: Uzbek is written in the Cyrillic script (although there is now a plan, in 

Uzbekistan and the other three Turkic republics of Central Asia, to switch to the Roman 

alphabet), Uygur in the Arabic or, less commonly, in the Roman and Cyrillic scripts.  

The reality of this identity is also suggested by the fact that prior to the special turns 

brought about by political nationalism and alien, Soviet and Chinese, rule in the 1920s, 

these two languages, Uzbek and Uygur, were more commonly known as Turki.
110

To put it in a more basic context, a native speaker of any one of these Turkic languages, 

when exposed to any of the others, is likely to become used to the differences and will, 

up to a point, be able to function linguistically.  The fundamentally identical 

grammatical structure and lexical content of all of them makes it feasible for someone to 

learn the kindred idiom – if they make the effort – better and faster than a member of an 
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alien linguistic family could.  This has important implications for both understanding 

the Turks’ recent history and for assessing their future relations.  If the barriers 

represented by political boundaries were relaxed or removed, and the imposed alien 

writing systems replaced by a unified one, a sense of common identity could pass to a 

level of practical reality with promising potential for the future of the whole area.
111

This region has a history of non co-operation on such basic issues as water management 

and border demarcation, so it is not surprising that even though they are (in the main) 

closely related in other areas, there is not a sense of common identity.  A transboundary 

oral and written functional language in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region may well add 

to the progression of regional economic interdependency, and could also assist in 

lessening tensions in, for example, the Uygur peoples of Xinjiang, who believe their 

language is in danger of being overwhelmed by the Chinese language.  The exception to 

the linguistic similarities in the countries under study is the language spoken in 

Tajikistan.  Tajik is virtually the same as Persian, the official language of Iran.  But 

even with Tajik, as in the case of the Turkic languages, an additional artificial barrier 

has been the use of different alphabets – with Tajik being written in the Cyrillic, and 

Persian in the Arabic script.  Removal of this barrier by a return to the Arabic alphabet 

would not only make their sameness obvious, but would also create a belt of three 

countries with Persian as the official language: Tajikistan, Afghanistan (where Persian – 

known as Dari – is one of the two official languages, the other being Pushtu, also an 

Iranian tongue), and Iran.
112

However, whilst a functional language among the Turkic speakers in the region could in 

fact be a positive force if it led to greater regional co-operation in such issues as trade, 

border security, social and economic development, water, plus other issues, China for 

one, may find that pan-Turkic trends, even at their most positive, could complicate 

Beijing’s task in Xinjiang, since the Uygurs would logically seek to be part of such a 

broad movement.
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OIL, GAS AND GEOPOLITICAL TENSIONS IN THE XINJIANG-CENTRAL ASIAN REGION

The personal intercommunity connection has been established through ethnicity, 

geography and linguistics.  However, the interdependency connection is based on more 

than personal connections – it is primarily based on economics and need; China’s need 

for oil and gas, and Central Asian oil and gas producers’ need for markets.  This 

interdependency is not one-way.  Each participant needs the other, and complements the 

other, although it could be argued that China has the greater need, since it would be 

unable to complete its transition to a modern society, and therefore in the view of the 

Chinese government, a more stable society, without adequate supplies of oil and gas.

Since the end of the Second World War, ethnic conflict and the struggle to control 

natural resources have been two key flashpoints in the affairs of nations.  Those regions 

that are rich in natural resources and ethnic groupings hold the key to the stable 

development of individual countries.  Xinjiang plays this role in the case of the People’s 

Republic of China.
114

  It is not only Xinjiang’s pivotal position that makes it so 

important to the security of China – it is also the developing trade relationship with 

Xinjiang’s neighbours, and China’s need to diversify its reliance on any one source in 

its ever-expanding requirement for energy resources.  Many of China’s real and 

perceived problems come together in Xinjiang – security concerns, ethnic tensions, and 

the rush to secure a diversity of energy sources.

Once heavily dependent on the more developed eastern PRC provinces for products and 

markets, Xinjiang has found, since the liberalisation of trade with the former Soviet 

republics, there are significant ways in which Xinjiang and the Central Asian republics 

complement each other in major trade sectors – especially energy, manufactured 

products, and consumer goods.  The trade in energy, in particular, has been important 

for Xinjiang’s rapid development, because a substantial portion of its own energy 

production is still allocated by the central government to other provinces.  And, in turn, 

the former Soviet Union states (FSUs) on Xinjiang’s western borders are becoming 

important markets for its manufactured products.
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Although Xinjiang has long been associated with the FSU states through trade and 

ethnic ties, it has been separated from them through much of the 20
th 

century by the 

political barriers imposed by the Soviet Union and the PRC.  Xinjiang has had a 

markedly different political history from that of the FSUs, but it faces similar problems 

in developing an infrastructure that can support its need for economic growth.
116

  For 

decades, the province received little attention and investment because of its seemingly 

sparse resource base, inhospitable climate, and distance from the PRC’s heavily 

populated eastern provinces.  Even under the economic modernisation programme of 

Deng Xiaoping, which started in 1978, the emphasis was on developing the coastal 

provinces, leaving interior provinces relatively underdeveloped.
117

  But, in more recent 

times, as is examined in this thesis, emphasis has switched quite noticeably to the 

western regions, and one of the reasons for this switch in emphasis is the need for 

energy sources.

China’s further development depends on the availability of energy.  Economic growth 

requires the development of China’s energy industry.  Since 1993, China has become a 

net oil importing country after having once been a net exporter.
118

  China’s energy plans 

were unveiled at the 2000 National People’s Congress.  China’s focus is the 

construction of a 4,200 kilometre network of gas and oil pipelines running from 

Xinjiang to the major east coast metropolis of Shanghai.  Xinjiang, which has estimated 

oil reserves of 20.9 billion tonnes and natural gas deposits of 10.3 trillion cubic metres, 

is to be developed as China’s second largest oil producing region after the country’s 

northeast.  Driven by a burgeoning demand for energy, the Chinese government has also 

made securing access to the largely untapped reserves of oil and natural gas in Central 

Asia a cornerstone of its economic policy for the next two decades.  Beijing’s plans are 

ambitious, costly and have major geopolitical implications as China stakes a claim in a 

key strategic area of the globe.
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The energy sector is one area in which the needs and opportunities for economic co-

operation in the Xinjiang-Central Asian area are well understood.  The uneven 

distribution of energy resources among the countries creates a strong incentive for co-

operation and trade.  Xinjiang imports electricity and oil to support its economic 

development.  Kazakhstan seeks market diversification for its oil, and Kyrgyzstan and 

Tajikistan are both potential suppliers of electric energy.
120

  In short, Central Asia is rich 

in hydrocarbons, with gas being the predominant energy fuel. Turkmenistan and 

Uzbekistan, especially, are noted for gas resources, while Kazakhstan is the primary oil 

producer.  Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan 

collectively are considered to have the largest potential for hydrocarbon development 

outside of Russia in the former Soviet Union.
121

The complementary needs and supplies between Kazakhstan, Krygyzstan and Xinjiang 

have already led these three to seek solutions to their mutual problems.  China has 

invested in Kazakhstan oil production, and is committed to developing rail and pipeline 

infrastructure for shipping oil to Xinjiang for processing and downstream exports.
122

  In 

brief, a condition of interdependency between the countries in this region in certain 

sectors is emerging.  For example:

• Xinjiang has a shortage of electric energy to meet its industrialisation and 

development objectives. Kyrgyzstan can produce electric energy for export.
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• Xinjiang has a shortage of oil and excess capacity in its major refinery resulting 

from national policies that require it to ship 50 per cent of its unrefined oil 

production to other provinces.  Xinjiang also has access to large domestic and 

international markets for refined petroleum products.  Kazakhstan has a surplus 

of crude oil that it wants to export, but lacks sufficient refining capacity.
123

In 1997 the China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) acquired the right to 

develop two potentially lucrative oilfields in Kazakhstan, outbidding US and European 

oil corporations.  In exchange for development rights, CNPC is committed to building 

pipelines to Xinjiang to enable the large-scale export of up to 50 million tonnes per year 

of Kazakh oil to China.  Theoretically, oil and gas pipelines to China from 

Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan could be extended to link into the pipeline networks of 

both Russia and Iran.
124

  (See overleaf for maps 2.3 and 2.4 showing oil fields and 

existing and proposed oil pipelines).

It should be noted here that a major benefit for stronger ties in the energy sector with 

China and other nations, for the FSU states, is to break the economic stranglehold 
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Russia holds over these republics.  The only viable export routes for their energy 

resources has previously been through Russian territory, and despite the break-up of the 

Soviet Union in 1991, Russia still exerts economic influence over its “near abroad” 

neighbours, with much domination linked to energy and energy products.  Other exit 

points would possibly allow these landlocked nations to realise their full production 

capacity.
125

Within Central Asia, China is viewed as an economic power that can serve as a 

counterweight or counterbalance to Russia.  Greater economic and political ties with 

China may help loosen Russia’s grip on the Central Asian republics.  Re-establishing a 

‘silk route’ may provide the People’s Republic with greater political influence in 

Central Asia, enabling the country to alleviate Russian economic domination.  Increased 

economic cooperation with China is, importantly, providing Central Asia with 

additional options for markets, trade routes, and technical assistance.
126

  China has 

advantages for the neighbouring states.  Apart from being a partially regulated 

economy, a secular state, and having available financial means, it can also offer the use 

of its territory for the landlocked states of Central Asia to gain direct access to the 

Pacific, and on to the Far East and Southeast Asia.
127

Underlying the pipeline project and the long-term orientation toward Central Asian oil 

and gas is China’s exponential rise in energy consumption.  Despite being the world’s 

fifth largest oil producer, economic growth transformed China, as previously noted, into 

a net oil importing country.  In the first 11 months of 2000, China imported 65.5 million 

tonnes of oil, mainly from the Middle East, which represents a 97 per cent increase on 

the same 11 months in 1999.
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  The consumption per day has jumped from a total of 

4.36 million barrels per day in 1999 to 4.78 million barrels per day in 2000.  The 

consumption for 2001 was reported to be 4.9 million barrels per day, while oil 

production from domestic sources was at 3.3 million barrels per day for that year.
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MAP 2.3: PROPOSED KAZAKHSTAN-XINJIANG OIL PIPELINE

Source: “Regional Economic Co-operation in Central Asia.” ADB Report, July 1998, p. 179.





MAP 2.4: OILS FIELDS AND PROPOSED AND EXISTING PIPELINES

Source: Lapidus, Ira M. A History of Islamic Societies, 2
nd 

ed. UK: Cambridge University Press, 2002.





42

According to the International Energy Agency (IEA) and the Beijing government, China 

has overtaken Japan to become the world’s second-largest consumer of crude oil after 

the US. IEA estimates say China consumed 5.46 million barrels per day in 2003, 

compared with Japan’s 5.43 million barrels per day, and the gap between China and 

Japan is expected to widen in 2004.  Chinese customs figures show that the country 

imported a record 91 million tonnes of crude oil in 2003, up 31 per cent from 2002.  

The latest figures underline China’s growing need for natural resources to fuel its 

industrial revolution.  They also confirm that the economy is becoming ever more 

dependent on energy imports.  Anxious to diversify its suppliers and secure its own 

sources of oil and gas, Beijing has directed its state controlled companies to buy into 

oilfields in Southeast and Central Asia and around the world.
130

After more than doubling in size in the 1990s, China’s economy is predicted to at least 

double again in the first decade of the 21
st 

century.  As a result, imports will rise from 

the current 20 per cent of oil consumption to over 40 per cent by 2010.  Industrial power 

consumption – 70 per cent of the total – grew 10 per cent in 2001.  Household 

consumption is also rising between 10 and 14 per cent per annum.  It is conservatively 

estimated that the rate of urbanisation will rise from the current 30 per cent to at least 40 

per cent of the country’s 1.3 billion people by 2010.  More than 520 million people will 

be living in densely populated cities, mainly on the east coast, requiring electricity, 

heating and transport.
131

China depends heavily on the Middle East for imported oil and oil products, making the 

country vulnerable to erratic price swings or political disruption in Middle Eastern oil 

supplies.
132

  Boosting energy security is a top foreign policy and economic priority for 

the Beijing leadership.  Beijing is deeply concerned about depending on tankers that 

must cross the Indian Ocean and navigate narrow and easily blockaded straits around 

the Indonesian archipelago before entering East Asia’s shipping lanes.  Of the 65 

million tonnes of oil China imported in 2001, according to Chinese trade figures, about 

60 per cent followed this route.
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Recognising the need to diversify its sources of energy supplies, China has been 

acquiring interests in exploration and production in different regions of the world.  Its 

largest oil company, CNPC, already holds oil concessions in Kazakhstan, Venezuela, 

Sudan, Iraq, Iran, Peru and Azerbaijan.
134

  China has contracted several countries, 

including Australia and Indonesia, to supply liquefied natural gas, and the Russians 

agreed to the building of a 2,400 km oil pipeline from the Russian city of Angarsk in the 

Irkutsk region to Daqing in the northeast region of China.  However, as of February 

2004, this pipeline agreement between Russia and China appears to have become 

unstuck.  It was a non-binding agreement signed in early 2003 that envisaged China 

shipping 700 million tonnes of Russian crude through the pipeline over 25 years.  There 

has been intense lobbying from Japan for this pipeline to take another route, to bypass 

China, and go through to the Pacific coast near the port of Nakhodka for export to 

Japan, the US and other customers in the Pacific.  The announcement by the Russian 

Energy Minister, Igor Yusufov, that Moscow wanted the state-run Transneft Company 

to build a pipeline through to the Pacific coast rather than the proposal which is backed 

by Russia’s biggest oil company, Yukos Oil, to build the shorter and therefore cheaper 

pipeline to China’s northeast centre of Daqing, could have political implications.  

Although Japan is ahead in its lobbying at the moment, the pipeline through to China 

cannot yet be completely discounted, nor can a compromise deal such as combining the 

two pipelines.  While Russia is saying this is an economic decision, it is more likely to 

be a combination of economics, geopolitics, and internal politics within Russia between 

the state-owned oil company and Yukos.  What is happening with this pipeline could 

also have finally decided the fate of the pipeline from Kazakhstan to Xinjiang as 

previously discussed.  China must ensure a stable oil supply.
135

Kazakhstan’s government is working closely with China on energy concerns.  

Kazakhstani Foreign Minister Kassymsohart Tokaev, when in Beijing in January 2004 

for a gathering of the secretariat of the Shanghai Co-operation Organisation (SCO – this 

organisation is fully examined in Chapter III), emphasised the Kazakh government’s 
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wish that the pipeline from Kazakhstan to Xinjiang begin construction by mid-2004.  

One Chinese expert, speaking on condition of anonymity, stated that China hopes to 

parlay its shared security concerns with SCO members into treaties that promote Central 

Asian markets and protect sources of Chinese energy consumption. It is not only the 

pipeline project; China has already invested in several Kazakh oilfields as previously 

noted, and is actively engaged in further acquisitions in order to guarantee supplies for 

the pipeline.  For Kazakhstan, Chinese investment partners might provide both money 

and latitude.  The Kazakh government is involved in an illegal payment scandal 

between the Kazakh government and ExxonMobil which is under investigation by the 

US federal authorities, and the Kazakhs believe that Chinese investment would not 

necessarily entail the same level of public scrutiny.  At the SCO meeting, Chinese state 

planner Zeng Peiyan reportedly told members that China hopes to co-operate with 

Russia and Central Asia in order to immunise itself against a potential blockade of 

energy supplies from the Middle East.  Kazakhstan is China’s most logical source of 

Central Asian oil; the pipeline linking the west of Kazakhstan with Xinjiang will make 

the interdependency between Xinjiang and Central Asia even stronger.
136

Central Asia not only has oil and gas – the resources that China needs – it is also a 

market for Chinese goods and perhaps more importantly – it gives China access through 

to the Middle East and Europe.  This region has the potential to diversify their markets 

for locally produced energy.  The Central Asia region is situated between two of the 

world’s largest markets for energy – Europe to the west, and Asia to the east.  If 

appropriate infrastructure is built, Central Asia could become a regional bloc for 

trading, transport, and sale of energy resources.
137

  Regional cooperation would thus be 

an important way for China to alleviate any future energy shortages.
138

  According to 

the ADB, the western region of China will become one of the PRC’s most important 

energy bases.  In particular, Xinjiang will serve both as a base for energy production, 

and port of entry for energy imports.
139

Energy is clearly one of the most important opportunities for economic co-operation in 

Central Asia.  Co-operation can help the region become a major exporter of energy, 

136 

Alibekov, Ibragim. “China steps up presence in Kazakhstan oilfields.” Eurasia Insight, 21 January 

2004, accessed online via www.eurasianet.org, 27 January 2004.

137 

ADB, 1998, 63.

138 

ibid., 48.

139 

ADB, January 2003, 164.



particularly oil and gas, while helping the countries meet their own energy needs 

through expanded trade.  This scenario is consistent with the national objectives of all 

the regional governments.  The most important public sector objectives in energy for the 

FSU states are to overcome periodic energy shortages and dependence on unreliable 

energy sources, and develop new international markets for their energy that will provide 

a stable source of foreign exchange. For Xinjiang, the most important energy objective 

is to obtain reliable long-term sources of energy to sustain economic growth, and 

another important objective is for expansion of trade.
140

Whereas oil and gas are the major commodities being traded between states in this 

region, a burgeoning market has also built up in other goods.  However, it must be 

recognised that both inter and intra state tensions are being generated as a direct result 

of this build-up of trade.  These tensions are present in such diverse areas as ethnicity, 

politics and environment, and each of these concerns will be considered in the following 

chapters for their impact on the overall relationships within the Xinjiang-Central Asia 

region, with a brief overview of the intra-regional trade to conclude this chapter.

INTRA-REGIONAL TRADE

Trade between China and Central Asia resumed with the Sino-Soviet détente of the 

1980s.  At the same time, decentralisation of trade authority, both in the Soviet 

republics and in Xinjiang, gave local administrators freedom to develop cross-border 

economic ties. However, the trade that resulted was small and basically confined to the 

border areas, consisting for the most part of the exchange of Soviet raw materials, plus 

capital and processed goods, for Chinese consumer items.
141 

A major change occurred 

in 1991, when the Central Asian republics became independent.  Beijing acted swiftly 

and seized the opportunity to promote political stability and economic development in 

the new republics.
142

  After recognising the FSU states politically, China made a 

concerted effort to engage them in bilateral trade at both the state and local levels.
143

  

Once Beijing had established state-to-state relations, they were able to formulate a more 

ambitious and far-reaching Central Asian policy.  Confident by then that it was not 
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facing any serious and immediate danger from Central Asia, China recognised that it 

nevertheless had a strong national interest in promoting the long-term stability and 

economic development of the Central Asian republics.
144

  Increased Chinese trade and 

investment in Central Asia means increased Chinese influence, therefore increased 

Chinese control in the relationship, and a deepening of the interdependency in the 

Xinjiang-Central Asian region.

The break-up of the Soviet Union and the opening of the PRC had the effect of 

significantly increasing intra-regional trade.  Imports to the PRC from the FSU states 

increased 20 per cent per year as a whole, in US dollar terms, between 1990 and 1995, 

and increased 55 per cent for Xinjiang.  Similarly, exports from Xinjiang to its western 

neighbours grew by 18 per cent with much of the stimulus for Xinjiang’s impressive 

trade growth coming from the opening of the FSU states’ economies.
145

  The 

industrialisation of Xinjiang is being achieved largely with the raw materials, cement, 

steel, trucks, and other heavy industrial products it imports from Kazakhstan.  That 

republic also provides Xinjiang with fertilizers and agricultural machinery, and in turn 

receives foodstuffs and consumer goods from Xinjiang.  In February 2004, it was 

announced that Kazakhstan and China would build a free border trade zone along the 

Kazakh-Xinjiang border.  The China-Kazakhstan free border trade zone will be located 

between the Yili Kazakh Autonomous Prefecture in Xinjiang and Almaty in 

Kazakhstan.  China has offered 130 hectares, while Kazakhstan is contributing 70 

hectares for the free trade zone.  Some sources are attributing the construction of this 

free trade zone to China’s WTO membership and closer economic ties between 

members of the SCO.
146

Xinjiang’s external trade is already skewed toward Central Asia.  Over 60 per cent of its 

imports come from Kazakhstan, and a further 4 per cent from Kyrgyzstan.  About 45 

per cent of Xinjiang exports go to Kazakhstan, and a further 10 per cent go to 

Kyrgyzstan.
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  The impact of the new era of trade on the FSU states and Xinjiang has 
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been substantial.  Improved transportation links between the FSU states (notably 

Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan) and China have resulted in a large number of cross-border 

travellers. Many arriving from the FSU states are tourist shoppers, and Xinjiang’s 

border residents’ markets, as well as the markets in Urumqi, the capital city of Xinjiang, 

have prospered because of them.
148

  Another form of border trade that is playing an 

important role in the region’s informal trade is referred to as shuttle trade.  Shuttle trade 

refers to goods brought into a country from abroad by resident private individuals for 

personal use or resale.  Like border trade in general, shuttle trade often goes unreported 

in customs statistics.  This type of trade can provide a livelihood for many who may be 

unable to find other types of employment.  In Kazakhstan, where the shuttle trade seems 

to have had its largest impact, as much as 8 per cent of the population, or 1.2 million 

people, may have engaged in the trade, directly or indirectly.  Estimates of the 

percentage of Kazakhstan’s total imports in the mid-1990s that came from shuttle trade 

ranged from one-quarter to one-half.
149

  This type of trade continues unabated, and from 

personal observation and discussions with traders in the region in October 2002, it is 

substantial, and provides a livelihood for Uygurs from both sides of the Kazakh/ 

Xinjiang border, as well as ethnic Uzbeks, Kyrgyz and Kazakhs and others.

The economic ties between the FSU states and China have also extended well beyond 

Xinjiang, with economic relations of some nature existing between the FSU states and 

more than 20 provinces and regions of China, and trade with the FSU states now 

includes a variety of trading channels.
150

  There has been considerable encouragement 

by the Chinese government for private Chinese companies to look outward.  

Christofferson has offered an explanation of this policy, which she indicated was 

designed to provide stable oil imports and develop economic zones around China:

China’s strategy for Central Asia and the Asia Pacific has not been  formulated 

unilaterally, but rather in consultation with countries in each of these regions.  

This strategy involves the formation of natural economic territories that transcend 

borders, extending from China’s domestic economy into surrounding countries.  

Called the Northwest Economic Circle and the Northeast Economic Circle, they 

open up inner border areas to international trade, with the hope that the interior 

will gain the same benefits as the coastal region.  Oil and gas pipelines are the 

sinews that integrate and link these natural economic territories.
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As a result of their distance from the industrialised world, the countries within the 

region depend for their economic growth on expanding trade as much as possible within 

the region.  This is especially true for Kyrgyzstan, with its small population and limited 

industrial base, but is also the case for the other FSU states and for Xinjiang.  Without 

ocean ports within easy reach, Central Asia must create a large enough internal arena to 

accommodate competitive industries that can survive without budgetary subsidies.  This 

can only be accomplished through trade.
152

Xinjiang has been actively seeking new markets for its products and new suppliers of 

raw materials, as a way of reducing its dependence on the more developed eastern 

provinces of China.  These provinces are allocated, by national policies, a substantial 

portion of Xinjiang’s energy production, which imposes serious energy constraints on 

both its state-owned and private enterprises.  Sustainable economic growth in Xinjiang 

therefore depends on its developing trade with other countries.
153

CONCLUSION

The strategic and economic importance of Xinjiang to China is undeniable, and it is 

clear that inter-ethnic co-operation and political stability are critical if China wants to 

rely on energy resource exploitation and foreign trade to develop the region.
154

  Issues 

that produce cross-border tensions need to be addressed, and two such issues that are 

already impacting on countries in the region are water diversion and border demarcation 

– both of which are examined in Chapter IV of this thesis.  It is not in China’s long-term 

interest to simply disregard any grievances put forward either by their own ethnic 

groups, or their economically or militarily weaker neighbours.  This is a short-term 

solution that has the potential in not just one, but in several areas, to flare up, and even 

possibly in the future, upon change of government in the region, to derail China’s 

extensive plans for this region.  It is these regional relationships, and China’s position in 

Central Asia, that I will examine in the following chapter.

152 

ADB, “Kyrgyz Republic: country operational strategy, and World Bank, Kyrgyz Republic: economic 

report”, quoted in ADB, 1998, 147.  Also refer to Kyrgyz Republic: country strategy and program update 

2003-2005, August 2002, accessed online via www.adb.org, 30 January 2004.  

153 

ADB, 1998, 149.

154 

Dorian, Wigdortz and Gladney, 1997, 485.



The 21
st 

century will be very important for China.  In this century, China will strive for 

the achievement of modernisation, while improving the welfare of its huge population 

that will peak during this time.  Xinjiang will supply more than one quarter of oil and 

gas production for China: it will be the main channel for energy imports, and for 

China’s entry into the Central Asia market.
155

  Xinjiang’s ethnic problem, particularly 

amongst the Uygurs, may constitute a serious challenge to China’s attempts to exploit 

the energy resources of Xinjiang, and may also impact on the transfer of oil and gas 

from Central Asian states into Xinjiang, and onwards to the rest of China.  Oil and gas 

intra and inter state pipelines may become a prime target for disgruntled groups as they 

have in other parts of the world.  This is especially so in the context of Xinjiang where 

the Uygurs of Xinjiang believe it is their resources that are being exploited, and they, 

the Uygurs, are not receiving the benefits – that the gains end up in the hands of the Han 

Chinese.

The position of the Uygurs and associated tensions not only impacts on Central Asia 

because of the Turkic-Muslim connection, it also has an influence on the position China 

occupies in Central Asia, and the perceptions held by the people of the neighbouring 

states, in particular by the ethnic kin of the Uygurs, towards China.  These perceptions, 

rightly or wrongly, do colour the views held in the region.  One of the areas where this 

is noticeable is in the reaction to issues such as border demarcation, which is referred to 

briefly in Chapter III, and in much more detail in Chapter IV.  Chapter III, the following 

chapter, will focus on China’s position in Central Asia, its geopolitical aspirations in the 

region, trade relationships, migration of Chinese nationals (and here I am referring to 

Han Chinese) into the region, and related matters.  These issues, in some instances, have 

become a vehicle for a general feeling of mistrust towards China, as well as a political 

tool for opposition parties within the region.  It is these concerns, and how these 

concerns produce and add to inter and intra state tensions, that will be the focus of the 

following chapter.
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1

CHAPTER III

CHINA’S POSITION IN CENTRAL ASIA

China, Russia, Turkey and the United States are linking their national interests to 

Central Asia, but for some of these states events in Central Asia are of more direct 

concern to national security than to others.  For China and Russia, which have long 

borders with Kazakhstan, the development and character of cross-border relations on the 

local level is highly relevant.  Kazakhstan’s borders with these states are of particular 

strategic importance since these borders are perceived in Moscow and Beijing as the 

main potential gateway for instabilities from Central Asia into Russia and China.
1

  For 

China the vulnerability of Xinjiang is a primary security concern.  Separatism among 

ethnic Uygurs and Kazakhs, and the support this may receive from across the border in 

Kazakhstan and other Central Asian states is of utmost concern to the Chinese 

government.  China is also challenged by the spread of radical Islam in Xinjiang among 

the Muslim Uygurs.
2

  However China, as already mentioned, has gone a considerable 

distance in its endeavours to obtain stability, not only in Xinjiang, but throughout the 

Xinjiang-Central Asian region, by way of the economic interdependency relationship 

that has built up among Xinjiang and neighbouring states.

As mentioned in Chapter I, China recognised and acknowledged the importance of 

developing its relationships in Central Asia, taking an outward and more encompassing 

view.  In September 1993, major party and government leaders from the five provincial-

level units in northwest China met in Urumqi.  Reports suggest that the leaders were 

optimistic about the range of opportunities on China’s northwest frontier.  According to 

Ross Munro, one report declared that the leaders at this meeting agreed “that the 

northwest region should take full advantage of its geographical position in opening to 

countries and regions west of China’s northwest, and make joint westward advances.”
3

  

It will be noticed that the emphasis was on the westward expansion into Central Asia – 

not eastward toward the centre in Beijing.  As Munro says:
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It is that sort of optimistic, ambitious, and outward-looking stance that 

characterises the approach of an increasingly powerful China toward its 

neighbours not only in Central Asia, but also in South and Southeast Asia.
4

As a result of its policies, China has rapidly increased its influence in the neighbouring 

regions, particularly the Xinjiang-Central Asian region, and this has been achieved 

mainly through economic measures, and any military element in China’s expansionism 

in this region, and further afield, is subtle or indirect.
5

Beijing has worked to sustain regional stability and has sought greater economic 

advantage and political influence without compromising core Chinese territorial, 

security, or other interests.  Since the late 1990s, Beijing has employed a new security 

concept based on the five principles of peaceful coexistence and has used high-level 

diplomacy and other extensive political, economic and military exchanges to build 

contacts and influence throughout its periphery.
6

  The “New Security Concept” which 

was unveiled in 1997, stated that relations among nations should be based on the “five 

principles of peaceful coexistence” and avoid interference in others’ internal affairs; that 

promoting mutually beneficial economic contacts creates a stable security and economic 

environment; and that greater dialogue will promote trust and allow disputes to be 

settled peacefully.
7

  China is focussed on sustaining economic development and 

political stability; promoting economic exchange that assists China’s internal economic 

development; increasing Chinese contacts so as to calm regional fears and reassure 

Asian neighbours about how China will use its rising power and influence; and 

enhancing Chinese influence around China’s periphery in order to boost China’s 

regional and international power and influence.
8

Nonetheless, even given China’s stated focus on peaceful coexistence, it will be very 

difficult for China to avoid a spill-over effect of tensions into neighbouring countries, in 

particular the countries whose populations are either ethnic kin, or who are associated 

by religious ties, as a result of actions undertaken against non-Han ethnic groups in 

4 

ibid.

5 

ibid.

6 

Sutter, Robert. “China’s recent approach to Asia: seeking long-term gains.” NBR Analysis, March 2002, 

vol. 13, no. 1, p. 14, accessed online via www.nbr.org, 17 May 2003.

7 

ibid., 19.

8 

ibid., 20-21.



Xinjiang.  It is unlikely to be a government-to-government problem between the 

bordering states, especially given the type of governments that are in power in the 

region, or rather, to qualify that, while the present leaders are in power.  It would 

probably be more of a grass-roots reaction to such issues as religious repression or water 

diversion, emanating from the bottom up from the general populace.  When the 

leadership changeover does take place in Central Asia, we may see a change of attitude 

towards China, and a challenging of matters such as border demarcation that have taken 

place without much transparency, and which have left a feeling of “losing out” to the 

bigger power among many sectors of society.  The growing economic interdependency 

between these players may negate a certain amount of resentment and distrust, given 

that China has been very cautious not to present itself as a superior military power, but 

rather as a neighbour who is willing to help less economically advanced neighbours.

The growing interdependency does not have to produce tensions caused by actions 

taken by one party or the other.  The neighbouring countries in this region have a long 

history of interaction where a relationship, whether a trading relationship or mutual 

security relationship, has come about to the benefit of all parties.  This current 

interdependency has the potential to ease many of the tensions present in the region, but 

unfortunately because of various actions being undertaken by many of the governments 

in this region, inter and intra-state tensions appear to be escalating.  This chapter will 

focus on several sources of tension such as the flow of Han Chinese and Chinese goods 

into neighbouring states, and regional security measures undertaken under the auspices 

of the Shanghai Co-operation Organisation (SCO).  The border demarcation issue, 

which has proven to be a point of contention, especially in Kyrgyzstan, will be briefly 

examined in this chapter because of the political implications in that state, but examined 

in greater detail in Chapter IV along with the very contentious issue of water diversion 

and associated environmental matters.  The reason for placing border issues with water-

related issues is that it is apparent that there is a close connection between these two 

matters.  What initially appeared to be a straightforward agreement over where the 

border should be demarcated assumed much more significance upon the realisation that 

the Chinese government, in at least two instances, was not simply basing its claim for 

border demarcation on land area, but rather on specific areas of land that gave them 

access to control of water.



It would be very hard, given the totality of overlapping interests and the extent to which 

they coalesce in Xinjiang-Central Asia, to dismiss this regional relationship entirely.  If 

writers only focus on Xinjiang, or single or collective FSU states, then they are not 

obtaining a comprehensive picture in their endeavours to understand the dynamics for 

stability and change in this region.  The decisions being taken by individual 

governments in the region, especially China, do appear to be based on a much wider and 

certainly much longer-term scenario.  China has habitually calculated outcomes much 

longer into the future than most other nations, and what is happening now in their 

strategy planning is reinforcing that forward vision.  China is also being very pragmatic 

in its projection of acceptance of the US military presence in Central Asia, while 

working assiduously in the background in various ways to establish itself as a power in 

Central Asia.  It is not only China which is endeavouring to counter the American 

presence – Russia is also attempting to re-establish itself as the regional power, while on 

the sidelines several other countries, including India, Turkey and Iran, also vie for 

influence.  If this sounds like a situation leading towards confrontation between all these 

interested states, superficially that is the case.

Nevertheless, the deepening interdependency in the region also indicates the potential 

for much greater co-operation between the states, and it is certainly no coincidence that 

in June 2003 the Chinese president, Hu Jintao, included Kazakhstan on his first official 

foreign tour, giving impetus to Beijing’s intention to increase its presence in Central 

Asia.  During Hu’s two-day state visit in the Central Asian republic, Hu held talks with 

the Kazakh President Nursultan Nazarbaev, and the talks concluded with the signing of 

a number of co-operation agreements, many focussing on economic issues.  The two 

leaders also reiterated previous pledges to fight threats of extremism, separatism, and 

terrorism in the region, and agreed to strengthen the SCO as a way of bolstering 

security.

Furthermore, energy co-operation and trade topped the agenda during the discussions 

held by the two leaders.  Nazarbaev said:

There are no unsolved social, economic or political issues between Kazakhstan 

and China today… all our talks, all the documents we signed – especially our five 



year joint programme on further development of mutual co-operation – I believe 

will boost our economic and trade co-operation.
9

Hu Jintao, speaking at a joint press conference, said he and Nazarbaev had

a fruitful and friendly discussion and were both very satisfied with the 

development of Sino-Kazakh relations. I am here in Kazakhstan within the 

framework of my first foreign trip after my having been appointed Chinese 

leader...  This is a very important sign of the significance of the issue of good-

neighbourly relations and co-operation between China and Kazakhstan.
10

There are already 20 accredited Chinese companies in Kazakhstan, along with 600 joint 

ventures.  The two leaders were looking to more than double bilateral trade over the 

next two years to $US5 billion.  Trade between the countries in 2002 amounted to $US2 

billion; five years ago, the volume stood at just $US500 million.  Agreements were 

signed to boost Chinese participation in the Kazakh energy sector, and to revitalise 

work on a 3,000 kilometre oil pipeline linking Xinjiang with Kazakhstan’s western oil-

producing regions.  The project, announced in 1997, had stalled due to a lack of 

sufficient oil reserves to make the plan economically viable, but as was indicated in 

Chapter II, this project appears to be going ahead.
11

  However, all this talk of Chinese 

participation in business ventures in Kazakhstan and other neighbouring states does 

raise the issue of Chinese nationals, and here I am referring to Han Chinese nationals, 

moving into these neighbouring states, and the implications of this phenomenon for 

regional stability.

THE FLOW OF HAN CHINESE AND CHINESE GOODS INTO FSU STATES

Along with water diversion and border demarcation issues that are assessed in Chapter 

IV, the flow of Han Chinese and Chinese goods into Central Asia is, at times, another 

source of resentment that adds to the tensions between the states within the region.  

Special economic zones have been created by China to facilitate Xinjiang’s cross-border 

trade with adjoining FSU states and the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), in 

such a manner that most of the business and trade remains in the hands of the Chinese.  

This has also provided economic incentive to sustain the growing influx of Han Chinese 
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into Xinjiang.  Moreover, an effort is being made to use Xinjiang as a springboard to 

penetrate and influence Central Asia with regard to its economy, politics and social 

development.  In fact, China’s ‘open-door policy’ to promote Xinjiang’s foreign trade is 

especially designed to establish a definite Chinese influence in the Central Asian states.  

Chinese consumer and other goods have flooded into Central Asia.
12

In 2001, the former Chinese President Jiang Zemin revealed the country’s new foreign 

policy strategy: to “go outside.”
13

  The year 2001 also saw the Chinese leadership 

convene an international forum of Chinese officials and overseas Chinese (hua qiao).  

The aim of this forum was to launch efforts by the Chinese leadership to form stronger 

bonds with compatriots abroad.  The office of Overseas Chinese Affairs, whose main 

task was once to persuade overseas Chinese to invest in China and solve the country’s 

problems, is now focussed on activity outside China, endeavouring to support China’s 

foreign policy strategy.  Other gatherings and conferences were held outside China, in 

Japan, the US and elsewhere, and all of these conferences were attended by Guo 

Dongpo, Director of the Office of Overseas Chinese Affairs of the State Council, which 

indicates the importance the Chinese government is placing on the “go outside” 

policy.
14

  As previously mentioned, Xinjiang leads the way forward into Central Asia 

and beyond, and much of this commerce has been led in part by private businesspeople 

and traders.

About 300,000 Han Chinese are reported to have migrated to the Central Asian states of 

Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan for trade and business purposes.  They are 

reported to have married local women, purchased properties, shops and businesses and 

mixed with the local population.  Chinese migration on this scale has made the newly 

independent Central Asian states apprehensive of an even greater Chinese influx, which 

they see as a repetition of ‘Russian colonialism’ in the past and an extension of Chinese 

‘colonialism’ in Xinjiang at present.
15
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The accuracy of this report regarding the migration of 300,000 Han Chinese into Central 

Asian states, and primarily emphasising the number of Han Chinese in Kazakhstan, is 

questionable.  This particular figure has been quoted in many publications.  As noted in 

footnote 15, Warikoo does not quote a source for the 300,000 figure.  This figure has 

also been used by Gaye Christoffersen who quotes the Moscow News as the source.
16

  

Richard Pomfret is more circumspect in his article, in that he does not quote a figure, 

whilst remarking on the growing number of Chinese traders in Central Asia.
17

  On 

referring back to what may be the original source for this figure, the Moscow Times, it 

does appear that this figure has been taken out of context.  Although the particular 

article both in title and content is referring to Kazakhstan, this figure of 300,000 to 

350,000 is related to the Russian Far East, not the Central Asian states.

Unfortunately, figures such as this are circulated in the popular press and add to the 

perception by the general population that there is indeed a massive influx of Han 

Chinese into such states as Kazakhstan.  In 1999, the Kazakh Foreign Minister 

Kasymzhomart Takayev played down fears among some of his countrymen of being 

flooded by Chinese migrants.  “There are 30,000 Chinese living in Kazakhstan, mostly 

traders.  We have very strict visa procedures.”  Chinese visitors to Kazakhstan say they 

have a bad image among local people which they blame on this fear of being swallowed 

up by China.
18

  In 1998, there were only 2,000 Chinese officially registered with the 
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Kazakh authorities, with some estimates at the time putting the number as high as 

100,000, revealing exaggerated fears of gradual assimilation by their huge eastern 

neighbour.  The Chinese Embassy in Kazakhstan protested the mistreatment of Chinese 

settlers by Kazakh officials as well as the widespread stereotyping and prejudices 

displayed towards the Han Chinese in Kazakhstan.  In 1999, the first post-independent 

census took place in Kazakhstan, to which incidentally, China contributed 

$US100,000.
19

  I do not have an official figure for the number of registered Han 

Chinese in Kazakhstan at the time of the census, which was held from 25 February to 4 

March 1999.  However, apart from the eight major nationalities of Kazakhstan, in order 

of population, Kazakhs, Russians, Germans, Ukrainians, Uzbeks, Tatars (excluding 

Crimean Tatars), Uygurs and Belorussians, none of the other roughly 130 nationalities 

in Kazakhstan had more than 100,000 people in 1999.
20

  Apart from the Han Chinese, 

another figure that is of interest in the context of this thesis is the Uygur population in 

Kazakhstan.  Since the previous census which took place under the Soviet Union in 

1989, the Uygur population in Kazakhstan has increased by 15.9 per cent, and their 

share of the total population increased from 1.1 to 1.4 per cent.  The Uygurs are highly 

concentrated in Almaty Oblast, including the city of Almaty.  In 1999, the total Uygur 

population of Almaty Oblast was 201,152, which accounted for virtually all (95.6 per 

cent) of the Uygurs of Kazakhstan and 7.5 per cent of the total population of Almaty 

Oblast.  As such, Uygurs were outnumbered in the oblast only by Kazakhs and 

Russians.  Of course the concentration of the Uygurs in southeastern Kazakhstan is not 

surprising given the fact that Almaty is very close to the Xinjiang border.
21

The perceptions of the local populace in Central Asian states is not dissimilar to the 
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Russian Far East.  Zayonchkovskaya states that research data on the Chinese presence in 

Russia shows a figure between 300,000 and 400,000, and that for the most part, they are 

temporary migrant workers and merchants.  She also points out that the size of the 

Chinese presence in Russia is quite modest and is heavily exaggerated, and that the 

migration flow across the Chinese-Russian border is by no means in one direction.  

Rather, the movement into China is far more intense.  Russian citizens cross the border 

1.5-2 times more frequently than Chinese.
22

  My reason for including Chinese 

population statistics for the Russian Far East is not only to indicate where the 300,000 

plus figure has probably come from, but also to show that the perception held by many 

in the Central Asian region and Russia are the same, that they perceive a “China 

Threat”, even though the statistics may show a different situation.  What also needs to 

be taken into account in these particular regions in looking at population statistics is the 

phenomenon which is referred to in Chapter II, and that is the “shuttle trade.”  The 

shuttle traders, and they come from both directions – not just Chinese traders crossing 

into neighbouring states – are often double-counted by officials as they cross back and 

forth several times per year.

Another issue that has arisen in relation to migration from China into Central Asia and 

into Kazakhstan in particular, is that Kazakhstan needs population because of the heavy 

outflow it has suffered since independence. Certain sectors of its population, especially 

ethnic Russians and Germans have been migrating out of the country, and the Kazakh 

government has been attempting to attract its diaspora to migrate to Kazakhstan, with 

the exception of the Xinjiang Kazakhs.  I was told that the reasoning for this is that, 

although the preferred Kazakh diaspora from Mongolia and Afghanistan is highly 

illiterate and has pulled down the nearly 100 per cent national literacy rate that 

22 

Zayonchkovskaya, Zhanna. “Chinese immigration to Russia in the context of the demographic 

situation.”  Russian Academy of Sciences.  Dr Zayonchkovskaya is the Head of the Department of 

Migration Analysis and Forecasting, Institute of National Economic Forecasting at the Russian Academy 

of Sciences, and this report can be accessed online at www.qsti.miis.edu/CEAS-

PUB/Zayonchkovskaya.20030914, accessed 20 March 2004. 



Kazakhstan had achieved previously, and that the Kazakhs from China are regarded as 

being better educated than other Kazakh diaspora, the Kazakh government does not 

want them because they are afraid that more Han Chinese will come in with them, and 

this makes the Kazakh government nervous.
23

  This of course is not, as may be 

expected, stated official policy, and it is impossible to verify this policy if indeed it is 

the case.  President Nursultan Nazarbaev of Kazakhstan upon addressing the opening 

session of the Second World Congress of Kazakhs in Turkestan
24 

on 23 October 2002 

affirmed that his country would continue to provide support and maintain cultural ties 

with the five million Kazakhs who live outside its border.  He said Kazakhstan 

welcomes approximately 50,000 to 60,000 Kazakh immigrants each year, and that 

number will be increased.
25

  Again in April 2003, President Nazarbaev declared his 

intention to increase the money allocated for repatriation of ethnic Kazakhs with the 

majority expected to come from Russia, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Turkey and 

Kyrgyzstan.  Although China, as mentioned previously, has a large Kazakh diaspora, it 

did not rate a mention.
26

As a side issue to this, a report in a Central Asian newspaper in September 2002 stated 

that the Mongolian Kazakh population, a considerable number of whom left Mongolia 

at the beginning of the 1990s for Kazakhstan and other places, has been migrating back 

to Mongolia.  The article did not provide a reason for this occurrence.
27

  I confirmed this 

report by email in September 2002 with a contact in Kazakhstan, and was told that the 

main reason for the return to Mongolia of the Kazakh Mongolians was that it was very 

difficult for them to adapt to living conditions in Kazakhstan.  There were problems 

with citizenship issues, not being able to speak Russian, and having to acquire new 
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skills for employment, as most of them were herders and it was not always possible to 

keep their traditional way of life in Kazakhstan.  According to a report from the Kazakh 

agency for Migration and Demography, the migration of ethnic Kazakhs from Mongolia 

decreased in 2003.
28

  The language and associated problems encountered by the 

Mongolian Kazakhs would also be applicable to the Chinese Kazakhs.  As shown in 

Chapter II, Kazakhstan’s population since independence from the Soviet Union in 1991 

has been more or less on a downward spiral.  Since 1994, the total number of ethnic 

Germans to leave Kazakhstan has reached 700,000, and a further 30,000 were expected 

to move to Germany from Kazakhstan for permanent residence in 2003.
29

  Obviously 

with a decreased population, there is a decreased workforce, and Chinese companies 

when tendering for construction projects in Kazakhstan – in particular pipelines – often 

include a Chinese workforce that locals perceive as taking jobs that should rightly be 

going to them.  This perception adds to the general resentment towards China which 

China has been attempting to alleviate by presenting itself as a helpful and friendly 

neighbour.

Further tensions may occur because of an agreement between the Kazakh and Chinese 

governments for Kazakhstan to grant long-term leases to Han Chinese farmers, to 

develop land for agricultural purposes in Kazakhstan, with a view to exporting such 

produce to China. This runs up against domestic social opinion in Kazakhstan, where 

land tenure has been an extremely sensitive political issue since the early 1990s, and 

which has resented Han migration into Kazakhstan as already mentioned above.  

According to Robert Cutler, Astana (capital city of Kazakhstan) has acceded to 

28 

“45 thousand ethnic Kazakhs to be back in native land again”, TCA, Kazakhstan, 25 April 2003, 

accessed online via www.times.kg, 26 April 2003.

29 

“30 thousand ethnic Germans to move from Kazakhstan”, Gazeta newspaper, 26 July 2003, accessed 

online via www.gazeta.kz, 26 July 2003.



Beijing’s pressure to grant these leases.
30

  Another unattributed article from Reuters 

carries this message of coercion by stating “China, whose enormous population and 

dearth of farmland have sown fears it will drain world food supplies, plans to send 

3,000 farmers to till land in the vast neighbouring Central Asian state of Kazakhstan.”
31

  

These two articles are in contrast to one from the Times of Central Asia, which takes a 

more positive viewpoint, stating that China will rent 7,000 hectares of land from 

Kazakhstan for ten years, and about 3,000 Chinese farmers will grow soy, wheat and 

breed animals, and that the crops will then be sold in Kazakhstan and abroad.  It further 

states, “the land lease agreement has resulted in improved political and business 

relations between China and Kazakhstan.”
32

  The Chinese media reports that a growing 

number of farmers from Xinjiang, lured by handsome profits, are leaving their 

hometowns to work in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Afghanistan.  According to this 

article, the “Ili Kazakh Autonomous Prefecture of Xinjiang signed a contract with a 

county in Kazakhstan to provide 100 experienced farmers and farm machinery drivers 

to help their counterparts in Kazakhstan level fields, repair water canals and do field 

management”, and that the scheme would require 3,000 helping hands from Ili.  This 

article also went on to point out that the Changji Hui Autonomous Prefecture sent 

farmers to Kyrgyzstan in 2003 to pass on paddy rice and tomato growing expertise to 

farmers with apparently successful results for both sides, with crops being doubled in 

Kyrgyzstan, and Xinjiang farmers’ income surpassing 10,000 yuan in six months.
33

The collective tensions, that on the surface at least appear to be engendered by a 

Chinese attitude that at times seems to be very one-sided (at least to various sectors of 

the Central Asian population), are contradictory to China’s stated aims towards its 
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relationships within the region.  Lee Fehnlinh, Chairman of the Chinese Society for the 

Study of Eastern Europe and Central Asia, said in his speech at the international 

conference “Central Asia and China: a search for the new geopolitical guidelines”, 

presented in Almaty on 15 July 2002, that China builds its foreign politics on the basis 

of inner needs, of which the main need is the establishment of strong economics and 

maintaining peace in the region.
34

Notwithstanding this statement by Lee Fehnlinh, there are worries in Central Asia about 

growing Chinese power.  These fears are present despite the friendly relations that have 

developed between regional governments over the past decade.  Even though Central 

Asian officials are welcoming Beijing’s higher regional profile, Richard Faillace says 

Central Asian governments are still suspicious of Beijing even as their ties with China 

grow.  According to Faillace,

there has always been this fear … at least on the part of Kazakhstan’s political 

thinkers and policymakers … that someday there may be some sort of Chinese 

military invasion in the region.  This is a very far-fetched scenario.  I mean, I do 

not think it is a feasible scenario, but it is in the perception of the policymakers in 

Astana, and it is in the perception of the political scientists.  So I think their policy 

is always guided toward want of appeasement with the Chinese.
35

Rana Mitter notes that most regional fear of China is general, and rarely focuses on a 

specific threat.  Apart from the Taiwan issue, Mitter added, China is not behaving in an 

expansionist way.  He said Chinese authorities are committed to projecting themselves 

as a peace-loving nation, and stressing that everyone can benefit from China’s economic 

growth.
36

  Central Asia’s fears about China are rooted both in history and concerns 

about future jobs and regional influence.  For some Central Asians, co-membership of 

the Shanghai Co-operation Organisation is a guarantee against any kind of regional 

aggression from Beijing.
37
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It is not only the perception of being invaded by a so-called “Han Chinese horde” that 

produces tension among sectors of the population in FSU states, it is also the quantity 

and quality of Chinese goods entering into the market place, albeit that many shuttle 

traders from within the FSU states themselves are benefiting from this trade.  During 

my visit to Kazakhstan in October 2002, I was told that the Chinese goods that initially 

flooded the market in Kazakhstan and other areas were of poor quality and again, as in 

many other areas, the Kazakhs felt that the Chinese were taking advantage and using the 

Central Asian states as a dumping ground for products that were unacceptable in other 

countries.
38

  This observation that Chinese goods are of poor quality and are flooding 

the Central Asian market place is not only restricted to talk in the streets.  Islam 

Karimov, the president of Uzbekistan, has placed part of the blame for his country’s 

poor economic performance on the shoddy goods being imported or smuggled into 

Uzbekistan through Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan from China.
39

  Karimov’s tirade against 

the cheap, low-quality Chinese goods was the centrepiece of his speech when reviewing 

Uzbekistan’s economic performance in 2002.  While Uzbek President Islam Karimov 

publicly lambasts the influx of Chinese goods (which have the reputation, deserved or 

otherwise, throughout Central Asia of being poorest-quality, “single-use” products) into 

Uzbek markets, China has recently dispatched a number of well-received economic 

delegations to Uzbekistan, testifying to a growing interest in expanding investment and 

trade ties with Central Asia. In January 2003, a business delegation from Xinjiang held 

talks in Tashkent, the capital of Uzbekistan, on the prospects for expanding co-operation 

and increasing investments in a host of sectors, including such areas as hydrocarbon, 

chemical, pharmaceutical industries, highway construction, agriculture and food 

processing.
40

The Shanghai Co-operation Organisation (SCO), which is examined next in this 

chapter, has stated that regional economic co-operation is one of its main tasks.  The 

SCO covers territory totalling 30.17 million square kilometres, the population totals 1.5 

billion, and the total gross domestic product surpasses $US1.5 billion.  While China has 

advantages in textiles, household electrical appliances and telecommunications, the 

other members of the SCO, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, 
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have advantages in metallurgy, chemical industry, mechanics, energy sources, space and 

aviation industry, animal husbandry, and various other raw materials.  At this stage, 

China does have an advantage in trade matters as the other member states are all 

transitional economies from centrally planned to market-oriented, and are also different 

to each other in their economic strength and trade regime.
41

SHANGHAI CO-OPERATION ORGANISATION (SCO)

The establishment of the so-called “Shanghai Five” (now expanded and renamed as the 

Shanghai Co-operation Organisation (SCO), was an initiative of the then president of 

China, Jiang Zemin, and its initial stated purpose was for the resolving of border issues, 

expanding trade and co-operation in defence matters with additional focus being put on 

illegal drug smuggling, religious extremism and ethnic separatism.  Notwithstanding 

that the deepening economic interdependency relationship among the states in Xinjiang-

Central Asia is contributing to stability in the region, if China expects its co-members in 

the SCO to co-operate in resolving concerns that are cross-border concerns, China really 

needs to look at whether actions taken on certain issues such as water 

diversion/allocation, border demarcation and migration, are adding to or lessoning 

tensions generated by such actions.  It does appear in certain situations that the opposite 

is happening – tensions are being exacerbated.  The common denominator in all of this 

seems to be the perception by many of the region’s populace that the Chinese 

government will not allow much if anything to derail its plans in the region.  It is a 

priority, indeed it is crucial to the overall stability of China that tensions, whether 

related to ethnicity issues or economic or environment matters, are addressed and dealt 

with adequately in order to maintain stability in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region, and 

one of the vehicles being utilised to offset these tensions is the SCO, which started its 

life as the “Shanghai Five” or “G5.”

On 26 April 1996 the presidents of China, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and 

Tajikistan signed a security agreement in Shanghai.  The aim was to build mutual trust 

in military affairs along their borders.  Almost exactly a year later (24 April 1997), the 
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presidents of the same five countries met again and signed a second agreement.  This 

time the venue was Moscow, and the terms included troop and armament reductions and 

limitations along mutual borders.  The agreements clearly signalled a commonality of 

interests among these five in maintaining the status quo and preventing the emergence 

of any border problems in the region.
42

  Addressing the summit of the “Shanghai Five” 

in the Kyrgyz capital of Bishkek in August 1999, Kyrgyz President Askar Akayev said 

“religious extremism, smuggling of drugs and weapons, and national separatism” still 

posed a threat to stability and security in the region.
43

  The then Russian President Boris 

Yeltsin told the summit that the “fight against international crime, illegal drug 

trafficking, arms smuggling, religious extremism and ethnic separatism” called for 

“urgent and co-ordinated joint efforts.”
44

When interviewed by Chinese journalists in August 1999, the president of the Kyrgyz 

Republic, Askar Akayev, stated that in his opinion the initiative of the then PRC 

Chairman Jiang Zemin to hold the meeting of the Shanghai Five was the “No. 1 

initiative of the whole decade.”  He went on to say, “relations between Kyrgyzstan and 

China are currently experiencing their best times for the past three centuries.”
45

  At the 

Bishkek summit all the parties reaffirmed that the agreement signed by the five 

countries on the resolution of the border issue, building confidence in military areas 

along the border, and the mutual reduction of military forces in the border regions was 

unique.  The parties believed that it helped to strengthen regional security and stability.  

They also pledged that they would not allow anyone to use their territories to engage in 

actions harmful to the sovereignty, security, or social order of any of the five 

countries.
46

Initially the “Shanghai Five” was set up as an annual meeting of leaders of the 

participating countries.  However, this contact has been expanded to cover other areas, 

in particular, the area of defence.  The defence ministers from the member countries 

meet on a regular basis in order to co-ordinate the actions to be taken against what they 
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regard as the main threats in the region – terrorism, extremism and separatism.  China’s 

National Defence Minister Chi Haotian, when interviewed by reporters when attending 

a Defence Ministers’ conference in Astana, the capital of Kazakhstan, told reporters that 

only joint efforts could help overcome the challenges.  He went on to say, “we all agree 

on the need to jointly fight religious extremism, national separatism and international 

terrorism. Only together can we implement our agreements and guarantee stability and 

prosperity in our states.”
47

In 2001, the “Shanghai Five” relaunched itself as a new regional political and security 

body called initially the “Shanghai Co-operation Forum”, but thereafter known as the 

“Shanghai Co-operation Organisation.”  At that time, the original five members, China, 

Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan were joined by Uzbekistan.  It was also 

reported that Pakistan had asked to join, and the US had also expressed interest in 

joining as an observer.  The emphasis at the relaunching of what was now a six-member 

organisation was combating what China calls the “three hostile elements – separatism, 

extremism and terrorism.”
48

  The members also endorsed the Shanghai Convention, a 

document that commits their security bodies to co-operate to “prevent, expose and halt” 

threats to each other’s security and territorial integrity.
49

  They also agreed to establish 

an “antiterrorism centre” in Bishkek, the Kyrgyz capital, but played down suggestions 

that it would operate as a permanent military base.
50

The effectiveness of the SCO became more problematic following the US intervention 

in Afghanistan, and the consequent build-up of American troops in Central Asia.  The 

SCO had previously concentrated mainly on promoting regional trade.  Its lack of a 

security component caused it to fade from view in the immediate aftermath of the 

September 11 attacks in the US, and the subsequent US-led antiterrorism campaign in 

Afghanistan.  The SCO has announced measures to address this weakness by setting up 

a regional antiterrorism organisation, and a co-ordinated emergency response 

mechanism.  This would enable the SCO to rapidly intervene in a Central Asian crisis.  

The former Russian Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov suggested the SCO should assume 
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responsibility for guaranteeing regional security.
51

  This remark was of course partly, if 

not entirely, prompted by the presence of American troops in Central Asia.

The Russians are not however the only ones concerned with the spread of American 

hegemony into Central Asia.  China, domestic Central Asian opposition groups, and 

international human rights organisations have also expressed concern over the 

objectives of the American presence, as well as its undetermined duration.  Beijing has 

even accused the United States of pursuing military basing agreements with Kazakhstan 

and Kyrgyzstan in order to facilitate spying on China.
52

  Since then, the Chinese have – 

at least outwardly – taken a more pragmatic view of the American presence.  The 

Russian president, Vladimir Putin, has come under criticism from some of his hard-line 

opponents for his seeming acceptance of the American presence in their former 

territories.  The SCO can afford to wait.  Neither China, and certainly not Russia, can or 

are willing to provide what the Americans and the European Union can, and that is the 

funds for regional development.  Putin’s policy toward Central Asia is highly likely to 

be a very smart policy.  It does appear to be based on a cost-benefit analysis of the 

situation.  It seems very reasonable from a Russian or Chinese perspective to allow 

others to bear the cost of building such things as facilities to exploit energy reserves that 

the Russians and Chinese themselves will benefit from.  Since the Americans have gone 

into the region, the entire region has experienced an influx of aid that can result only in 

substantive improvements in all types of infrastructure.
53

Matthew Oresman states that many believed that the US deployment to bases in 

Afghanistan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan would undermine the need for the 

SCO, but China and Russia have both invested serious political capital in this project 

and are unwilling to let it fade away.
54

  China and Russia continue to solidify their 

commitment to Central Asia, with China holding its first ever combined military 

exercise with Kyrgyz border forces in October 2002, and Russia committing new assets 
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to the Kant air base in Bishkek which is the spearhead for the SCO’s rapid reaction 

forces.
55

  Following a meeting between the Kyrgyz Defence Minister Esen Topoyev and 

representatives from the General Staff of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army which 

took place in August 2003 in Kyrgyzstan, China agreed to provide military and 

technical aid to the Kyrgyz army “in the form of logistical equipment” and further 

agreed that the Kyrgyz military would continue their training in Chinese higher military 

educational establishments in the next few years, and that Beijing would continue to 

allocate resources from the country’s budget for this purpose.
56

  China’s accession to the 

2001 SCO treaty stipulates its membership in a collective security organisation, thereby 

legalising for the first time the projection of Chinese troops beyond China’s borders if 

one of the other signatories requests its support.
57

August 2003 saw the first of its kind of military manoeuvres staged by SCO forces – 

“Co-operation 2003” – with the focus being on combating terrorists and separatists.  

These exercises were conducted in two stages with the first taking place in the 

Semipalatinsk province of eastern Kazakhstan, and the second in the Yili region of the 

Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region of China.  Every member state except Uzbekistan 

was involved, and the exercises were designed to improve the joint command and 

control structure and address other inter-operability issues.  Uzbekistan not only refused 

to take part in the exercises, but also declined to send observers.  Uzbekistan gave no 

explanation for its non-participation, but President Karimov is inclined to play the US, 

China and Russia off against each other.  However, Uzbekistan needs to be fully 

involved as such exercises are vital to enhance the SCO’s capabilities, in part because 

China’s military establishment has little experience in co-ordinating operations with 

other nations’ armed forces.
58

SCO military leaders were generally optimistic about the results of the exercises. On a 

regional level, member states hope the SCO can contain growing security threats, 

particularly Islamic radicalism and separatist sentiment.  Critics have said the emphasis 
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on antiterrorism is a cover, designed to help regional governments repress individual 

liberties and frustrate political opposition.
59

  Repression against many sectors of society 

by respective governments in this region has increased in recent years, and will be 

examined in detail in Chapter VI.

A larger geopolitical aim for some SCO states is to develop the organisation’s 

capabilities to the point that it can counteract US unilateralism.  China does little to 

conceal its desire for the SCO to render the US strategic presence in Central Asia – 

including military bases in Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan – redundant.  Chinese leaders 

are wary that the American bases can potentially facilitate Beijing’s geopolitical 

encirclement.
60

  The US is expected to expand Manas airbase in Kyrgyzstan, only 200 

miles from the Chinese border, into a major base of support for air operations and the 

hub of a regional electronic intelligence network which covers western China.  This 

strong US presence poses an uneasy threat to PRC interests.  Despite the current 

attention to Islamic terrorists and Iraq, some analysts in US military and security 

establishments still believe that China will remain its long-term competitor for global 

power and influence. Should the US perceive China as a threat to its strategic interest – 

for example, if the US fears a Chinese attack on Taiwan – it is now much more possible 

for Washington to put direct military pressure on Beijing from Central Asia.
61

Equally pressing, however, is that China has reason to worry that its economic influence 

in Central Asia will be compromised by this renewed US interest in the region.  Beijing 

wants to make sure it retains the welcome mat put out by Kazakhstan and other Central 

Asian governments in negotiating future concessions to sink wells or lay oil and gas 

pipelines from the region, at the expense of US oil interests, which are now very active 

there.  The threat of encirclement by the US is of great concern to China.  US troops are 

already stationed in Japan, South Korea, and parts of Southeast Asia – now they are also 

in Central Asia.
62

  This is one of the reasons why China is attempting to strengthen the 

position of the SCO.
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In May/June 2003, the heads of state of the member nations of the SCO – China, 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan – met in Russia to formally 

approve the charter of the SCO.  The leaders also agreed to base the SCO secretariat in 

Beijing, and to establish an antiterrorism centre in Kyrgyzstan.  The SCO had 

previously, in June 2002, announced its charter, but in reality, no finished document 

was published.  Apparently there has been tough, behind-the-scenes negotiation since 

then, with the Russians wanting more explicit and binding language and the Central 

Asians wanting a more flexible treaty with specific requirements attached as an 

appendix.  The Russians seem to have won this battle, while the Chinese were rewarded 

with the headquarters and the secretary general.  Despite its name, it is based in Beijing 

since none of the Central Asian states have consuls in Shanghai, and Beijing and 

Moscow did not want to fund new ones.
63

  Funding has held back the advancement of 

the organisation in the past, but it appears that a consensus has been reached with 

Russia and China to jointly fund approximately 60 per cent of the operational costs, and 

the other states being committed to providing 10 per cent each.
64

  The secretariat, which 

has the role of co-ordinating SCO activities, opened in Beijing on 15 January 2004.  It is 

led by the former Chinese ambassador to Moscow, Zhang Deguang.  At the same time, 

the SCO’s Executive Committee of the Regional Antiterrorist Structures (RAS) was 

activated in the Uzbek capital, Tashkent.

Artem Malgin, Deputy Director of the Centre for Post-Soviet studies at the Moscow 

State Institute for International Relations believes that the “opening of a permanent 

secretariat in Beijing and the Regional Antiterrorist Structure in Tashkent are both 

further steps toward institutionalisation of the co-operation between China, Russia, and 

the Central Asian republics.”  Malgin notes that the organisation is now able to function 

as a fully-fledged international organisation with its own mechanisms, personnel and 

budget.
65

  However, in contrast to Malgin’s viewpoint, Malik Abdurazakov, a 

pseudonym for an Uzbek political analyst based in Tashkent, thinks that the main point 

for the SCO, and for the establishment of the secretariat in Beijing and RAS in 

Tashkent, is to keep China’s influence in Central Asia.  Another contrasting viewpoint 

comes from Alex Vatanka, editor in chief of Janes’s Sentinel: Russia and the CIS, who 
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says the opening of the secretariat will make the presence of the organisation felt on the 

international stage more than it would have been otherwise.  Vatanka is of the opinion 

that the presence of two regional powers – Russia and China – in the organisation could 

bring fresh impetus to the idea of co-operation between the relatively unstable states of 

Central Asia.
66

Although, as previously stated, Uzbekistan joined the SCO in 2001, it does appear to be 

undertaking a balancing act as to whether it wants to be a fully co-operative member.  In 

the formative stages of the organisation, Uzbekistan declined to join, and it was only 

when faced with a threat of military expansion from Afghanistan and more localised 

insurgency that it joined.  It has not always participated in the various meetings, and is 

seen by other member states as being rather uncommitted.  Part of the reason for this 

has been Uzbekistan’s relationship with the US – it has the closest relationship of all the 

Central Asian states.  This current relationship goes back to 1997 when the US scholar 

and foreign policy commentator Zbigniew Brzezinski argued that the US should seek a 

strategic alignment with Uzbekistan, because of that country’s geostrategic position at 

the heart of Central Asia.  Others, like academic Frederick Starr, had already postulated 

that US strategic and energy interests in Central Asia would be advanced by forging 

links with Uzbekistan which could act as an ‘anchor state’ for regional stability.  After 

much vacillation, this proposition finally became the official policy during the ‘war on 

terrorism’.
67

  The US administration now acknowledges the strategic importance of 

Uzbekistan for its military operation in Afghanistan, and the fight against Islamic 

insurgencies in Central Asia. The stationing of US troops on Uzbek territory and the 

approval of a $US400 million loan from the US and the World Bank in March 2002 to 

enhance Uzbekistan’s capacity to ensure security against terrorism, nuclear proliferation 

and drug trafficking were clear indications that the US had adopted Uzbekistan as its 

‘anchor state’ in Central Asia.
68
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In 2003, both China and Russia increased efforts to dissuade the Uzbeks from further 

expanding US ties.  This may be one of the reasons why the long-planned opening of 

the Regional Antiterrorist Centre in Bishkek, Krygyzstan, was scrapped.  On 4 

September 2003, Russian Foreign Ministry spokesman Aleksander Yakovenko 

confirmed plans that the centre would be relocated to Tashkent, Uzbekistan’s capital.
69

  

This was following a visit to Uzbekistan by Russian President Vladimir Putin where he 

held talks with Uzbek President Islam Karimov.  This visit was seen as being significant 

because the meeting was Putin’s first visit to Uzbekistan since Karimov contracted a 

strategic partnership with Washington in 2001.
70

  As previously stated, SCO members 

originally planned to establish the antiterrorism centre in the Kyrgyz capital of Bishkek.  

Karimov’s successful effort to get it moved to Tashkent is one of the signs that his 

regime – having spurned most regional security initiatives, and generally shunned 

Russia, especially after throwing in its lot with the US in the wake of 11 September 

2001 – is re-examining the wisdom of putting too many eggs in one basket, and is 

seeking a more balanced policy.
71

  Karimov seems to have done a complete turn around 

in his attitude towards Russia.  Over the last decade, he has made countless speeches 

demeaning Russia, but in his speech during the visit of Russian president, he virtually 

made a public recantation in the Russian president’s presence.  An emphasis in his 

speech was that an old friend is always better than a new one.
72

While the strengthening of the SCO is an attempt by both Russia and China to maintain 

influence in the region, the organisation does have the potential for these member states 

to work together.  The former FSU states have consistently failed to co-operate with 

each other, especially in the case of Uzbekistan which sees itself as the leader in the 

region because of its superior military power.  Neighbouring Kazakhstan, because of its 

size and economic potential, also has the same pretensions.  The Kazakh/Uzbek 

relationship is an uneasy one. Historically, the Kazakhs arose from the Uzbeks, making 

the latter a sort of senior people who might credibly assert a claim on the territories and 

population of Kazakhstan’s south which houses a sizeable Uzbek population.
73

  There 

are ongoing border disputes between Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, as well as between 
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Uzbekistan and other neighbouring states, and the SCO could act as an intermediary in 

these disputes.

Both China and Russia are interested in seeing the SCO develop a trade component, and 

both presidents have suggested that there is room for broad expansion of regional trade.  

To this end, China, Russia and Kazakhstan have stressed the importance of economic 

co-operation between the member states.  In September 2003 when the prime ministers 

of the six member states of the SCO met in Beijing, Premier Wen Jiabao of China put 

forward the proposal for a free trade zone to be set up within the SCO.  A framework 

agreement was signed at this meeting that aims to deepen economic co-operation among 

SCO members that will further facilitate trade and investment between the member 

states.
74

  The point that needs to be re-emphasised is that China and Russia have major 

advantages by not being landlocked nations.  For the landlocked countries in the region, 

a key imperative is access to markets.  However, it is not only access to markets that is 

so important – it is reliable and secure access for their goods, especially in the case of 

oil and gas producers.  This cross-border co-operation is of utmost importance to all the 

countries in the region in order to attain stability throughout the region.  Some of the 

smaller SCO members – Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan – prefer to emphasise the need for 

the rapid development of the SCO’s antiterrorism capabilities.  This is completely 

understandable given that both of these countries have, in recent years, struggled to 

contain radical Islamic insurgents.
75

  The SCO has great strategic potential for a 

framework of regional security co-operation. As mentioned previously, Pakistan has 

expressed its wish to join the organisation, as has India.  Although it may be doubtful 

that this “security roof” can accommodate the two perennial enemies, the prospect is 

promising.  If the SCO did accept India and Pakistan’s membership to form a large co-

operation organisation composed of Central and South Asian countries, the status of the 

SCO would be raised significantly.  China would be greatly advantaged by this 

scenario, as the threat to China’s west constituted by the Indo-Pakistani relationship 

would possibly be deflected.
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In February 2004, an unnamed official from the SCO secretariat in Beijing when talking 

to journalists stated on behalf of the SCO that “we believe Pakistan has proved its 

credentials as a frontline state in the war against terrorism and its presence would add to 

the strength of the organisation.”  President Pervez Musharraf had raised the issue of 

membership of the SCO when on a visit to Beijing, and according to diplomatic 

sources, Beijing is eager to include Pakistan.  The Chinese Foreign Ministry 

spokesperson, Zhang Qiyue said the expansion of the SCO has not been decided as yet, 

although a number of countries – including India and Pakistan – hoped to join it.
77

  The 

next summit of the SCO Heads of State will be held in Tashkent on 11 June 2004,
78 

and 

it has been reported that not only Pakistan and India have expressed interest in joining 

the SCO; the Republic of Mongolia is also interested.  The Mongolian Foreign Minister 

Luvsangiin Erdenechuluun plans to attend as an observer, and in a joint statement put 

out by Russian and Mongolian foreign ministers in January 2004, the two sides stated 

they planned to consider Mongolia joining the SCO’s activities in one form or another.
79

The goals of the SCO mirror those of China in Central Asia: guaranteeing its 

sovereignty with secure and peaceful borders; protecting its perceived national security 

by cutting off external support for Uygur separatists; building trade links with Central 

Asia, and establishing the region as a source of energy to feed China’s growing demand; 

and lastly, using this relatively successful diplomacy as a strategic lever in its relations 

with the United States, Russia, and other global powers.
80

  The aims of all members of 

the SCO may not be totally satisfied, but membership of the SCO does provide a 

vehicle which can be utilised to address the interstate tensions in the Xinjiang-Central 

Asian region.  It is not only major sources of tension such as border demarcation, water 

diversion, Islamic activism and security; there are many day-to-day issues in the 

Xinjiang-Central Asian region such as the perception (rightly or wrongly) of an 

increasing volume of Han Chinese migration into Central Asia, and the impression that 

several of these states are being flooded with poor quality Chinese goods, which 

constantly simmer, and the SCO is the obvious means to raise and address these issues.
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INTERSTATE RELATIONSHIPS

The interdependency between the Central Asian neighbours is deepening, and as has 

just been discussed, one of the main vehicles for the progression of these relationships is 

the SCO.  However, outside of this particular framework China has been working hard 

to develop complementary relationships with individual states.  It does have to 

overcome perceptions as to its intentions within the region, but it is portraying itself as a 

helpful and friendly neighbour whilst advancing its own agenda, and many beneficial 

connections between states are being forged, especially between China and Kazakhstan.

Many of the decisions in Kazakhstan are being based on its ability to service the 

petroleum sector which, to a certain extent, is logical given that oil is its main 

commodity.  But oil is a depletable commodity: what happens when either the supply 

dwindles, or the income derived from this source is inadequate to service the economy?  

Oil booms seem to promise the opportunity for real choice and for the alteration of a 

development trajectory.  But when they occur in countries with a legacy of oil-led 

development, especially a decision-making apparatus dependent on petrodollars, choice 

is in fact quite narrow.  Regardless of the other alternatives available, booms generate 

powerful and even overwhelming incentives to sustain existing trajectories but on a 

grander, more accelerated, and ultimately unmanageable scale.  Thus they are the 

catalyst for future trouble.
81

Countries that export petroleum as their main economic activity generate specific types 

of social classes, organised interests, and patterns of collective action, both domestic 

and foreign, that are linked directly to the state and that benefit from oil rents.  These 

classes and interests have strong reasons to reinforce petrolization as a means for 

realising their demands.  Oil booms are likely to have insidious effects by dramatically 

exacerbating petrolization, reinforcing public and private oil-based interests, and further 

weakening state capacity.  Thus they lead to economic decline and regime destablisation 

while creating the illusion that they are doing exactly the opposite.
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Boris Antsipherov states that economists within Kazakhstan say that the Kazakh 

economy depends too much on the export of raw materials.
83

  The majority of exported 

raw materials at the present time are being exported to China through the rail border 

stations of Druzhba on the Kazakh side and Alashankou in Xinjiang.  There has been 

enormous growth through this border; in 1991 there were 0.2 million tons transported 

rising to 5.8 million tons in 2002.  In 2003 a total of 7.5 million tons was expected with 

a new target proposed by both sides of 8 million tons in 2004 rising to 14 million tons 

by 2014.
84

  The complaints being made in Kazakhstan are that China is a beneficiary of 

the inefficiency of the Kazakh government.  A high percentage of the transported goods 

being sent into China for processing are scrap metal and oil.  Questions are being asked 

as to why Kazakhstan is not building a metal plant for the processing of huge volumes 

of scrap that Kazakhstan could then sell to its neighbours, including China.  The same is 

said of China processing Kazakh crude oil.  Oil that is being produced in South 

Kazakhstan is transported into neighbouring Xinjiang for processing.
85

Kazakhstan is Xinjiang’s largest trading partner, and China’s second largest trading 

partner in Eastern Europe and the FSU.  According to Zhang Zhou, vice-chairman of 

Xinjiang, the trade turnover between Xinjiang and Kazakhstan in the first six months of 

2003 reached $US900 million, being 50 per cent of the district’s foreign trade turnover.  

The imports at that stage were $US600 million and exports were $US300 million.
86

  By 

the end of 2003, the commodity turnover between China and Kazakhstan reached 

$US3.3 billion, which is a 68.1 per cent increase from 2002.  Exports from China to 

Kazakhstan reached $US1.57 billion and imports reached $US1.72 billion.
87

Again, situations such as processing of raw materials in a neighbouring state such as 

China can further exacerbate internal and external resentment against the perceived 

perpetrator/s.  As mentioned previously in this chapter, many of the states in this region 

are landlocked and transit costs consume as much as 15 per cent of their export 

earnings.  Transport costs and length of time to access markets are critical factors.  
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Strong partnerships of co-operation are needed to overcome the difficulties associated 

with being in this position, and it could be argued that China is providing a strong 

partnership with Kazakhstan in its processing of Kazakhstan’s raw materials.  This is 

not a unique situation – it happens between many countries.  Kazakhstan is the biggest 

landlocked country in the world; however its location does give it a natural advantage 

for becoming a natural centre from which to serve the entire Central Asian region, so 

perhaps the Kazakh government needs to re-assess its export strategy.
88

Another relevant point in Kazakhstan’s case, and also with other governments in the 

region, is – if the income from the energy sector is not shared with the general 

population, and if the region’s leaders choose to use it primarily for their personal 

benefit – who will provide a buffer for them from their angry population and from those 

neighbours who seek to be the patrons of disgruntled elements in the population?  In the 

long run the greatest sources of instability lie within the states themselves.  Geopolitics 

alone does not dictate outcomes in the state-building process that faces Kazakhstan.
89

During empirical observations during my time in FSU states in 2000 and 2002, 

primarily in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, when conversing with people from various 

sectors of society, the main concern expressed was deteriorating economic and social 

conditions within their country, chiefly as a result of actions or non-actions taken by 

their respective governments.  Time and again, whether from young or old citizens, the 

sentiment was expressed that they were better off under the Soviet system.  The 

reasoning given for this point of view was that during the Soviet era they were 

guaranteed an income if they were in the older group, and the younger group could 

anticipate employment and advancement in their career.  This is no longer the situation 

– pensions to older people are not being paid, and many young people see no hope of 

employment, let alone advancement in their chosen careers.

Many of the intra and inter-state tensions generated by economic or social conditions 

are being addressed in different ways by the FSU states than they are in Xinjiang.  

China is attempting to address the tensions emanating in Xinjiang from ethnic groups 

other than Han Chinese by endeavouring to raise the standard of living of all ethnic 
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groups within Xinjiang.  Across the border in Kazakhstan a different tactic is being 

used.  In the face of deteriorating economic and social conditions, the Kazakh 

government has resorted to an age-old tactic for trying to gain support; if you cannot 

satisfy the material demands of a population, then try convincing them that their 

ideological or spiritual needs are being met instead.
90

Kazakhstan’s leadership recognises that there is an ideological void in its society, the 

space left by the discrediting of the omnipresent Soviet ideology.  The vilification of a 

previously widely upheld belief system has created the risk that people will find their 

own ideological or moral signposts for organising their lives and evaluating their 

actions.  In their search they might make “unacceptable” choices that could lead to the 

formation of potentially powerful radical religious or nationalist movements.
91

Kazakhstan has significant numbers of Chechens and Uygurs in its population.  The 

Chechens in Kazakhstan are the descendants of peoples expelled from their homelands 

by Stalin after World War II.  The nature of Chechnya’s political status remains a point 

of bloody contention, and fighting between the Chechens and Russians has been a cause 

for Kazakh nervousness.  The Kazakh government has never endorsed the Chechen 

cause.  At the time of the first war, 1994-1996, the Kazakhs were uncomfortable about 

the precedent that a successful secession would give to groups within their own country.  

By the time of the second conflict, 1999-2000, their opposition to the Chechen case was 

stronger still.  They are very concerned about the potential contagion from armed or 

terrorist groups that had enjoyed safe haven in Chechnya.
92

Even more problematic to the Kazakhs is the situation of the Uygurs, whose only 

homeland is Xinjiang.  The Uygurs’ presence is significant in Kazakhstan as well as in 

Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan.  While better assimilated into their places of residence, the 

Uygurs nevertheless resemble the Kurds in that they see themselves as the heirs of a 

historical nation that now lies buried beneath several other states.
93

  If by any chance the 

Kurds did obtain their own country, this would provide added incentive for the Uygur 

people in their attempts to obtain secession from China.  At the behest of China and 

Russia, the states within the region, in particular the member states of the SCO, have 
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tightened restrictions against minority ethnic groups residing in their countries – in 

particular the Uygurs and the Chechens.  The fight against ethnic separatism was one of 

the founding factors in the predecessor organisation to the SCO, and has since been 

reinforced numerous times by the member states of the SCO.

There are many similarities between Kazakhstan and Xinjiang, with land development 

projects being one of the more prominent ones.  The late 1950s and early 1960s saw the 

“Virgin Lands Campaign” in northern Kazakhstan when approximately two million 

people, mainly Russians, moved to Kazakhstan during the campaign to develop virgin 

lands launched by Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev, and during this time, the proportion 

of ethnic Kazakhs in the republic dropped to 30 per cent.
94

  In neighbouring Xinjiang, 

the 1950s saw the entry of the Production and Construction Corps into the region and 

the subsequent rise in the population of Han Chinese.
95

  As a consequence of unsuitable 

use of land in both of these regions, widespread environmental degradation has taken 

place and is a source of tension, as is outlined in Chapter IV.  Currently, in-migration is 

again being undertaken in the north of Kazakhstan and in Xinjiang.  But this time in 

Kazakhstan, it is the Kazakh government that is supporting efforts to shift the republic’s 

ethnic balances, with a goal of establishing Kazakh majorities in the north, which at the 

present time houses a large ethnic Russian population.  The Russian population in the 

north of Kazakhstan have harboured secessionist ideas, just as their Uygur neighbours 

have, and still do.  In Xinjiang during the 1990s and continuing into the 21
st 

century, we 

have seen a large increase in the Han population in Xinjiang.  The impact of the 

increasing numbers of Han Chinese moving into Xinjiang is adding to the prevailing 

tensions among the Uygur population on both sides of the Kazakh-Xinjiang border, and 

this very pertinent issue, which in many cases lies at the centre of several of the ongoing 

tensions present in the region, is fully assessed in Chapter V.

Kazakhstan’s growing interdependency relationship with China, through Xinjiang, is to 

a certain extent a survival instinct.  The process of attempting to shift its population 

demographics cannot be seen to be too overtly opposed to any nationality, especially 
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Russian.  As the world’s largest landlocked nation, Kazakhstan would find it difficult to 

survive if Russia should ever choose to close its borders to the passage of goods and 

materials in and out of Kazakhstan.  Russia could easily cripple Kazakhstan 

economically and undermine any Kazakh leader it disapproved of by introducing 

prohibitive rail tariffs and transit fees and by turning border crossings into veritable 

bureaucratic choke points.
96

  President Putin has said that Russia will not relinquish 

control over the pipeline infrastructure on the territory of the former Soviet republics.  

The pipeline system was built by the Soviet Union, he said, and only Russia is in a 

position to keep it in working order, “even those parts of the system that are beyond 

Russia’s borders.”  Putin said that it would only be possible to provide cheap Russian 

energy resources to the European Union if Moscow is able to keep the pipeline system 

in Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan functioning with Russian technical 

supervision.
97

During a speech in New York on 29 September 2003, the Kazakh Foreign Minister 

Kasymzhomart Tokayev confirmed that Kazakhstan is committed to a multi-vectored 

policy, under which Kazakhstan seeks to engage the United States, Russia and China 

simultaneously.  Tokayev pointed out in this speech that potential oil transit projects 

would deliver Kazakhstan’s natural resources to China, the Mediterranean, Russia and 

elsewhere.  “As far as pipelines are concerned, our policy is clear and simple: have as 

many export routes as possible.”
98

  This is one of the reasons why relationships within 

Central Asia, and especially with China, are so important.  Kazakhstan needs other 

pipelines and exit points for its goods, and one of the more obvious ones is Xinjiang, 

and onwards to greater China and other Asian countries.  China is also willing to assist 

not only in the construction of alternative oil pipelines, but has also undertaken to 

establish truck routes through Xinjiang to connect with roads in Pakistan.  Clearly, this 

is not simply for the benefit of Kazakhstan – it is also of enormous benefit to China in 

its endeavours to secure a reliable and adequate energy supply from as many different 

sources as possible.
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Other neighbours of Xinjiang with connecting borders are the small mountainous states 

of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan.  Whilst neither of these two states has the significant oil 

and gas reserves of its regional neighbours, such as Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and 

Turkmenistan, they both have what could be considered more important – lots of water.  

It is this water that has dictated how China demarcated the border with Kyrgyzstan, and 

it is this water that will allow Kyrgyzstan to generate sufficient electricity, not only to 

service its own needs, but to enable it to export into neighbouring states including the 

Chinese region of Xinjiang.  The Kyrgyz-Chinese economic relationship received new 

impetus after the Kyrgyz Parliament ratified the Kyrgyz-Chinese agreement on disputed 

border areas.  The agreement passed several hundred hectares of Kyrgyz mountain area 

to China.
99

  The Kyrgyz-China border agreement caused unrest in Kyrgyzstan which led 

to a political crisis, and has in some quarters added to the resentment felt towards China.  

The perception in certain sectors of Kyrgyz society that China has again trampled over a 

weaker neighbour is very strong, and border demarcation and related issues are yet 

another source of resentment towards China, which can only add to ongoing intra and 

inter-state tensions.  In Chapter IV, border demarcation and related issues, and the 

impact they have on relationships within the region will be examined.

There is a growing relationship between China and Kyrgyzstan.  Since 1998, China has 

become the second biggest trading partner of Kyrgyzstan.  Several big Chinese state-

owned enterprises have invested in the country, opening up a new chapter in Sino-

Kyrgyz economic co-operation.
100

  The year 2002 saw an increase in Kyrgyz-Chinese 

trade of 63 per cent.  This was partly due to the measures taken by Kyrgyzstan’s other 

neighbours, Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan.  In 2002 Uzbekistan closed its border with 

neighbouring countries, including Kyrgyzstan, and even prohibited Uzbek-Kyrgyz trade 

in the border regions.  The reason given by the Uzbeks was to prevent the spread of 

infectious diseases and ensure national security.  This severely hampered Kyrgyzstan’s 

access to the markets of the CIS. Kazakhstan also caused a problem to Kyrgyzstan by 

introducing very high tariffs for the transit of Kyrgyz cargo.
101

  Initially it was small 

Chinese traders who were generating the majority of the business in Central Asia, 

including Kyrgyzstan, but large Chinese companies are gradually replacing these 
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smaller traders.  The Kyrgyz-Chinese Commission on Trade and Economic Co-

operation is working on a long-term investment and co-operation programme.  The 

Commission has already approved over 500 projects with the participation of Chinese 

capital.  Permission has also been granted by China for Kyrgyzstan to use an air corridor 

through China to Southeast Asian countries.
102

As previously mentioned, Kyrgyzstan may be deficient in many areas, but it does have 

water, and in sufficient quantities to generate electricity.  There is a great need for 

Kyrgyzstan to replace household gas consumption with electric energy.  Uzbekistan 

supplies the gas to Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan has several times in the past, especially 

during the winter, cut off supplies of gas to Kyrgyzstan when a disagreement of some 

nature, often associated with the water supply from Kyrgyzstan to Uzbekistan, has 

arisen.  Kazakhstan, Russia and China plan to invest in the completion of the Kambarata 

hydro-electric power plants on Kyrgyzstan’s Naryn River.  (See map 3.1 overleaf.)
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MAP 3.1: KYRGYZ-XINJIANG ELECTRICITY PROJECT

Source: “Regional Economic Co-operation in Central Asia.” ADB Report, July 1998, p. 

189.
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This construction was begun and frozen during the Soviet era.  A Kyrgyz-Chinese 

project to build an electricity transmission line to Xinjiang will allow the export of 

Kyrgyz electricity to Afghanistan, Pakistan and India.
103

  The connectivity between 

Kyrgyzstan and Xinjiang continues to grow, with a proposal to build a road connecting 

the southern bank of Lake Issyk-kul in northern Kyrgyzstan and the Aksu district of 

Xinjiang.  This would enable not only trade to flow between these two districts, but as 

Lake Issyk-kul is regarded as a premier scenic area, the regional administration of the 

Issyk-kul area hopes to increase the flow of Chinese tourists to that area.
104

Kyrgyzstan, like other countries in the region, is home to ethnic Uygurs.  The Kyrgyz 

authorities have long considered the Uygurs as a potential threat to warming 

Kyrgyzstani-Chinese relations.  Kyrgyzstani law enforcement officials have linked the 

June 2002 murders of several Chinese diplomats and traders in Bishkek to Uygur 

criminal groups.
105

  In 2002 Kyrgyzstan handed over to Chinese authorities two 

suspected Uygur separatists accused of assassinating a moderate Uygur leader and 

shooting members of a Chinese delegation in Kyrgyzstan in 2000.
106

  However, both of 

these statements need further clarification.  My reason for using them is to emphasise 

the pressure such countries as Kyrgyzstan are under when dealing with ethnic diaspora 

from either Russia and/or China.  Both of these statements are carefully worded, using 

the words “linked” and “suspected” when referring to the supposed perpetrators of these 

crimes.

Initial reports in the Kyrgyz media about the shooting of the Chinese diplomat and his 

driver concluded that the killers were ethnic Uygur separatists from Xinjiang, and 

therefore the supposition was made that it was a political crime.  Later Kyrgyz 

investigation challenged that conclusion, and later still, a Russian newspaper, Vremiya 

Novesti, quoted a source at Kyrgyzstan’s Ministry of Internal Affairs to the effect that 

the killers turned out to be ordinary criminals.  Reuters then reported that local police 
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had ascribed the killing to misguided activity between rival gangs.  The murdered 

Chinese diplomat had run his own business in Bishkek, and that is why it was 

eventually concluded that it was a criminal case rather than a political issue.
107

  

Nonetheless, this conclusion was not acceptable to the Chinese Foreign Ministry which 

depicted the diplomat as a modest and hardworking person suffering from heart disease.  

The Kyrgyz Interior Ministry spokesman, Omurbek Egemberdiyev, was then quoted as 

saying that his government “cannot rule out the theory that Uygur separatists were 

involved.”
108

The labelling of what in this and other instances is probably criminal activity as 

separatist activity by certain groups such as the Uygurs within the region is highly 

problematic, and this tendency by governments in the region to do so, and the resulting 

impact on intra and inter-state relationships is assessed in Chapters V and VI.

The two instances mentioned above are not isolated.  In the city of Almaty in 

Kazakhstan in 2000, a shoot-out took place that resulted in the death of two Uygurs and 

two Kazakh policemen.  In 2003 a number of Uygur traders were killed when the bus 

they were travelling in was attacked.  Although at the time, mention of Uygur 

separatism again arose as being the cause, it seems highly unlikely that this was in fact 

the case.  In respect of the shooting which took place in late 2000, when in Almaty in 

2002, I was told by two people, a Kazakh and an ethnic Uygur residing in Kazakhstan, 

that associating Uygur crime with separatist movements was quite incorrect.  Most 

crime in which Uygurs were involved outside of Xinjiang consisted of criminal 

activities such as racketeering involving the payments of bribes for business purposes; 

my informants stated this was the case in the Almaty shooting.

The bus incident, which took place in March 2003, and involved the shooting deaths of 

between 19 and 21 people, who were then robbed and the bus set on fire, was a 

particularly nasty crime.  Again, a political crime was initially hypothesised, and 

China’s President Hu Jintao personally called for a speedy investigation. A team of 

police officers from China was sent to assist the Kyrgyz police in the investigation. In 
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April 2003, the Kyrgyz Deputy Prime Minister Kubanychbek Jumaliev announced that 

the victims were determined to be Chinese citizens, mostly ethnic Uygurs, and the 

official conclusion was that the attack was a case of robbery and had no political 

motivation.
109

There is great difficulty for countries such as Kyrgyzstan in maintaining an even-handed 

attitude towards ethnic groups such as the Uygurs.  China is assisting the Kyrgyz with 

military equipment and training, and working with Kyrgyzstan’s internal security forces 

– the Interior Ministry and National Security Committee. Some critics have expressed 

concern that such forces may be used to suppress legitimate dissent as well as illegal 

groups.
110

  However, Kyrgyzstan needs military alliances.  In 1999, Kyrgyzstan found 

itself woefully unprepared to fight off a security threat.  That summer, armed fighters 

from the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) crossed the mountains from camps in 

Tajikistan and entered Kyrgyzstan.  Although the IMU was seriously crippled in 

Afghanistan, the group has not disappeared entirely.
111

  Kyrgyzstan’s decision to host 

both a US and a Russian military base as well as accept military help from China is one 

solution to its problems in not being able to defend itself.  According to Chinara 

Jakypova, the Kyrgyz population is divided into pro-Russian, pro-Western, and pro-

Chinese.  Pensioners, nomenklatura and the majority of government officials support 

the Russian factions. Those in NGOs and college students tended to be pro-Western.  

Chinese influence grows stronger with each year as China pumps more and more cash 

into Kyrgyzstan, and many local businessmen have started joint ventures with China.
112

  

Commenting on the presence of the US, Russians and Chinese in Kygyzstan, Jakypova 

jokes, “Our army is multinational; it receives clothes from Russia, food from China and 

communication equipment from the United States.”
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Tajikistan, which is also a contiguous neighbour of Xinjiang, is similar to Kyrgyzstan in 

that it is deficient in oil and gas resources, but has water.  Tajikistan is in a similar 

position to Kyrgyzstan in that it has potential to develop its hydropower sector 

sufficiently to enable it to export energy to neighbours such as Xinjiang.  However, 

Tajikistan is unable to develop this sector on its own.  Tajikistan is the most vulnerable 

of the Central Asian nations.  Since independence, it has been wracked by civil war and 

seen its economy all but collapse. Drugs, refugees and continuing conflict in 

Afghanistan are ever-present concerns, while the political system remains fragile and 

prone to violence.
114

Tajikistan receives gas supplies from Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, both of which have 

in the past suspended supplies.  In early 2003, there were three occasions when gas 

supplies were suspended.  According to an Iranian radio report, Uzbekistan has in the 

past used natural gas as a means of bringing political pressure to bear on the Tajik 

leadership.  The suspension paralyses the operations of some enterprises, especially 

public transport in the Tajik capital, Dushanbe.
115

  Ongoing disputes between these 

neighbours puts Tajikistan at a disadvantage in developing its economy. Presently, 

Tajikistan transports many of its goods through Uzbekistan.  Other transport options 

need to be developed, and solutions have been put forward by both Iran and China.  

During a meeting between Imomali Rakhmonov, the Tajik leader, and China’s Hu 

Jintao in Moscow in May 2003, China discussed with Tajikistan the construction of 

additional stretches of highway and border bridges between Tajikistan and Afghanistan 

that would give China access to the Persian Gulf.  Hu also announced at this meeting 

that China would provide a $US3 million grant to Tajikistan for the implementation of 

unspecified projects.
116

  In May 2004, China is expected to open its first border trading 

port with Tajikistan at Kalasu. Previous to this opening, because of a lack of a direct 

trading port between the two countries, goods had to be transported via a third country, 

doubling or tripling costs.
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The Iranians are also assisting Tajikistan in diversifying its transport options.  Iran has 

promised its cultural and linguistically related regional neighbour over $US31 million in 

loans and grants to complete the five-kilometre Anzab Tunnel.  The tunnel will connect 

Tajikistan’s capital of Dushanbe with its second city, Khujand, while bypassing an 

existing route via Uzbekistan.  This project is part of a broader Iranian regional 

transport blueprint, in which Tajikistan plays a central role in a transit route linking 

China to the Persian Gulf.
118

  The Iranian plan complements China’s overall strategy for 

its diversification of transport routes, and access to the Middle East and onwards to 

Europe.

China’s interdependency relationships in the region are not restricted to Kazakhstan, 

Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, but I have chosen to highlight these particular states because 

of their contiguous position with Xinjiang.  It is also necessary to briefly look at what 

other influences and countries are impacting on the situation in Central Asia, and which 

could therefore collide with China’s plans for the region.

Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan are the two other FSU states which, while not having as 

close an economic or security relationship with China as do the states that are 

contiguous with Xinjiang, are nevertheless important from the point of view of regional 

stability.  Regional relationships with Turkmenistan can be problematic.  Turkmenistan 

is effectively a one-party state with the power concentrated in the hands of President 

Saparmyrat Niyazov, to whom the parliament has granted presidency for life.  Niyazov 

has set himself up as a cult figure, even going so far in August 2002 as to rename the 

months of the year after himself, his mother, and his spiritual guide.
119

  The Chinese 

relationship with Turkmenistan has not evolved as fast as it has with the other FSU 

states, even though Turkmenistan has an increasingly valuable commodity – gas.  

Turkmenistan holds the world’s third-largest proven reserves of gas, after Russia and 

Iran.  However, it has been the Russians who have leaped in to monopolise not only this 

commodity, but also to control the transportation.  In April 2003, President Putin of 

Russia and President Niyazov signed a set of agreements which, if implemented, have 

the potential to create a permanent Russian lock on Turkmenistan’s gas resources and 
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exports. Turkmenistan is to deliver to Russia 2 trillion cubic metres of gas over a 25-

year period.  This step will merge Turkmenistan’s immense deposits of natural gas with 

those of Russia, into one export pool under Russian control.
120

In Uzbekistan, demand by the relatively large Uzbek population for Chinese consumer 

goods led to rapid growth in bilateral trade, to the point where by 1992 China had 

become Uzbekistan’s leading non-CIS trading partner.
121

  As mentioned previously in 

this chapter, a delegation of businessmen from Xinjiang held talks with Uzbekistan at 

the beginning of 2003 on the prospects for expanding economic co-operation, in 

particular for creating joint ventures.  That was followed up in September 2003 by the 

visit to Uzbekistan of the Chinese Foreign Minister Li Zhaoxing.  Li met with the 

Uzbek President Islam Karimov, and the two sides discussed such issues as co-

operation in fighting various threats to regional security, and trade and economic 

relations.
122

One of the other bigger players in the region is India, which has launched a number of 

new policy initiatives in the Central Asia states and their vicinity.  The economic and 

strategic initiatives now being implemented are shaped by several factors, including 

Delhi’s vision of playing a broader Asian role commensurate with its rising economic 

and military power.  The strategies are also meant to extirpate Islamic terrorism from 

South Asia, Afghanistan and Central Asia; to checkmate Pakistan and restrain China’s 

growing power and influence; to prevent India from falling into energy dependency on 

any one source; and to have access to new trading opportunities.
123

  As a strategic 

measure, India in May 2002 established its first military facility outside its territory at 

Ayni (Farkhor) in Tajikistan.  A bilateral agreement was also signed in April to train 

Tajik defence personnel, and to service and retrofit their Soviet and Russian military 

equipment similar to that of the Indian armed forces.  A similar pact between India and 

Kazakhstan is expected to be signed soon.
124

  Tajikistan, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and 
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Kyrgyzstan, besides Russia, have supported India’s case for entry into the SCO.  While 

Beijing has been silent on the issue of India’s entry, security officials feel that China 

would not oppose India’s case as part of its long-term policy of “keeping its friends 

close, but its enemies closer.”
125

The cornerstone of Pakistan’s strategic policies for the last forty years has been its 

military relationship with China.  The Pakistan-China strategic relationship has been the 

predominant and overriding objective of Pakistan’s foreign policy.  Pakistan’s priorities 

arise from the unhesitating and willing help extended by China in the building of 

Pakistan’s nuclear weapons and missile arsenal.  Post September 11, Pakistan’s 

apparent willingness to be embraced by the United States made it logical to assume that 

the Pakistani strategic alliance with China was on the way to dilution, if not a total 

change.
126

However, unfolding events started giving clear indications that Pakistan’s strategic 

alliance with China stood unchanged. Pakistan continued to receive missile assemblies 

from China, and China-facilitated supplies from North Korea.  Pakistan and China 

signed a joint defence pact with the focus on joint defence research and production.  But 

the event that is most relevant to China’s position in this region was Pakistan’s 

invitation to China to develop and construct a strategic naval base in Pakistan at Gwadar 

on the Makran coast.  This Pakistan-China defence project, which is presently under 

construction by the Harbour Engineering Company, one of China’s largest state-owned 

firms, has wide strategic significance for two reasons.  Firstly, it gives China access and 

basing facilities in the Indian Ocean, and secondly, it is in close proximity to the Straits 

of Hormuz, being strategically located at the mouth of the Persian Gulf, across the 

Straits of Hormuz from Oman.
127

Furthermore, Gwadar port is set to have a considerable impact on the economies of the 

Central Asian republics by providing a more direct route to transport their products to 

world markets.  Up to 20 countries may benefit from the port, from Xinjiang to the 

Middle East.  It will act as a cargo hub, connecting Pakistan, Afghanistan and the 
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Central Asian republics with the states of the Persian Gulf – Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, 

the United Arab Emirates, Iran and Iraq.  The Chinese government is providing funding 

worth $US198 million, which includes a grant of $US49 million and $US31 million 

interest-free credit.
128

As already stated, the port will considerably improve access from Central Asia to world 

markets, and it will also lessen the dependence by Central Asian states on transit routes 

through Russia.  Gwadar will become the closest seaport to regions as far east as 

Xinjiang, which is 2,500 kilometres from Gwadar, but 4,500 kilometres from its nearest 

port to the east.  By subsidising the construction of this port, China hopes to give fresh 

impetus to development of the Xinjiang region, which is already connected to northern 

Pakistan by the Karakorum Highway.
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At present, the main competitor to China for regional influence in the Central Asian 

area, in whatever sphere they are competing in, is Russia.  Central Asia is an area where 

Russian and Chinese interests coincided to a considerable extent throughout the 1990s.  

Russia and China have viewed secular and stable regimes in Central Asia as important 

bulwarks against religious extremism, separatism and terrorism.
130

  In Central Asia, the 

only vitally important country in terms of Russia’s own security is Kazakhstan.  It is the 

ultimate line of defence if the security situation in Central Asia deteriorates.  Russia has 

found it both necessary and useful to co-operate with China in providing stability to 

Central Asia.  The interests of Moscow and Beijing are in many ways parallel when it 

comes to opposing instability and extremism.
131

In May 2003, Vladimir Putin hosted Hu Jintao at a three-day summit during Hu Jintao’s 

first overseas trip since assuming the Presidency.  The purpose of the summit was 

chiefly symbolic – to reaffirm the closeness of Russia-China relations.  As Hu put it, he 

and Putin were ‘taking up the baton’ in developing ties to a new level, building on the 

Treaty of Good Neighbourliness, Friendship and Co-operation signed in July 2001.  
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Despite the best efforts of the two leaders to talk up the relationship, the summit was 

ultimately seen as an exercise in papering over cracks, real and potential.
132

Worryingly for both sides, China and Russia, there is considerable potential for 

widening differences.  A broad spectrum of the Moscow establishment views China as 

the major long-term threat to Russia.  For the time being, this unease is alleviated by a 

convergence of specific security perceptions – in relation to American ‘hegemonism’, 

secessionist tendencies in Chechnya and Xinjiang, international terrorism, ‘strategic 

stability’ and opposition to American missile defence plans.  But for many in the Putin 

administration, the ‘China threat’ remains real, whether in the form of ‘illegal 

migration’ into the Russian Far East, strategic competition in Central Asia, a 

modernised and assertive People’s Liberation Army, or in the concern that Chinese 

economic growth (and potential) considerably exceeds Russia’s.
133

  Notwithstanding the 

fears of China among certain sectors of Russian society, there is strengthening military 

co-operation between the two countries, with particular reference to arms procurement.  

China, along with India, is the Russian armaments industry’s biggest client.  China 

accounted for more than $US2.5 billion worth of orders in 2002, which is more than 

half of Russia’s export contracts signed in 2002.
134

However, China and Russia have closely corresponding interests in Central Asia.  

Certainly, Central Asian leaders have tried to cultivate ties with other external powers, 

including China, in order to unshackle themselves from dependent and unequal 

relationships with Russia.  Yet, in responding to this opportunity, China has had to 

contend with Russia’s determination and capacity to play a major role in Central Asian 

affairs.  Of necessity as well as by choice, China has accepted Russian inclusion in 

many of its dealings with the Central Asian states, particularly on security matters.  It is 

also important to emphasise that China has supported, rather than merely acquiesced in, 

aspects of Russian policy towards Central Asia.  This strategic accommodation reflects 

China’s overriding commitment to promote economic growth and political stability on 

the country’s western periphery.
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China’s rise as a “great power” is raising fears in Central Asia that Beijing will 

eventually dominate the region both economically and militarily.  These fears come 

despite the friendly relations that have developed between regional governments over 

the past decade.  China has repeatedly stressed that it wants to offer co-operation, not 

domination.  Beijing’s intensified diplomatic activity in the region was highlighted 

when Hu Jintao visited Kazakhstan as part of his first overseas visit as head of state.  

Territorial disputes have been a sore point in Chinese relations with Central Asia. But 

Beijing made significant concessions after the break-up of the Soviet Union in 1991.  It 

kept just 20 per cent of the land disputed with Kazakhstan; with Kyrgystan, it kept 30 

per cent; with Tajikistan, China dropped most of its claim to the Pamir Mountains.
136

  

Granted, China may have achieved what was more important to China, but they did 

make concessions over what has been an extremely contentious issue for many years.

CONCLUSION

China’s influence adds a very important new geostrategic dimension to Central Asian 

relations.  China is not yet dominant in any single Central Asian country, nor is it yet 

comparable in stature either to the Russians by tradition and history, or to the US 

presence.  Nonetheless, China’s steady expansion of regional involvement with the SCO 

is a geopolitical watershed.  China, in effect, is returning to the region as a major 

player.
137

China’s role in the region is growing.  It is growing because as the region enters the 

world, new routes for trade, such as pipelines, highways and railroads, significantly 

increase China’s involvement and physical presence which is already quite evident 

when one visits the market places in major Central Asian cities.  Central Asia is perhaps 

a place in which one can define political realities occasionally just by looking at the 

street signs.  In 1997, one of the major thoroughfares in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, the Lenin 

Prospekt, had a large section renamed as Deng Xiaoping Prospekt.
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China is focussed on developing the economic interdependency relationships in the 

Xinjiang-Central Asian region as a means to overall stability within the region.  In 

essence, China’s goals in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region are concentrating on 

security, trade, and petroleum development – not necessarily in that order.  In terms of 

security and cross-border ties, China seeks to contain and control ties between the FSU 

states and the Turkic peoples of Xinjiang, thus mitigating ethnic conflict, especially 

between the Uygurs and Han Chinese in Xinjiang.
139 

Trade, especially energy 

development in Xinjiang, Kazakhstan and elsewhere in the region, is a key economic 

goal.  Central Asian countries and Russia have developed into major trading partners for 

China.  While China’s products are not competitive in terms of technology or financing, 

they have gained substantial market share in consumer goods imports in Central Asian 

states.  As has been addressed previously, China’s energy needs continue to grow, and 

this particular aspect of development has had, and will continue to have, social 

consequences.
140

The opening up of Xinjiang has greatly increased the migration of Han Chinese to that 

region.  This migration and Xinjiang’s geo-economic importance has increased the 

already fragile ties between Han and other ethnic groups living in Xinjiang.  The 

accelerated Han migration into Xinjiang, which will be fully examined in Chapter V, 

has further heightened ethnic tensions, as Han seem to be the beneficiaries of at least the 

short-term boom.  These tensions have led to heightened religious identification on the 

part of some ethnic minorities in China, particularly the Uygurs.  They have looked for 

assistance from Uygurs located outside of China.  China has through the offices of the 

SCO exerted pressure on Central Asian states not to actively support, or even passively 

allow, any form of aid to flow across their territories into Xinjiang and to restrict any 

indication of separatist activity within their respective states.
141

China has not allowed the US move into the Central Asian region to disrupt its agenda. 

It knows that internal stability within China is essential, and China’s development of the 

western regions, especially Xinjiang, and its progression into Central Asia has 

progressed at a very rapid pace.  Notwithstanding the rapidity of China’s progression in 

the Xinjiang-Central Asian region, and its seeming dominance in diverse areas in this 
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region, there has been a relatively soft approach from China.  They are not taking an 

aggressive stance.  In fact, in many regards, they have been very conciliatory, or have 

given the appearance of being so.  This has been evident when negotiations on such 

issues as border demarcation or access to energy have taken place, while keeping in 

mind that in most instances, the Chinese have obtained their objective.  Their primary 

purpose at the present time is to attain and preserve internal stability, and for a vast 

country such as China with its large and diverse population, this is not an easy goal.  

China’s objectives and relationships within the Xinjiang-Central Asian region have 

been scrutinised in this chapter, and it can be seen that several of the actions undertaken 

may have repercussions that show potential to interfere with the advancement of 

China’s overall strategy.  The tensions generated as a direct result of these actions, and 

here I specifically refer to border demarcation and water diversion, are the subject of the 

next chapter.  Both these issues have implications not only for intra-state tension, but 

are also trans-boundary, thus impacting on neighbouring states.



1

CHAPTER IV

INTRA AND INTER-STATE TENSIONS IN XINJIANG-CENTRAL ASIA: BORDER 

DEMARCATION AND WATER MANAGEMENT

The introductory chapter of this thesis briefly focussed on the types of tension I would 

be evaluating in order to establish their influence, if any, on the intra and inter-state 

relationships within Xinjiang-Central Asia, and Chapters II and III examined several of 

the issues causing tension in the region.  To reiterate my argument as presented in the 

introduction, the problem of water management in this region has been an understated 

issue in respect of its importance.  This is not to say that this issue has not in the past 

resulted in tension – it certainly has, and continues to do so.  But, with the expansion of 

regional populations, and the continuing development of resources in the region, the 

calls on water supply from all sectors of society will only increase, and therefore the 

question of water management assumes an even greater importance.  Again, in referring 

back to the introduction, the cause of tensions leading to instability within this region 

cannot be placed at the feet of one factor alone – this is too simplistic and convenient an 

argument.  The impact of water management including associated ecological problems, 

border demarcation, ethnic issues and Islamic activism, to name the more prominent 

sources of tensions, are all intertwined and should not be treated in isolation.  The 

tendency of governments within this region to identify a single factor, i.e. Islamic 

activism, as being responsible for disturbances that may arise, is merely a convenience 

for the governments concerned that can, in certain instances, be used as an excuse for 

repressive actions towards their people.

This chapter will focus on what I regard as two major sources of current and potential 

tension, border demarcation and water management, either of which could trigger inter 

and intra-state conflict.  Of these two issues, water management, both in scope and 

depth of analysis, does overwhelm the other stated source of tension.  This does not take 

away the concern that border demarcation and other sources of tension generates, but 

water rights are potentially the issue that is most likely to inflame the populations and 

governments of the region, and explode into violence.  This reasoning is based on the 

wide-ranging impact on many different sectors of society in three different nations, 

Kazakhstan, Russia and China, by the withdrawal of water from two relatively major 

inter-state rivers by the state in which the rivers rise – China.



Water is a common resource, it is a common heritage, and everyone requires some 

degree of access to water.  However, each year five million people die from water-borne 

diseases, and 1.3 billion people do not have access to safe drinking water.  According to 

Professor Aaron Wolf from Oregon State University, 18 of the world’s river basins are 

at high risk of becoming flashpoints in the future.
1

  These basins include the Ob Basin 

where China has plans that do not incorporate Russia’s interests downstream; the 

Salween Basin, next to the Mekong, where China, Thailand and Burma all have their 

own unilateral development plans; and many of the basins that originate in southern 

China, where China has development plans that often do not take into account 

downstream interests.
2

Professor Wolf disagrees with claims that water wars between nation states are likely.  

He points out that there are over 400 treaties between nations that share international 

basins, and that many of these treaties are between nations that do not have any 

particular love for each other.  He is of the opinion that the conflict is likely to come 

lower down the scale, and take place between states or provinces within countries for 

example, as has happened between Sind and Punjab in Pakistan; between states on the 

Godavari River in India, and between Arizona and California in the United States.
3

In relation to the issue of water management that will be examined in this chapter, I 

agree with Professor Wolf’s prognosis.  The impact of water diversion and associated 

activities in the Xinjiang-Central Asia region is likely initially to cause disturbance at a 

lower level than government.  In the Xinjiang-Central Asian region, there is a direct link 

in at least one instance between border demarcation and access to water, and that is in 

the case of the China-Kyrgyzstan border.  Another instance, in which the water 

accessibility issue is a probable point of contention, but not so clear-cut, is the China-

Kazakhstan border.  Therefore, it is on this basis that I shall firstly look at the issue of 

border demarcation, and then follow the matter through into water management and the 

impact of these two related issues on intra and inter-state tensions.
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BORDER DEMARCATION

Few issues in the international system are as complex as those surrounding borders.  

The roots of that complexity include but go beyond the reality that borders are the most 

direct physical manifestation of “statehood” and sovereignty – of the continuously 

evolving Weberian notion of the ability to exercise (near) monopoly control over entry 

(and by extension, membership).
4

  Borders are also concepts which in their practical 

manifestation divide communities, exacerbate differences in approach between 

localities and national governments, and at their very root, are political concepts, and 

can only be addressed politically.
5

The fragmentation of Central Asia is a painful and unpleasant lesson for the local 

population. The imaginary borders of Soviet times have become real; they seriously 

impede cross-border migration of labour and trade and in Central Asia’s security 

environment, border uncertainty and external challenges have become closely 

intertwined.
6

Vladimir Lenin in his letter to the communists of Turkestan in 1920 asked them to 

investigate how many states should be there and what they should be named.  At that 

time, the idea of sovereign and independent ethnic-based states was alien and exotic for 

the locals.  The concepts on the division of Turkestan were vague.  The Bolsheviks 

applied to Vasilii Vladimirovich Bartold, a well-known scholar on Central Asia, with 

the question of how they should divide the region.  He warned them that Central Asia 

had no historic experience of the paradigm of an ethnic state, and it would be a great 

mistake to divide the region along ethnic lines.  Nevertheless, the borders and 

communication infrastructure were designed based on a strong belief of the 

‘unbreakable union’ of fifteen Soviet republics and their ‘eternal interdependence’.  As 

a result numerous segments of the borders, in some cases disputed, were never 

delimited or demarcated.  Now each country is able to communicate with some parts of 

its own country only via its neighbours.
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Probably the best or worse (depending on how one looks at it) example of arbitrary 

borders is the Ferghana Valley.  The Ferghana Valley was unified by common history, 

culture, and social and economic networks, but is now divided into three countries – 

Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan.  In 1924-28, the Central Asian republics were 

established to become the first administrative units in the region formed on the principle 

of ethnic nationality.  At that time, planners in Moscow determined that the Ferghana 

Valley region would be divided in three parts, although for most of history, it had been 

within the territory of a single state.  The declared criteria for this division were 1) 

ethnic – to unify the members of a given group within a single “national republic”, and 

2) economic – to produce rational and economically coherent administrative units.
8

The resulting division did not come close to achieving either of these goals in the 

Ferghana Valley.  For example, very large Uzbek populations fell within the territory of 

Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan.  Indeed, at that time much of the territory of Khujand 

Province (now Tajikistan’s Leninabad Province) was inhabited by the same Uzbeks as 

lived in neighbouring Uzbekistan.  Likewise, there are significant Tajik populations in 

both the Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan territories of the Valley.  From an economic 

viewpoint, the division of the Ferghana Valley was also extremely arbitrary.  The 

winding boundaries which separate the republics frequently cut across economic zones, 

transportation corridors, and even towns and villages.
9

  This is only one example of the 

divisiveness of these administrative units.  These administrative borders cut across the 

living tissue of the ethnically and religiously close, even identical, communities of the 

Tajiks, Turkmens, Uzbeks, Kazakhs, Kyrgyz, Dungans and Uygurs.
10

Before Soviet rule, identity and solidarity in Central Asia were largely based on tribe, 

clan, geography and even profession rather than on ethnic groups, which did not readily 

fit with geographical or linguistic divisions.  As a result, all the new republics were 

saddled with large minorities.  The creation of enclaves further complicated the picture.  

For example Sokh, an enclave administered by Uzbekistan, is in Kyrgyzstan, but its 

people are Tajiks.
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Since the break-up of the Soviet Union, Russia, China, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, 

Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Kazahkstan have all been involved in high stake 

negotiations to define their respective borders.  Strong-arm politics, economic pressures, 

shadowy backroom deals, nationalist sentiments, public dissatisfaction and an 

environment of mutual mistrust have marked this process.
12

  Although border 

demarcation issues in the region have been resolved to some extent, and certainly China 

has put a lot of effort into attempting to solve its long-standing border disputes, all may 

not be quite as cut-and-dried as initially thought.

The demarcation of the China-Kyrgyzstan border is one such instance in which, because 

of the way it was negotiated, the result has been dissatisfaction within Kyrgyzstan.  In 

early 2003, a power struggle took place between the executive and legislative branches 

of government in Kyrgyzstan and the arrest of parliament deputy Azimbek Beknazarov 

on abuse of power charges.  This charge, according to some sources, seems to disguise 

the real problem which is that Beknazarov has been a vocal critic of the Kyrgyz 

government’s decision to cede large portions of the Kyrgyz territory to China, 

Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan.  His committee rejected two Chinese-Kyrgyz agreements 

signed in 1996 and 1999 respectively that called on Kyrgyzstan to transfer about 

125,000 hectares of territory to China in order to settle a territorial dispute.
13

  The 

territory in question borders the south of Xinjiang, and is in the south of Kyrgyzstan in 

the Uzengi-Kuush Valley that is situated between the provinces of Issyl-kul and Naryn. 

(See map 4.1 overleaf)

When I was in the Central Asian region in October 2002 and discussed this issue with 

several people who continuously monitor issues such as border disputes, I was told that 

the disturbances that have taken place in Kyrgyzstan in the demarcated border area were 

in their opinion purely a domestic political matter.
14

  The demonstrations continued 

throughout 2002, and at times have turned violent and resulted in death.  I was informed 
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by what I believe to be a creditable source that the people taking part in these 

demonstrations were not in fact the local people from this area, but were (to use an 

expression) a “rent a mob” – in other words, they were bussed in from outside the area.  

Although this land deal between the president of Kyrgyzstan and the Chinese 

government did not pass through the Kyrgyz parliament in what would normally be 

termed the correct procedure, the local people affected by this loss of land to China 

were not concerned because the land was of poor quality (or so I was informed).  It may 

well be that the land is of poor quality and, as can be seen by the map, not easily 

accessible from the Kyrgyz side and seemingly sparsely populated, if at all, but it has 

what China is seeking from wherever they can access it, and that is – water.  This 

territory has large volumes of fresh water in mountain glaciers.
15

It does appear that the border demarcation issue is being used by political opponents of 

the Kyrgyz president to generate unrest, since protests did not start in the disputed area, 

but were instigated in a remote province of the Jalal-Abad region of Kyrgyzstan in Aksy 

by the local member of that region, Azimbek Beknazarov, who is a very vocal critic of 

the territorial concessions.  Concessions made in border negotiations can be rich fodder 

for political oppositions (in those Central Asian states where opposition groups are 

allowed to operate), and this has served to further constrain the latitude of governments 

to compromise.  The resolution of territorial disputes is obviously emotional and goes 

directly to each country’s definition of national interests.  No nation wants to make 

territorial concessions.
16

  Kyrgyzstan is facing many internal problems, as is the rest of 

Central Asia, but the issue here is not what the land does or does not have, or whether 

this particular matter is being used as a domestic political tool. The problem is that a so-

called “backroom deal” has taken place without the authority of the parliament or the 

wishes of the people being taken into account.
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9

Akayev’s administration and legislators have long been at loggerheads over the 

delimitation of the country’s border with China.  The confrontation began brewing in 

May 2001, when legislators discovered the administration’s intention to transfer 

territory to China.
17

  MPs contended that, while the 1996 agreement was ratified by the 

previous parliament, officials kept the 1999 amendment secret.  Opposition deputies 

also maintain that under Kyrgyz law, ratification of such border agreements requires a 

two-thirds majority of votes.
18

According to opposition leaders, the 10 May 2002 session of the Legislative Assembly 

– during which the lower house ratified the land transfers – lacked the necessary two-

thirds majority.  They also say the government violated other procedural requirements 

by not making available to MPs specific information concerning the transfer, including 

topographical maps.
19

With land traditionally regarded by Kyrgyz as “a sacred legacy of ancestors,” the 

territory transfer controversy generated suspicion among a large number of citizens, 

especially those in remote areas.  Government officials have told local media that 

Bishkek cannot risk incurring China’s wrath by reneging on the deal.  During the May 

10 parliamentary session, for example, pro-governmental deputy Turdakun Usubaliev 

portrayed China as a “sleeping dragon.”  Akayev, who attended this session, hinted that 

China would exert military pressure on Kyrgyzstan in the event that parliament did not 

ratify the treaties.
20

In an interview on the Kyrgyz service of Radio Liberty on 5 May 2002, Begish 

Aamatov, the chief of the public committee on border issues in Kyrgyzstan is reported 

to have said:

The Kyrgyz have a rich and long history and the issue of our borders must be 

decided with the people’s opinion and the historical facts in mind, not by 

agreement between the countries’ leaders…The current leaders must remember 

that sooner or later they will be replaced but the people and the borders must 

remain unchanged…If they cannot prove our right to our own land, why does not 
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the government apply to Russia that has more weighty arguments and documents?  

Why doesn’t our government apply to the United Nations to solve the border issue 

with China in accordance with international law?  The dispute is about native 

Kyrgyz land.  It is worth noting that during the years of the most active anti-

Soviet propaganda in China in the 1960s, when China claimed large territories in 

the Far East, Kazakhstan and Tajikistan, they did not even mention any disputable 

areas in Kyrgyzstan.
21

Border demarcation is being seen as another instance in which China has achieved an 

outcome that does on the surface appear to be all to China’s benefit rather than an 

equitable solution for all concerned.  There is real unease in Central Asia from many 

sectors that China is overriding any objections whether it be in matters such as water 

diversion and border demarcation, and that the Central Asian neighbouring states are 

unable to achieve equality in these matters.  Again, leaving aside the issue of land 

quality, land ceded in this manner to China by the president of Kyrgyzstan could be 

problematic in the future upon a change of government in Kyrgyzstan.

Earlier in 2002, opposition groups in Kyrgyzstan launched a signature campaign to rally 

support for a nationwide referendum on two questions: (1) to accept or abolish the 

transfer of land to China, and (2) whether to hold immediate parliamentary and 

presidential elections.  On the border issue, Zamira Sydykova, who describes herself as 

a member of the opposition to Kyrgyzstan’s President Askar Akaev, but above all a 

journalist
22

, explained that there was no need for Akaev to renegotiate the border with 

China.  In her opinion, the line was agreed upon more than a century ago by the Russian 

and Chinese empires (Kyrgyzstan is the legal successor to the Soviet Union, just as the 

Soviet Union inherited the international agreements of Imperial Russia).
23

Many of the problems associated with the issue of border demarcation between various 

states in Central Asia and China could have been partially, if not entirely, alleviated if 

all the states these border disputes impacted upon had joined together as a group to 

negotiate a solution with China.  As a group they would have had more strength, and 

could possibly have achieved a better outcome.  Unfortunately, the states did not 

combine as a unit, as can be seen throughout this thesis where multiple states are 
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dealing with China on an individual basis to resolve issues that impact on more than one 

state, and consequently these states are losing out and giving the advantage to China.  If 

a change of government took place in a state where there had been previous division 

over border issues, and the new government was in disagreement with China over such 

issues, this may in all probability renew previous disputes over such territorial matters.

These border disputes are not matters that arose because of the break-up of the USSR.  

They are of long standing.  When Kazakhstan became an independent state at the 

beginning of the 1990s, it inherited a border conflict with China that dates back several 

centuries.  In the 17
th 

century, the Kazakh territory became a buffer between Russia and 

China, the two expanding empires of the Eurasian continent.  However, after the 

conclusion of the Protocol of Tarbagatai in 1864, the Kazakh borders were delineated 

between Russia and China.
24

  The Russians regarded the provisional guard posts the 

Chinese had established on the steppe to prevent the nomads from moving into the 

contemporary Xinjiang region, as the actual border.  China claimed that this was not the 

true border, but it lacked the political power to fight the issue and was forced to accept 

Russia’s position as the de facto borderline.  During the early 1960s when the Russia-

China relationship broke down, Beijing asserted its claim that large parts of eastern 

Kazakhstan were a part of China.
25

When the USSR collapsed in 1991, Kazakhstan declared itself an independent republic 

and within a month it was officially recognised by China.  However, the demarcation of 

the border remained an unsolved issue.  Out of 34,000 square kilometres of disputed 

Chinese border with the former USSR, the Kazakhstani section accounts for an area of 

approximately 944 square kilometres.  In 1998, after more than five years of talks, 

China and Kazakhstan finally signed an agreement settling the centuries old 1,700 

kilometre border dispute. Kazakhstan’s President Nazarbayev claimed that the 

agreement had “finally and irrevocably” resolved the outstanding disputes over the 

frontier.  According to the ratified agreement, the Chinese borderline was changed by 

187 square kilometres, which meant that Kazakhstan retained 56.9 per cent of the 

disputed territory and China 43 per cent.
26
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China’s approach to territorial claims remains a subset of its general strategic approach 

toward the peripheral states under the calculative strategy.  Under this strategy China 

has pursued a generalised good-neighbour policy that has focussed on strengthening its 

existing ties in Northeast and Southeast Asia, mending ties wherever possible in South 

and West Asia, and exploring new relationships in Central Asia.
27

Beijing has adopted a two-pronged approach in dealing with territorial issues.  If the 

territorial dispute in question is marginal to China’s larger interests, the government has 

sought to resolve it amicably to pursue its larger goals.  The border disputes with 

Russia, for example, are evidence of this approach; China’s overarching interest in 

improving political relations with Moscow and securing access to Russian military 

technology have resulted in quick, hopefully permanent, solutions to these disputes.
28

  

On the other hand, if the dispute in question is significant but cannot be resolved rapidly 

to China’s advantage by peaceful means, Beijing has advocated an indefinite 

postponement as in the negotiations in territorial disputes with India, Japan and the 

ASEAN states.
29

  In its negotiations with Central Asian states or, to be more specific, 

with certain Central Asian leaders, China appears to have calculated, and probably quite 

rightly, that it is in a dominant position and that there is no need for extensive 

consultations encompassing all sectors of society to take place.

As has been pointed out, both in the introduction and in the initial stages of this chapter, 

there are linkages between demarcation of borders and access to water.  The 

demarcation of the border between Xinjiang and Kyrgyzstan gives China the control 

over the water flowing down from the Pamir mountain range, as is indicated on Map 

4.1.  It is to be hoped that excessive water diversion does not take place in this area, as 

the water supply from this source already appears to be under stress.  The Tajik 

President Emomali Rakhmonov, when addressing the Third World Water Forum in 

Japan in 2003, stated that “according to data of Tajik researchers, reserves of glaciers in 

the Pamirs have reduced almost twice over in the past 50 years.”
30
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As stated previously, out of 34,000 square kilometres of disputed Chinese territory 

bordering the former USSR, the Kazakhstani section accounted for approximately 944 

square kilometres.  Although not as clear-cut for water accessibility/ control as the 

China-Kyrgyz situation, the geography of the country does indicate that water was again 

an issue in China’s agreeing to the demarcation.

China’s plan to develop its arid northwestern region entails the exploitation of water 

resources.  The high water demand stems in large part from increased cotton farming 

and development of energy resources.  Both these industries are vital for Xinjiang’s 

development, and yet both create a demand for water that is unsustainable in a region 

that already shows signs of environmental strain.  According to Eric Hagt, the ground 

water table level in Xinjiang has gone down 60 metres in the past 30 years, a rate that 

exceeds almost every country.
31

  The situation with the underground water level in 

Xinjiang has also been reported in the Chinese press and on environment websites in 

China.  While not substantiating the 60 metres figure, Kaiser Abdulla, an engineer with 

the regional Hydrologic Resources Bureau in Xinjiang has quantified a drop of five 

metres over the past decade.  He attributes the drop to excessive use of both surface and 

underground water in recent years.  He states that a “funnel” area with a depth of 14 

metres has been created in Urumqi, Changji, Turpan and other areas with rapidly 

expanding industrial bases, and as a consequence, a ban has been placed on the digging 

of new water wells in 35 counties in northern Xinjiang.
32

Chinese meteorologists have estimated that the western regions of China will lack about 

20 billion cubic metres of water from 2010 to 2030, and in 2050 the regions would still 

need 10 billion more cubic metres of water.
33

  Given these statistics, and given the state 

of the environment in the Xinjiang region as a result of previous development, the 

Chinese government will understandably endeavour to obtain the required water 

resources from wherever they can, and it is the implications of actions undertaken in the 

quest for this vital resource that will next be addressed.
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WATER MANAGEMENT

Water has become a major global concern as conflict over water allocation increases, 

and clean freshwater becomes increasingly scarce.  Rivers and their associated 

ecosystems and biodiversity provide life support for a high proportion of the world’s 

population.
34

  Worldwide, poor management of land and water resources in many river 

basins has led to major floods, water shortages, pollution, and loss of biodiversity.  It is 

one of society’s greatest challenges to allocate and manage limited water resources in a 

way that benefits both people and the environment.
35

Worldwide, water demands are increasing, groundwater levels are dropping, water 

bodies are increasingly contaminated, and delivery and treatment infrastructure is aging.  

As water quality degrades – and quantity diminishes – the effect on the stability of a 

region can be unsettling, more so in basins that cross political boundaries.
36

There are 261 watersheds that cross the political boundaries of two or more countries, 

covering 45.3 per cent of the land surface and affecting about 40 per cent of the world’s 

population.
37

  Regional politics within these international basins regularly exacerbate 

the already difficult task of understanding and managing these complex natural systems.  

General principles for the management of transboundary waters are currently defined by 

the United Nation’s Convention on the Non-Navigational Uses of International 

Watercourses, agreed in 1997.  Although it provides many important principles, 

including responsibility for co-operation and joint management, the Convention is also 

vague and occasionally contradictory.  The Convention also offers few practical 

guidelines for water allocations – the central issue in most water conflict.
38

Lawyers have defined water as a property of territorial units; in the case of 

transboundary watercourses, of nation states.  Engineers have treated water as a natural 

resource transformable into products for human consumption.  From an economist’s 
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perspective, water is a commodity that can be exchanged and traded between various 

places and for various uses.  As Blatter, Ingram and Levesque discuss in their article, 

“Expanding perspectives on transboundary water”, these previously dominant 

approaches to water may have been too narrow and too bound to specific approaches.
39

Although the transition from pre-modern to modern perspectives has changed the core 

assumption of our thinking about water from adaptation to nature to control of nature, 

the dominance of law, engineering and economics ensured a narrow, bounded set of 

meanings of water.  The present transformation is characterised by expanded meanings 

and definitions of water beyond these narrow, bounded meanings.  The modern 

(individualistic, rational, and utilitarian) perception of water must be complemented by 

other understandings of water.
40

  These expanded conceptions of water point towards 

two directions:

• First, a renewed awareness of natural imperatives that results from insights from 

the life sciences, especially from research on ecosystems.

• Second, a new recognition that the meanings of water are multiple and bound to 

various cultures.  This social constructivist perspective is based primarily on 

insights and discussions in the humanities.
41

Life sciences remind us that water is bound to a territorial (or natural) context, meaning 

that water cannot be easily appropriated to territorial units with sharp demarcations 

(spaces of place like states) because its bonds to territory follow a different geography 

(spaces of flows like habitats of the salmon).  Further it asserts that water cannot be 

totally controlled, citing the devastating results of many attempts to do so.  Finally it 

shows that water cannot be treated as a commensurable commodity because the transfer 

of water may have serious consequences for both its places of origin and destination.  

The ecosystem approach believes that there are objective limitations to human activity, 

as natural laws resist manipulation.
42
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International law treats water as property, a thing that territorially defined political units 

can appropriate and own.  Yet in many contexts, the construction of water as property 

obfuscates its importance to the security and identity of states and communities. If water 

is perceived as something essential to national survival and the building of the nation 

state, it becomes conceptualised as a security issue.
43

In more recent years, there has been a major shift and rethinking in the field of 

international security analysis.  With the end of the Cold War and the break-up of the 

Soviet Union, the world has moved away from a focus on political and military conflict 

between two major superpowers to a growing concern over regional conflicts; civil, 

religious and ethnic wars within regions; and the connections between environmental 

degradation, scarcity of resources, and regional and international politics and disputes.
44

Traditional political and ideological questions that have long dominated international 

discourse are now becoming more tightly woven with other variables that loomed less 

large in the past, including population growth, transnational pollution, resource scarcity, 

and inequitable access to resources and their use.
45

  Water is bound up with economic 

development, and in some parts of the world control over water is basic to a nation’s 

potential to prosper.
46

  While many of the past and present causes of conflict and war 

may seem to have little or no direct connection with the environment or with resources, 

a strong argument can be made for linking certain resources and environment problems 

with the prospects for political frictions and tensions, or even war and peace.  Conflict 

over access to resources has indeed been a proximate cause of war; resources have been 

both tools and targets of war, and environmental degradation and the disparity in the 

distribution of resources can cause major political controversy, tensions and violence.
47

There are typically two forms of international codes of conduct for resolving disputes 

over water: general principles of international behaviour and law and specific bilateral 

or multilateral treaties.  International law in the area of shared water resources is both 

well advanced and in what may appear to be a contradiction, largely ineffective.
48
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Despite the effectiveness of some legal tools, there are concerns that existing 

international water laws may be unable to handle the strains of ongoing and future 

problems.  It is also possible that international water law may simply be an 

inappropriate mechanism for addressing some of these problems, such as subnational 

and local disputes.
49

Many rivers, lakes and groundwater aquifers are shared by two or more nations, and 

many more cross other kinds of political borders.
50

  One area that has a history of 

conflict over water which dates back thousands of years is the Middle East, and in spite 

of numerous attempts at conflict resolution in the region since 1919, water – or, more 

accurately, the lack of water – remains a major stumbling block to peace.
51

  The semi-

arid nations of Israel, Jordan, Lebanon and Syria are highly dependent on the water of 

the Jordan River Basin for agriculture, industrial production and other economic 

development.  Periodic droughts and rapid increases in population and areas under 

irrigation have exacerbated problems of scarcity.  Because 60 per cent of Israel’s supply 

of groundwater and 25 per cent of its surface water supply originates in occupied 

territory, continued occupation of the West Bank assures Israel control over these 

critical water resources.  The inequitable allocation of water among Israeli and 

Palestinian settlers in the West Bank, along with well drilling by Israeli settlers, have all 

contributed to tensions in the region.
52

In the Xinjiang-Central Asia region, because of the difference between hydrological and 

political boundaries, three neighbouring states outside the CIS – Afghanistan, China and 

Iran – have a direct impact on the region’s water security situation, and China’s water 

diversions schemes in this area are causing tensions and intra-state conflict between 

government and citizens of the affected country.
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Fresh water is integral to all ecological and societal activities, including the production 

of food and energy, transportation, waste disposal, industrial development, and human 

health.  As we move into the 21
st 

century, water and water-supply systems are 

increasingly likely to be both instruments of political conflict and the objectives of 

military action as human populations grow, standards of living improve and global 

climatic changes make water supply and demand more problematic and uncertain.
54

There are four major links between water and conflict which can occur at local, 

subnational and international levels:

• Water being used as a military and political goal;

• Water being used as a weapon of war;

• Water-resources systems being targets of war;

• Inequities in the distribution, use (including the environmental despoliation of 

water systems worldwide), and consequences of water-resources management 

and use being a source of tension and dispute.
55

This last link is what is occurring in the Xinjiang-Central Asia region.  China’s water 

demands and policies are liable to have negative development and security implications 

for at least one Central Asian state – Kazakhstan.  China plans to extract water from the 

Ili and Irtysh rivers for Urumqi and oilfield development in Xinjiang.  Both rivers rise 

in China.  The Ili then flows through Kazakhstan approximately 100 km north of 

Almaty before terminating in Lake Balkhash.  The Irtysh crosses the Russian border 

near Omsk and eventually joins the Ob River.

The Irtysh River with a length of 4,444 kilometres begins in the Chinese Altay 

mountain range.  Flowing west, it becomes the Kara-Irtysh River once it crosses into 

Kazakhstan.  Exiting Lake Zaysan it becomes simply the Irtysh and travels to the 

northwest passing near Ust-Kamenogorsk, Semipalatinsk and Pavlodar.  Not long after, 

it crosses into Russia, going through the large city of Omsk on the way to join the Ob 

River.
56

  The combined Ob-Irtysh system is the longest river system in Asia at 5,410 

kilometres.  (See Map 4.2 overleaf)
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MAP 4.2: FLOW PATH OF ILI AND IRTYSH RIVERS

Note: Ili and Irtysh Rivers

Source: Adapted from Martha Brill Olcott. Kazakhstan: Unfulfilled Promise. Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2002.





22

Lake Balkhash is the sixteenth largest inland lake in the world and covers an area of 

18,428 square kilometres.  It is 605 kilometres long and has a maximum width of 70 

kilometres.  Three major streams feed Lake Balkhash, all from the south or southeast – 

the Ili River, with a large delta, the Karatal River, with a smaller delta, and the Aqsu 

River.  Lake Balkhash has no outlet.
57

  Since 1960, water levels in Lake Balkhash have 

been declining, mostly due to evaporation and increased water usage for irrigation along 

the Ili and Karatol Rivers.  The Ili River does not have sufficient water flow to exceed 

the rate of evaporation.
58

  The water resources of the lake and its tributary rivers are 

used for irrigation, municipal and industrial water supply, and the fish catch in the lake 

is also very important for Kazakhstan.
59

Anna Brismar points to the societal implications of the management of rivers such as 

the Ili and Irytsh.  Although the diversion of water from the Ili and Irytsh does not 

involve a large dam project, many issues that she identifies and which are covered in the 

following paragraphs are relevant to the Ili and Irytsh river diversion project.
60

The river system can be viewed as a potential provider of so-called river goods and 

services, which are of importance for human life and the functioning of society.  The 

provision of river goods and services fundamentally depends on the natural 

characteristics of the river ecosystem.  It also is affected by the presence of man-made 

river structures and by natural and human forces acting upon the river system.
61

  An 

ecosystem good or service is defined as any natural phenomenon that has a perceived 

societal function or value.
62

  Ecosystem goods and services are fundamentally generated 

by ecosystems (e.g. rivers, forests, lakes or wetlands), but their provision can be 

enhanced or weakened by human intervention.  Many ecosystem goods and services 
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provide the basis for human existence,
63 

while some contribute to the enhancement of 

human welfare and societal development.
64

River goods are defined as products that are of societal use when extracted or diverted 

from the river system.  Although the generation of river goods fundamentally is 

determined by the natural river system, in part, it also depends on human interventions 

and technologies.  Worldwide, the most desired river goods are fresh water, 

hydroelectric power and fish.
65

  Modifications to the natural flow regime or hydrology 

also induce geomorphic and biological effects that together change the potential to 

derive river goods and maintain river services downstream.
66

The Chinese water diversion scheme has both economic and political objectives – to 

stimulate the economy of Xinjiang, to raise living standards, and to erode support for 

Uygur separatism.  The irrigation scheme, while providing water for urban and 

industrial use, is likely to have environmental, development and political consequences.  

It may in fact reinforce the linkage between environmental degradation and political 

activism, erosion of regime legitimacy and instability.
67

  An environmental audit of 

China has suggested that the greatest pressure from environmental degradation will be 

experienced in northwest China including Xinjiang.
68

The diversion of the river water will be used in various ways – the two main usages will 

be for the development of the oil fields and to bring new life to Lop Nur.  Lop Nur was 

once supplied with bountiful water which gradually dried up in the 1960s, dwindling to 

nothing by 1972.  After the founding of the PRC in 1949, immigrants moved into the 

Tarim River Valley for reclamation purposes.  They built more than 200 dykes for 
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farmland irrigation at an annual water consumption of over 6 billion cubic metres.  As a 

result, the annual water volume downstream of the Tarim River dropped to 2 billion 

cubic metres.  After the Daxihaizi Reservoir was constructed in the 1970s, the 300 

kilometre river course between the reservoir and Taitema Lake dried up entirely, and 

large numbers of poplar trees along the Tarim River Valley withered away.
69

  As part of 

the western region development scheme, the Xinjiang government has decided to bring 

new life to Lop Nur by digging tunnels through Mt Tianshan to divert water from the Ili 

River to the Tarim River.  This huge project, named “diverting water from north to 

south”, aims to restore water to the 240 kilometre dried-up river beds in Lop Nur.
70

The other main destination of the water diversion is to the oil fields in the Tarim Basin.  

Beijing’s oil development plans for Xinjiang stem from the fact that fields in China’s 

northeast are producing less oil and it is becoming more expensive to extract what there 

is.  The Turpan field in Xinjiang, one of the three large fields, is estimated to have 

10,000 million tons of oil.  But the fields are in the desert, and inhabited areas are few 

and far between.  To develop the fields, people and equipment need to be brought in, 

and they will need water.
71

  To a lesser extent, the increasing water consumption is also 

connected with plans to extend grain and cotton production in Xinjiang.
72

Negotiations on the states’ water resources have been bilateral in nature, between 

Kazakhstan and China.  However the other downstream state liable to be affected by 

China’s Irtysh extraction plans is Russia.  It is unclear whether China has refused to 

expand water negotiations from bilateral to multilateral discussions to include Russia or 

whether the latter has declined the invitation.
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In a report on Kazakh Commercial TV on 26 June 2001 following the SCO Summit on 

14 June 2001, the Chairman of the water resources committee of the Ministry of 

Environmental Protection in Kazakhstan, Amanbek Ramazanov stated that China was 

very satisfied with the summit and said that its experts would work in the Shanghai 

spirit.  Following this summit, Kazakh specialists were at last allowed to carry out a 

survey of the upper reaches of the Irtysh River on Chinese territory.
74

  The reporter 

stated that Kazakh specialists had come to the conclusion that the diversion of water by 

China from the Irtysh River would not inflict tangible damage on the Kazak economy 

and environment.  It was pointed out that the construction of the Irtysh-Karamay canal 

had practically ended and that the assumptions that the river could dry up turned out to 

be groundless.  The diversion canal will take about 800 million cubic metres of water a 

year, which is less than 10 per cent of the water flowing into the river. And, in addition, 

the Irtysh River is constantly fed by downstream rivers.
75

  Mr Ramazanov did point out 

in this report that there are quite big oil resources in the Karamay area (near Urumqi), 

and that the Kazakh side constantly complains about the quality of the water as it is 

being contaminated with nitrate as a result of the dumping of pesticides and nitrogen-

containing fertilizers on the Chinese side.
76

Subsequent to this report of June 2001, another report about this same matter was 

published in the Kazakhstan Daily Digest on 21 February 2002 under the headline 

“Kazakh public seeks support of Moscow to dispute with China.”  A Kazakhstani public 

association called Azat sent a letter to Russian President Putin and the Russian State 

Duma calling attention to the actions of China with respect to the Irtysh River.  They 

pointed out in this letter that since the second half of the 1990s China planned to 

construct hydro structures in the upper reaches of the Irtysh and Ili rivers, the goal being 

to increase the volume of water diversion for extensive development of the Xinjiang 

Province, especially for enhancement of agrarian sectors and oil production.
77

  The 

reduction of the flow to the lower reaches in Kazakhstan and Russia would, in Azat’s 

opinion, pose quite serious economic and ecological problems to Kazakhstan, especially 

in relation to the Ili River in southeast Kazakhstan.  If the level of water decreases 
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significantly, it will affect the functioning of the Kapchagai hydropower station, which 

produces the cheapest electric power in southern Kazakhstan.  As a result, a rise in the 

price of power will seriously affect the region’s economy, and to compensate for the 

reduced output, more coal will be burnt in stations running on coal; this will make the 

ecological situation even worse.  Furthermore, because of the reduced water level, local 

farmers and fishermen will be deprived of their livelihood.  It will also increase salinity 

and decrease the water level in Lake Balkhash.
78

The report also went on to state that while China had agreed to negotiate, it had not 

stopped the construction of the hydro installations.  The Kazakh experts believe that 

China will never give up this project because it is one of the main components of the 

national programme for economic development of the Xinjiang province.  A draft 

government-to-government proposal between Kazakhstan and China was proposed in 

the spring of 2001, but no outcome has been reported since then, and according to the 

Kazakh independent experts, even if an agreement is signed, China will have 

implemented the project and will have actually solved the issue in its favour.
79

  A 

United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) report released in early 2004 warns 

that the poor quality of Kazakhstan’s water resources could lead to deterioration in 

people’s health, and that insufficient supplies could become a major factor hampering 

the country’s economic development.
80

  According to the UNDP, a successful resolution 

of Kazakhstan’s water problems will also depend on agreements with neighbouring 

states, given that almost half of the available water in Kazakhstan first passes through 

neighbouring countries.  The report also warns that Lake Balkhash is now in danger of 

drying out if Kazakhstan does not adopt better water-management practices, and that 

Kazakhstan needs to obtain China’s co-operation in order to alleviate the impact of 

China’s water diversion plans on Lake Balkhash as the lake receives the bulk of its 

water from the Ili River.
81

  The Kazakh newspaper Megapolis reported late in 2003 that, 

according to the latest data, the lake has shrunk by more than 2,000 square kilometres.
82

  

The actions undertaken by China in its diversion of the water from the Ili River will 

play a major role in the fate of Lake Balkhash.
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Besides the problems caused by the diversion of water from the Ili River, the diversion 

of water from the Irtysh River will not only impact on Kazakhstan, but also pose 

problems for Russia as well, because the river will no longer be navigable in the area of 

the Russian city of Omsk.  According to local Kazakh specialists from the Kazakh 

National Centre for Ecology, a withdrawal of 6 per cent of the current runoff would 

mean serious damage to the river ecology.  China has stated that it will be diverting 10 

per cent, but other sources state that the volume of water that will be diverted by China 

will be between 20 per cent and 40 per cent.
83

  The volume quoted by China is 450 

million cubic metres of water a year from the Irtysh and up to 1.5 billion cubic metres in 

the future.  Given that the total water capacity of the Irtysh is nearly 9 billion cubic 

metres, Kazakh experts think the planned water intake by China would lead to 

catastrophic consequences for the economies and ecologies of not only Kazakhstan but 

Russia as well, since the Irtysh is the largest tributary of Russia’s Ob River.  The 

growing use of Irtysh water by China could also break the ecological balance of Lake 

Zaysan in Eastern Kazakhstan.
84

  Even taken at the volume that the Chinese government 

has stated, it is obvious that the impact will be great on the downstream states.  The 

pollution problems currently being experienced will worsen the already existing 

problems of fresh water supply to towns such as Ust-Kamenogorsk, Semipalatinsk, 

Pavlodar, Karaganda, Omsk and other settlements in Kazakhstan and Russia that are 

dependent on the Irtysh water.
85

The Chairman of Azat, Kozha-Akhmet, while appealing to Russia for help in this 

dispute, doubts that Russia will come to their aid.  Members of Azat express the opinion 

that against a background of arrival of the US armed forces in Central Asia, Moscow 

and Beijing are more interested in strengthening their alliance with each other and will 
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not allow their relationship to deteriorate because of river problems.
86

  Kazakhstan alone 

is not likely to achieve any satisfactory outcome in their negotiations over water rights 

with China.  One of the likeliest outcomes is that Moscow will withdraw, on its own 

initiative, from participation in solving the problems of trans-border rivers.  Russia will 

not quarrel with China over the Irtysh River, and Kazakhstan will not be able to defend 

its interests on its own.
87

  The negotiations over water rights have also failed to 

incorporate principles of international law or to make provision for multilateral water 

supplies.
88

  China does show unwillingness to engage in meaningful co-operation or 

compromise in the pursuit of its water demands.
89

  Kazakhstan’s concerns over China’s 

proposals feed into wider populist and elite anti-Chinese sentiments in the Central Asian 

republics, and encompass an environmental dimension.
90

  This environmental-

nationalist linkage was noted earlier, in November 1985, in the Kazakh and Kyrgyz 

protests against Chinese nuclear testing at Lop Nur.  It alarmed Beijing, which feared 

that this externally located environmental protest could act as a catalyst for Muslim 

nationalist separatism in Xinjiang.
91

  Depletion of Uygur and Kazakh water resources 

may reinvigorate this form of political activism.
92

The list of environmental challenges in Kazakhstan is seemingly endless, including the 

pollution of the Caspian Sea and air and water pollution caused by Soviet-era industrial 

operations.
93

  The Aral Sea crisis could be Kazakhstan’s gravest environmental 

problem.  Once the centre of the world’s most fertile region and the fourth largest lake 

on earth, the Aral Sea has shrunk over the past 30 years to just a small part of its former 

size.  Soviet planners, who made Kazakhstan the USSR’s main producer of cotton, 

diverted local rivers away from the Aral Sea, causing not only a 16 metre drop in the 

level of the sea, but also a climate change caused by salt and dust from exposed mud 

beds blowing across the region.
94

  (See Map 4.3 overleaf)
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What has happened with the Aral Sea cannot be divorced from the argument I am 

putting as to the impact of China’s water diversion scheme on other bodies of water 

within the region, and consequent environmental and political tensions.  It is not an 

unreasonable supposition that the ecological disaster that has taken place with the Aral 

Sea could also occur with Lake Balkhash or other waterways; environmental 

degradation is almost guaranteed to happen as an outcome of China’s water diversion 

plans.

The Aral Sea previously yielded 7 per cent of all fish caught in the former USSR; now it 

has no value for the fishing industry whatsoever.  In many places the sea has retreated 

by 70–100 kilometres from its previous shores, leaving ports stranded far from its 

waters; navigation has almost entirely ceased.
95

  The desiccation of the Aral Sea has left 

tens of thousands of people without work.  The main reason for the rapid desiccation of 

the Aral Sea and its surrounding region is the excessive drawing-off of water for 

irrigation purposes from the two main rivers in Central Asia, the Amu Darya and Syr 

Darya, which drain into the Aral Sea.

Since I am using the Aral Sea as an example of what may take place in other areas of 

the region as a result of China’s water diversion scheme, it should be pointed out that 

there is a diversity of opinions as to the reason for the situation with the Aral Sea, and I 

shall very briefly cover the issue in order not to undermine my relational argument 

between the Aral Sea and Lake Balkhash and other waterways.  Russian, and 

subsequently Soviet, academics were the first and, perhaps for historical and political 

reasons, the only specialists successful in carrying out a detailed investigation of the 

geology, geography and climate of Central Asia in the second half of the 19
th 

century 

and in the 20
th 

century.  The great majority of these academics (particularly in pre-

revolutionary times) held similar views, being of the opinion that Central Asia was in 

the grip of chronic desiccation.  But, among these academics, there were many different 

opinions expressed in very detailed studies as to the cause of the desiccation with the 

main point of contention being as to whether this was a cyclical or progressive 

process.
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At the same time, though, even the most committed opponents of the theory of 

desiccation in Central Asia could not deny that in both the distant past and the Middle 

Ages there had been much more water in the region, as is incontrovertibly shown by 

numerous archeological finds, and that at present the question of whether the drying up 

of Central Asia is cyclical or progressive in character has to a certain extent receded.
97

  

Firstly, even if the desiccation process is cyclical, an improvement in water resources 
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cannot be expected for many decades at the earliest.  Secondly, there is no doubt that the 

devastating situation in the Aral Sea region is caused not by natural factors, but by 

human beings and their activities on an economic level.  In the opinion of Philip Miklin, 

the American professor and well-known specialist on the water problems of the former 

USSR, even if everything is done to economise the use of water, Central Asia’s aquatic 

resources are nevertheless insufficient to cater for the future economic and social needs 

of the population.
98

  Even if, as some specialists propose, the Aral Sea were allowed to 

completely dry up (and in 2002 this view point seemed to be receding as plans were 

emerging to divert water from other sources in order to restore the Aral Sea), Central 

Asia would still find itself facing a deficit of water resources and this would make the 

search for additional sources of water unavoidable.
99

In the opinion of those who attended an environmental forum entitled “International 

cooperation in resolving the problems of the Aral Sea area is an imperative”, held in 

Tashkent in early 2002, the most realistic and economical idea to readdress the problem 

of the Aral Sea area is to supply water to the region from the Siberian rivers Ob and 

Irtysh.
100

  As previously noted, both the Ob and the Irtysh are two of the major 

waterways to be affected by the Chinese water diversion plans.  The idea of diverting 

Siberian rivers was first proposed in the 1970s, when a project to build a 2,000 

kilometre canal from Siberia was discussed.  The canal was to “feed” the Amu Darya 

and Syr Darya Rivers into the dying Aral Sea, in response to the Soviet Union’s 

draining of the Aral Sea.  The project was suspended during the “perestroika” era.
101

  At 

a meeting held in Tajikistan in August 2002 it was agreed that between three and five 

cubic kilometres of water needed to be pumped into the Aral Sea yearly in order to 

salvage the landlocked sea, with the water for this scheme coming from the Amu Darya 

and Syr Darya rivers.  However, it was also pointed out at this meeting that not too 

much hope could be placed on this proposition as the glaciers in the Pamir Mountains in 

Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, where the two rivers originate, have shrunk by 12 per cent 

over the past 15 years.
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In early 2004, Russian scientists once again revived the old Soviet plan to divert 

Siberian rivers to the FSU states.  Its backers say it will solve a growing water crisis in 

the region and replenish the Aral Sea.  But some experts say that the hugely ambitious 

scheme will cause social, economic and environmental disaster.
103

  Some in the Russian 

government see the scheme as a way to rebuild its political and economic power in the 

region. But others, such as the Chairman of the Siberian branch of the Russian 

Academy of Sciences, Nikolai Dobretsov, believes that the diversion “would threaten 

the Ob basin with eco-catastrophe and socio-economic disaster”, destroying fisheries, 

and upsetting the local climate.
104

But perhaps Kazakhstan has decided the fate of the Aral Sea.  An idea was mooted by 

the Kazakh government in the latter half of 2003, and as of early 2004, this appears to 

be going ahead.  Kazakhstan has opted to build a 12.7 kilometre concrete dam 

(replacing a mud structure) across the northern tip of the Aral Sea, effectively 

permanently separating the two parts into which it is now split.  The move is designed 

to raise water levels in the much smaller North Aral Sea and reverse, in at least one 

small area, some of the environmental damage caused by decades of escalating 

degradation.
105

  The dam is expected to be finished by the end of 2004, and it could be 

anticipated that this will virtually extinguish the southern Aral Sea, as it will scarcely 

receive any water.

Peter Gleick in an essay on fresh water issues published in 1993 in Water in Crisis 

charts the dynamics of actual water availability in different regions of the world.  

Gleick’s 2000 projection for Central Asia and Kazakhstan (the reason for listing 

Kazakhstan separately from Central Asia is discussed in the introductory chapter), states 

that the actual water availability for Kazakhstan has decreased from a rating of 7.5 in 

1950 to 0.7 in 2000, according to Gleick’s scale as follows: -  <1 extremely low; 1.1-2.0 

very low; 2.1-5.0 low; 5.1-10.0 average; 10.1-20 above average; 20.1-50 high; >50 very 

high.  As can be seen from these figures, Kazakhstan and other areas in Central Asia 

now fall into the extremely low category.
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There would be very few regions in the world exempt from controversies between 

different countries over water.  Some of these controversies have the potential to erupt 

into hostilities while others are routinely resolved in a businesslike way through existing 

joint institutions.  Many disputes are triggered because one state perceived it had been, 

or might be, harmed by the actions of another with regard to a shared watercourse.  The 

“harm” involved can sometimes be the actual or prospective deprivation of what the 

“harmed” state perceived to be its equitable share of the uses and benefits of the 

water.
107

On 30 May 2002, the International Crisis Group (ICG) published a report on water and 

conflict in Central Asia.
108

  While this report does not specifically address the water 

situation in relation to Xinjiang and Kazakhstan, it states that competition for water is 

increasing in Central Asia at an alarming rate, adding tension to what is already an 

uneasy region. The problems of increasing demand and declining supplies have been 

compounded by the failure of the region’s nations to work together.  Under the Soviet 

Union, water and energy resources were exchanged freely across what were only 

administrative borders, and Moscow provided the funds and management to build and 

maintain infrastructure.  Rising nationalism and competition among the five post-Soviet 

Central Asian states have meant they have failed to come up with a viable regional 

approach to replace the Soviet system of management.  Indeed, linked water and energy 

issues have been second only to Islamic extremism as a source of tension in recent 

years.
109

Tensions over water and energy have contributed to a generally uneasy political climate 

in Central Asia.  Not only do they tend to provoke hostile rhetoric, but they also prompt 

suggestions that the countries are willing to defend their interests by force if necessary.  

Uzbekistan has carried out military exercises that look suspiciously like practice runs at 

capturing Kyrgyzstan’s Toktogul Reservoir.  The gas shortages and winter flooding that 

Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan have inflicted on each other have a direct and widespread 
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impact on the peoples of those countries and have the potential to inflame ethnic 

tensions in the Ferghana Valley.
110

In relation to the water rights problem specifically affecting the relationship between 

China and Kazakhstan, China’s burgeoning economic expansion and Russia’s retreat 

from confrontation with China over such issues as trans-border rivers will have 

important repercussions for Kazakhstan and other Central Asian countries.
111

  It also 

adds to the perception in many of the countries in Central Asia, especially in 

Kazakhstan, that China in recent years has shown a tendency to expansionism.  The 

failure to negotiate a basic life survival issue such as water rights will only add 

substance to this perception.  This in turn will impact on the overall relationship 

between China and its neighbours, and even more relevant, may well cause further 

tension between Han Chinese and the Uygur and Kazakh ethnic groups in Xinjiang.

Whether or not the non-Han Chinese ethnic groups in Xinjiang whose lifestyle may be 

affected have been consulted or involved is also not clear.  It is highly unlikely that 

consultation has taken place, as the Xinjiang regional government and the central 

government in Beijing have not consulted in the past on such matters and regard any 

such developmental issues as being for the good of China as a whole rather than a 

regional issue.  For many years, environmental degradation and resource development 

have been major sources of conflict between the non-Han ethnic groups and the Han 

Chinese, and given the present development programme, this is not likely to lessen.

The impact of the shrinkage of the Aral Sea should not be underestimated, and the 

governments of the states to be affected by the water diversion scheme in Xinjiang 

should take this into account.  The ecological disaster caused by the shrinking Aral Sea 

continues to seriously affect millions of people in Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan, and the 

northern Uzbek region of Karakalpakstan.  Given the increased salt and pollutant 

content in the air and soil as the sea shrinks, the rate of tuberculosis, anemia, cancer and 

birth defects have all increased.  Epidemics and respiratory diseases continue to threaten 

people living in the area.  Apart from the health problems and the collapse of the fishing 
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industry, the draining of the Aral Sea has even had a negative impact on the regional 

weather system.
112

The situation with the Irtysh and Ili rivers seems to be just the beginning.  It is reported 

that the Chinese government is considering the possibility of increased water intake 

from many other trans-border rivers.  Bakhytzhan states that according to Vladimir 

Babak of Israel’s Russian and Eastern Europe Studies at Tel-Aviv University, there are 

more than 30 rivers flowing from Xinjiang to Kazakhstan.
113

  Kazakhstan needs to find 

a way out of this situation.  By refusing to continue bilateral talks which are convenient 

for China, they should insist on switching to talks with the participation of all concerned 

parties, particularly Russia, and also extend the participation even further to involve 

Kyrgyzstan.  Kyrgyzstan’s glaciers feed several Chinese rivers and this factor played a 

key role in thwarting China’s hydro-technical plans during the Soviet era.  Such a step 

would give Kazakhstan an opportunity for manoeuvring and neutralising China’s 

advantageous position.
114

The problem of the use of water resources is one of the key issues in Central Asia’s 

regional security.  A negative precedent would undermine the unsteady security status 

quo in the region.
115

  Water is highly likely to become more valuable than other 

resources, and more important than Western capital investment and technology.  No 

political party, no matter what ideology they espouse – whether it be nationalism, 

Islamic activism, communism or liberalism – will be able to retain power in Central 

Asia if it does not supply the region with water.
116

CONCLUSION

The modern conceptualisation of water as a product of industrial and mechanical 

processes has been fundamentally called into question by newly emerging ecological 

realities.  There is mounting evidence that the carrying capacity of our planet, as well as 

human ability to control nature, is inherently limited.  As the universe reveals itself to 

be far more chaotic and unpredictable than modern science once envisioned, the 
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ecological paradigm provides fresh justification of the ancient perception of water as a 

sacred gift of nature not to be manipulated by human efforts.
117

  As a gift of nature, 

rainfall and rivers are quite localised.  From this perspective, water is inseparable from 

place, and attempts toward transport destroy the essence of both the areas of receipt and 

origin of water transfers.  Simply put, water belongs in the ecological context where 

nature placed it, and humans should adapt accordingly.
118

From an ecological perspective, water is, through its connection to its natural 

environment, in many ways a specific good.  Water carries with it the imprint of its 

place of origin, including various types of microbial life and dissolved solids, 

temperature, corrosiveness and taste.  The dangers of altering the environment at the 

places of origin and destination place serious limitations on the commensurability of 

water.
119

  The Chinese government in progressing with its water diversion schemes that 

involve trans-border river systems appears to be ignoring issues such as ecosystem 

integrity and environmental sustainability.  China has the political power and technical 

expertise to carry out such schemes, but in light of the amount of environmental 

degradation that has taken place in China, the undertaking of such action may rebound 

on China.  Not only does it show a propensity to impact on inter-state relationships, this 

policy may well add additional tension to an already fragile relationship with its own 

non-Han ethnic groups, especially the Uygurs and the Kazakhs, who reside in the 

affected area.

The issue of water management cannot be concluded without looking more closely at 

the reasons why China is carrying out such actions as water diversion from cross-

boundary rivers when it must be aware of the impact this type of scheme can have on 

both inter and intra-state relationships.  As discussed earlier in this chapter, the bulk of 

the diverted water is intended to sustain a population working in the oil fields and for 

the production of cotton – both industries seen as necessary to advance the economy of 

Xinjiang.  Tian Fengshan, the Chinese Minister of Land and Resources, states that 

China has listed petroleum, food and water as the three strategic resources which will 
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have the greatest influence on the sustainable development of the economy and 

society.
120

  The then Chinese Vice-premier, now Premier Wen Jiabao has stated that the 

use of water resources and environmental development in the northwest were the two 

key issues for the growth of the country.
121

Xinjiang has since the early 1950s, upon the entrance into the region of the Construction 

and Production Corps, been the site of numerous agricultural and other development 

schemes that, because of the fragile ecosystem in the area, have lead to an enormous 

amount of environmental degradation including desertification, salinization and the 

drying up of lakes and rivers.

The impact of environmental degradation adds to the many sources of tension present in 

this ethnically sensitive area, and although the central and local governments have 

announced measures to address several of the environmental concerns, the actions being 

undertaken to advance the development of this region cannot fail to have a further 

detrimental impact on the environment.  According to Eric Hagt, “…mismanagement of 

water and resulting environmental degradation could aggravate Uygur grievances 

against Beijing, leading to instability.”
122

  Alan Dupont also believes that water 

shortages in China, not only the northwestern region, will aggravate social and political 

tensions.  He states, “…water’s salience as a driver of interstate conflict will increase in 

inverse proportion to its scarcity.”
123

  However, although Dupont proposes water as 

being a source of conflict, he believes that whereas water scarcity is destined to become 

a major security issue for the Asia-Pacific region, wars are unlikely to be fought purely 

over water.
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China currently supports 22 per cent of the world’s population with only 8 per cent of 

the world’s water.  Many rivers, lakes, reservoirs and aquifers have shrunk or dried up 

over the past 25–30 years, and at the beginning of the 1980s China stopped expanding 

its irrigated area.
125

  Desertification is another major problem for China and 

approximately 1.7 per cent of China’s total land area could be considered human-

induced desertified land.  During the 1980s/1990s, the desertification largely occurred 

on agricultural land that can be restored.  However, the northwest arid region, which 

includes Xinjiang, has shown an increase in desertification that will be hard to rectify.
126

  

Memet Abdullah, director of the local forestry bureau in Xinjiang states that “the desert 

encroachment in Xinjiang has become more serious in recent years, with the desert area 

increasing at a speed of 400 square kilometres per year, and that according to statistics, 

47.7 per cent of Xinjiang is desertified.
127

  The desertification in Xinjiang is of course 

not all due to unsuitable development practices; the advancement of the desert, as in 

other areas of the world, can be relentless.  An attempt has been made, and is ongoing, 

to curb the expansion of the desert regions in Xinjiang.  Both the central government 

and the regional government of Xinjiang have invested approximately 10 billion yuan, 

and part of this funding has been allocated to tree planting as a method to stop the 

advancement of the desert, with more than 860,000 hectares of trees being planted.
128

Action has also been taken to curb water usage, or to be more precise, water usage along 

the Tarim River, mainly by farmers.  In 2003, the 120,000 people living along the Tarim 

River, China’s longest inland river, were no longer entitled to free unlimited use of the 

river’s water as they had been for decades.  A charge of 0.39 fen per cubic metre was 

implemented.
129

  A plan has also been put into place to restore wetlands with foreign 

loans.  Over the past 50 years, Xinjiang’s wetlands, mostly located on the middle and 

lower reaches of the Tarim River and the southwestern edge of the Junggar Basin, have 

shrunk by half, due, according to the local government, to a rise in population and 

overuse.
130

  The Xinjiang local government has decided to restore the wetlands around 
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Bosten Lake with a loan from Kuwait.  Located in the heart of the Tianshan Mountains, 

Bosten Lake covers an area of 972 square kilometres, and is the biggest lake in the 

region, and one of the biggest freshwater lakes in China.  According to this report:

The wetland around the lake is one of the four major reed growing areas in China, 

with an annual supply of 240,000 to 400,000 tons, mostly used for paper-making.  

However, in the past 20 years, the wetland has been shrinking, and the reed output 

has been falling due to pollution and other man-made intrusions.  The water 

quality of the lake has also gradually become saline.
131

The issue of development, which can lead to environmental degradation is of course tied 

in with reducing poverty within China.  China has in recent decades made great inroads 

into the problem of poverty reduction.  In the case of Xinjiang, raising the level of 

living for all the population within the province, but especially the non-Han ethnic 

groups whose standard of living is in general below the standard of living attained by 

the local Han population, has been regarded by the government as an essential 

component in its development plans.  This issue of disparity between the living 

standards of Han Chinese and non-Han ethnic groups in Xinjiang has been made a 

priority by the government, and this matter is examined in greater detail in the following 

chapter.  The Chinese government believes that their development plans in this 

extremely sensitive strategically important region of China will bring stability to this 

region.  The pervading tensions are not, in my opinion, solely based on this one factor, 

but, as I have repeatedly pointed out, are contingent on several different factors; the 

aspect of economic parity or disparity being only one such cause.

It should also be noted that although China has some of the world’s worst 

environmental quality indicators, it has also experienced impressive improvements in 

major quality-of-life indicators.  Furthermore, as little as China spends on environment 

protection, these outlays are relatively higher than those of Western nations, or of Japan, 

at a comparable stage in their economic development.
132

  Smil is right when he says that 

sensible policies in China should bring incremental improvements and prevent the kind 

of environmental deterioration that might seriously affect China’s socio-economic 

security or even push it into external conflicts.
133

  But issues such as water diversion and 
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environmental degradation are trans-border, and this is where the conflict lies for the 

Chinese government.

The Chinese government whilst portraying itself as a good neighbour in the region does 

appear, on the surface at least, to be neglecting to take into account the consequences of 

what an action such as water diversion can have on the general populace in the affected 

area.  This may prove to be a short-sighted approach to what has the potential to become 

a major problem, thus adding another layer of tension to an already tension-prone 

region.  Disregarding implications of such an action may well add not only to intra-state 

tension, but also in these circumstances, where ethnicity crosses border zones, provide a 

vehicle for ethnic kin on both sides of the border to come together and jointly express 

their displeasure.

A global water crisis is widely predicted to occur in this century.  China is both water-

poor (in per capita terms one of the world’s twelve most deprived [and increasingly 

water-polluted] countries) and, at the same time, water-rich.  This “blue gold” (as it has 

been described by some) wealth makes China a potential water-power of “Saudi-

Arabian” dimensions.  While China’s potential remains largely undeveloped, the 

country faces growing water pressures: highly uneven distribution between north and 

south, urbanisation, population increase, degradation of the environment, and rapidly 

rising demands for energy, irrigation, and town water.
134

  The Chinese government 

tends to favour the “modern” paradigm of water engineering at a time when that 

paradigm is being abandoned in the developed world in favour of safer, more 

economical, and more sustainable options.
135

Water is life.  History is replete with examples of civilizations that arose when they 

husbanded water wisely, and declined and fell, sometimes to be swallowed by desert 

sands, when they exploited and abused it.  By 2025, one in three human beings will be 

living in countries or regions that suffer from absolute water scarcity.  Much of the Near 

East and North Africa is already in that category and predictions are that by 2025 
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Pakistan, South Africa, and much of India and China will join them.
136

  With scarcity 

comes the likelihood that conflicts over access to and control of water resources will 

become steadily more acute.  Indeed, some have forecast grimly that the 20
th 

century’s 

oil wars may give way in the 21
st 

century to “water wars.”
137

From rivers that cross borders, to disputed borders that divide nations – and in the case 

of Central Asia, divide ethnic groups; these issues are all interconnected, and each issue 

contributes to inter and intra-state tensions existing in this region.  Border demarcation 

disputes, which on the surface at least do not show any relationship to other sources of 

tensions, are on closer examination shown to be connected, and the repercussions of any 

actions extend beyond the main parties to these dealings.  This can clearly be shown by 

one such instance which occurred in early 2003 when clashes took place between 

Kyrgyz and Tajik villagers over disputed frontier areas.  The Tajik locals in this area are 

concerned that their government might trade these territories away.  Their concerns are 

based on the fact that their government brokered border delimitation with China in 2002 

in which, many believe, Tajikistan lost out.
138

Issues that were assumed to be resolved are, in some instances, perceived not to be 

resolved, and show potential not only to be used as an excuse by political opponents to 

engender ongoing unrest, but are also a source of resentment in the general population 

who may not fully understand or care about the politics of the matter; but they certainly 

understand that for reasons not fully understood by them, their land now belongs to 

another country or their water supply is greatly diminished or polluted because of 

actions of a more powerful neighbour.  None of the tensions evaluated in this chapter 

can be disconnected from intra-state tensions within Xinjiang – they overlap – and for 

that reason the following chapter will examine several of the more prominent intra-state 

tensions and assess them for their potential to cross borders.
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1

CHAPTER V

ETHNIC CONFLICT IN XINJIANG-CENTRAL ASIA

Whereas trans-boundary water diversion and border demarcation can be quite clearly 

associated with inter-state tensions, ethnicity issues, in many cases, can be seen as more 

of an intra-state issue.  But this is not the situation in Xinjiang-Central Asia, as this 

region is a tapestry of related ethnic groups spread throughout several nation states.  

Xinjiang, whilst not unique in this regard, is certainly interesting because of the 

composition of its population and the relationship of many of its population to the 

populace of neighbouring states.  On the one hand, the Uygurs are a minority group 

within China and several neighbouring states, but are the majority ethnic group in 

Xinjiang. On the other hand, the Kazakhs, Kyrgyz, Tajiks, Uzbeks and others, who are 

minority ethnic groups in Xinjiang, are the majority ethnic group in a neighbouring 

state.  Given this scenario, it is not unreasonable to assume that intra-state ethnic 

conflict would spill over into neighbouring states where ethnic kin reside.  This is a 

problem that China has faced in the past with, in particular, the Turkic speaking groups 

in Xinjiang, especially the Uygurs.  Ethnic tensions within Xinjiang are generated as a 

result of many factors including disparity of income, environmental degradation, 

exploitation of resources, and restrictions against religious activities.  However, the 

main contentious issue at the present time is the migration of Han Chinese into 

Xinjiang, and the ethnic group feeling most threatened by what does appear to be a 

renewed influx of Han Chinese into what they regard as their territory, are the Uygur 

people.

Firstly, I would like to reiterate the argument I made in the introductory section of this 

thesis: that the fundamental cause of tension in the Xinjiang region is ethnicity, and the 

other tensions present in the region emanate from that basic cause.  In Xinjiang, we 

have two main contenders with virtually no commonality, Han Chinese and Uygurs, 



vying for supremacy in a disputed area as to who has the most legitimate claim.  Again, 

referring back to the statement I made in the introduction of this thesis, I do not believe 

that at the present time in Xinjiang nationalism is a prime factor in the generation of 

ongoing tensions.  In Herbert Yee’s survey, Uygur intellectuals argue that the roots of 

the separatist movement are more complicated, and that policy mistakes and cadre 

incompetence rather than Uygur nationalism are the root causes of separatism in 

Xinjiang. In short, there is a general resentment among the Uygurs that they are 

receiving all the blame for the current social instability and separatist activities.
1

  I have 

sympathy with the Uygur views on this matter.  China is undergoing tremendous 

upheaval in the transformation of its economy, and because of associated infrastructure 

and other changes, social unrest among the Chinese people is taking place in many areas 

of the country.  The ethnic groups in Xinjiang have even more changes to cope with, as 

the development and modernisation of Xinjiang is proceeding at what could only be 

described as a hectic pace.  The linking of separatism and religion to explain all the 

unrest in the region is not the answer, and the following chapter, Chapter VI, looks 

further at this linkage, and the reasoning behind associating any intra-regional conflict 

with the Uygurs.

The causes of ethnic conflict are varied.  Donald Horowitz states, “ethnicity is at the 

centre of politics in country after country, a potent source of challenges to the cohesion 

of states and of international tension.”
2

  Horowitz’s study is concerned with theories, 

patterns and policies, and aims to understand the nature of ethnic affiliations, and to 

devise an explanation of ethnic conflict that will fit the observed regularities of that 

conflict.  His primary focus is on Asia and Africa, and although China is not isolated as 

a case study, and this book was written nearly two decades ago, much of what he has 

concluded is relevant to the situation in Xinjiang-Central Asia today.  Horowitz sets 

himself the task of answering several questions, and the questions, or parts of questions, 

that are most relevant to the ethnic tensions in Xinjiang, are:
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i. What is it about ethnic affiliations that make them conducive to severe conflict?

ii. What exactly are the goals of ethnic conflict?  Is it cultural difference that drives 

ethnic groups into conflict?

iii. What can be done to reduce the severity of ethnic conflict and maximise the 

likelihood of inter-ethnic co-operation?
3

The Chinese government believes that lifting the standard of living of the non-Han 

ethnic groups in Xinjiang will alleviate a great deal of the tension in the region.  This is 

not a unique proposition – many governments worldwide have formulated this type of 

proposal to solve ethnic conflict when they have been faced with this problem.  It is a 

completely materialistic approach without really assessing the core discontent that 

prevails in Xinjiang within the Uygur community.  Many diverse issues are points of 

contention – ranging from in-migration of mainly Han Chinese from other areas of 

China, linguistic differences, religion, and even the Chinese penchant for consumption 

of pork, which is seen by Muslims as a sign of uncleanliness.

One of the major contentious issues examined later in this chapter is numbers, and here 

I am referring to people.  Horowitz talks about numbers counting in the quest for 

political domination, and the hopes of each group to enlarge its relative share of the 

population, with numbers being an indicator of whose country it is.
4

  In the case of 

Xinjiang, one could speculate about whose territory it is, and if it is judged solely by 

numbers, then the Uygurs are getting very close to being outnumbered by Han Chinese, 

if this is not already the case.  In any struggles between two societies, to quote Mosca, 

“the victorious society as a rule fails to annihilate the vanquished society, but subjects 

it, assimilates it, imposes its own type of civilization upon it.”
5

  Mosca is of course 

referring to the conquest of one nation by another, but the statement is equally evocative 

of intra-state conflict between groups, so much do the two types of conflict have in 
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common.
6

  Ethnic conflicts are often labelled cultural conflicts, because cultural 

differences are among the differences that usually divide ethnic groups.
7

  This is 

possibly too much of a generalisation, but certainly, in the case of Xinjiang, the cultural 

differences between the Han Chinese and the non-Han ethnic groups are considerable, 

as is the potential for tension generating from such seemingly minor disparities as eating 

or non-eating of pork, and as a consequence, the farming of pigs in a Muslim area.

Another cause of contention, and therefore a source of tension, is language.  The 

language of governance is normally the language of the ruler, and therefore other 

language groups, unless it is specifically legislated against, assume a lower status.  

Language, then, is a symbol of domination.
8

  Language is a source of tension and 

disgruntlement in Xinjiang, as in recent times we have seen the downgrading of the use 

of the Uygur language in higher education institutions, and again, as with other issues, 

this will be delved into in more detail later in this chapter.  It is quite ironic that the 

Chinese themselves as a non-Malay ethnic group in Malaysia were wont to speak of 

multilingualism, until a prohibition on such debate took hold.
9

  Language issues have 

enormous potential for division.  Not only does the psychological sense of group worth 

suffer when a multi-language society downgrades a language, resulting in feelings of 

inferiority among the speakers of that language, but there is also a direct effect of 

reduced job prospects.

Apart from the ongoing dispute about in-migration into Xinjiang, the historical claims 

to the area are by far the most debatable.  As mentioned in Chapter II, in May 2003, the 

Chinese government published the first ever White Paper on Xinjiang.  This paper gives 

an historical account of China’s claim to sovereignty over Xinjiang.  The White Paper, 

as would be expected, presents the Chinese version of the history of Xinjiang.  The 

paper is too far ranging to go into detail here, beyond mentioning a few statements that 

have relevance for this section.  In validating its claim to Xinjiang, the paper says that 

“since the Western Han Dynasty (206 BC to AD 24), it has been an inseparable part of 

the unitary multi-ethnic Chinese nation…and since the Western Regions Frontier 
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Command was established in 60 BC, the inflow of the Han people to Xinjiang, 

including officials, soldiers and merchants, had never stopped.”  The paper also goes on 

to state that “the establishment of the Western Regions Frontier Command indicated 

that the Western Han had begun to exercise state sovereignty over the Western Regions, 

and that Xinjiang had become a component part of the unitary multi-ethnic Chinese 

nation.”
10

Chapter II does show that Chinese control over this region was intermittent at times, and 

certainly, sovereignty could not legitimately be claimed at that time.  Many authors, 

including Willem Van Kemenade, quote the oft repeated statement attributed to Owen 

Lattimore that effective Chinese control in Central Asia has been estimated to span only 

about 425 out of about 2,000 years, divided into a number of periods, and that the 

present Chinese rule in the province of Xinjiang is the fifth major period.
11

To return to a more standard argument, by far the most common claim to legitimacy on 

territorial issues worldwide is predicated on indigenousness.  To have indigenousness, 

however, does not always mean literally to have arrived first, and to be immigrant does 

not mean to have arrived last or even recently.  Geography is as important as history in 

producing claims to indigenousness.  Political space is not a fixed concept.
12

  The 

association of people with places is utilised to create myths of occupation, thereby 

limiting recognition of the perennial, worldwide movement of peoples.  It is not, then, 

an objective question of who actually came first, or who is acknowledged to have come 

first, that governs the strength of claims to indigenousness.  Rather, it is the political 

context of such claims and the uses to which they can be put that matter.
13

  Ethnic 

claims to priority or exclusion are supported by appeals to moral principles.  The moral 
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basis of ethnic claims lies in group legitimacy within a territory.  Legitimacy is asserted 

to be distributed unevenly among ethnic groups.  To understand the concept of group 

legitimacy, it is necessary to link it to ownership.  Legitimacy goes to one’s rightful 

place in the country.  To be legitimate is therefore to be identified with the territory.
14

  

Georg Simmel astutely notes that the ethnic stranger is “no ‘owner of the soil’ – soil not 

only in the physical but also in the figurative sense of a life-substance which is fixed, if 

not in a point in space, at least at an ideal point of the social environment.”
15

  As 

patrimony confronts equality, group legitimacy provides a foundation for the recurrent 

psychological denial that another group owns an equal share in the land.
16

In Xinjiang, both the Han Chinese and the Uygur peoples claim ownership of the 

territory through historical linkage.  One of the Chinese government’s stated aims is to 

stop any separatist movement, whether it be intra or inter-state, and ongoing 

suppression of ethnic groups, primarily the Uygurs, in Xinjiang and in neighbouring 

countries is a prime domestic and international political objective.  A separatist or 

secessionist movement is determined mainly by domestic politics, by the relations of 

groups and regions within the state.  Whether a secessionist movement will achieve its 

aims, however, is determined largely by international politics, by the balance of 

interests and forces that extend beyond the state.
17

  Horowitz poses the question of 

whether the terms separatism and secession can be confined to movements aiming 

explicitly at an independent state or extended to movements seeking any territorially 

defined political change intended to accord an ethnic group autonomous control over the 

region in which it resides.  Conceived in the latter way, separatism would include ethnic 

demands for the creation of separate states within existing states or for a broad measure 

of regional autonomy, short of independence.
18
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Xinjiang is designated an autonomous region, but autonomy in China in no way equates 

to the general understanding of autonomy as self-rule, since autonomy in China is 

negated through the overall control of the Communist Party.  Autonomy in China is 

conceived of in ethnic terms: it is to combat Han chauvinism and to recognise the 

cultural distinctiveness of non-Han ethnic groups.  The emphasis, somewhat 

superficially, is on language and folklore rather than on the deeper springs of ethnic 

identity, such as religious or historical traditions.
19

  Both Tibetan Buddhism and 

Xinjiang Islam provide an alternative worldview to that of Chinese communism and, 

therefore, cannot be easily accommodated within the wider PRC system. This 

immediately alerts us to the limitations of autonomy: not only has there to be an ethnic 

claim to autonomy, but autonomy must also stand constantly subordinate to the interests 

of the state, as defined by the central government.
20

  It is interesting to note that Jia 

Qinglin, Chairman of the National Committee of the Chinese People’s Political 

Consultative Conference, when visiting Xinjiang in September 2003, made a point of 

urging leaders in the region to implement the country’s system of regional autonomy for 

ethnic groups to the letter (author’s emphasis) in a bid to promote reform, development 

and stability in areas inhabited by minority ethnic groups.
21

The current emphasis on economic development in Xinjiang has eroded autonomy and 

threatens the way of life of these communities, as the natural resources of their regions 

are exploited, frequently with the introduction of Han workers, and the environment 

degraded.  Each time the implications of autonomy for restrictions on central policies 

and initiatives become obvious, autonomy is suppressed, allegedly against the wishes of 

the local communities.  The legal terms of autonomy agreements are disregarded when 

it suits the centre.
22

  Fuller and Starr are of the opinion that the Chinese government, as 

part of the development of Xinjiang, has in mind to assimilate Xinjiang’s population as 

equal citizens of the multi-ethnic state ruled from Beijing.
23

  Fuller and Starr believe this 

programme recalls the Soviet Union’s Brezhnev era doctrine of “merging of peoples”, 
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and as the Chinese government pursues this policy, it will grant only minimal 

concessions, if any, to genuine Uygur autonomy.
24

When China sees itself as being threatened by separatist movements as it does now in 

the Xinjiang-Central Asian region, autonomy as a device to avoid conflict is pushed 

aside in favour of stronger measures such as security crackdowns in the region targeting 

these so-called separatist movements.  A Kazakh analyst who agrees with the Chinese 

government that Uygur activities in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region are on the 

upswing sees this trend as connected to the US presence in the area. He disagrees with 

the Chinese government as to its portent and believes that although the Uygur 

movements right now are uniting, they are not involved in a struggle for independence, 

because that is unrealistic, but for Uygur rights and real autonomy within China.
25

  This 

is not in complete accordance with the views put to me by Kakharman Kozhamberdi, 

the Chairman of the People’s Party of Uyghurstan.  He is firmly of the view that the 

Uygurs’ first choice is independence followed by autonomy in the true sense.  This 

opinion, which comes from the viewpoint of a Uygur living outside Xinjiang, may not 

reflect the majority view from the Uygurs residing within Xinjiang.  In Kozhamberdi’s 

opinion, the wish for independence is a majority view, and that Uygurs are programmed 

from birth to want independence.  Kozhamberdi is also aware that the Uygur 

organisations need to get “media savvy”, and he made the point that the message about 

what is happening in Xinjiang with the Uygur people should not only be disseminated 

worldwide, but to other parts of China.
26

THE IMPACT OF INTERDEPENDENCY

As argued in Chapter I, a major consequence of the interdependency relationship 

between neighbouring states in the region has been that any sympathy for separatist 

movements in Xinjiang from neighbouring states has been severely restricted.  Trans-

border ethnic affinities more often promote restraint in supporting separatists or 
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intervention on behalf of a central government fighting to suppress separatism.  Fear of 

contagion and domino effects is widespread.
27

  With the coupling of Islamic activism 

and separatist movements in Xinjiang-Central Asia, the governments in the region, 

especially the members of the SCO, have repeatedly voiced their opposition to 

separatist movements in Xinjiang in response to requests by China, and have placed 

restrictions against Uygur diaspora organisations in their particular countries.

Throughout the 1990s, China’s main strategic aim was to ensure that the Central Asian 

governments kept a tight lid on Uygur political activities on their soil, stopping the 

Uygur diaspora from helping the Uygurs in Xinjiang.  The Central Asian states obliged 

China by shutting down Uygur publications and offices, arresting Uygurs who criticised 

Chinese policies, and keeping their borders with China open for trade whilst guarding 

against the export of arms, propaganda or funds for Uygur separatists in Xinjiang.
28

In the initial years after the break-up of the Soviet Union, the newly independent 

Central Asian republics were tolerant towards their Uygur communities.  A Uygur 

Cultural Centre was created in Uzbekistan, and a weekly broadcast in the Uygur 

language was allowed.  However, since the formation of the SCO, and more 

specifically, since the economic and security interdependency has built up in the region, 

governments are far less tolerant towards the Uygur diaspora residing in their countries.  

The Uzbek authorities have not only imposed restrictions on the Uygurs, but on other 

ethnic groups within Uzbekistan such as the Tajiks, Karakalpaks and Kazakhs.  This is 

all part of the so-called process of Uzbekinisation of the non-endogenous population by 

imposing strict and tough administrative measures in obtaining passports bearing non-

Uzbek nationality, and not allowing the Uygur community in Uzbekistan to carry out a 

population census of Uygurs.
29

  Although tens of thousands of Uygurs live in 

Uzbekistan, President Karimov via the SCO has become a firm ally in Beijing’s 

repression of Uygurs.  Karimov was adamant to the Chinese:  Uzbek Uygurs would not 

be a problem. As a result, the Uygur diaspora in Uzbekistan has remained neutral, or at 
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least not vocal, perhaps fearful of internal repression by Karimov’s security apparatus.
30

  

This is not an ill-founded fear by the Uzbek Uygurs, as Karimov’s repressive tendencies 

are highly visible, as are shown and examined in the following chapter.

At times, certain sectors in Kazakhstan have criticised the crackdown against the 

Uygurs, such as by the newsreader on Kazakh TV Channel 31 when the SCO was 

accused of keeping “silent about China’s repressing Uygurs.”
31 

However, any criticism 

is becoming less frequent and more muted.  An unnamed Chinese diplomat in Almaty, 

Kazakhstan, is quoted as saying “we know that there are people in President 

Nazarbaev’s team who support the idea of an independent [Uygur nation in] Xinjiang, 

as it would be a buffer between Kazakhstan and China.”
32

Suppression of Uygur activities in Kyrgyzstan by the Kyrgyz authorities has been seen 

as a way of winning concessions from China on other issues.  According to the 1999 

official statistics, the Uygur population in Kyrgyzstan at that time was approximately 

46,700.  However, the total is probably more, because during the Soviet era many 

Uygurs were registered as Uzbek.
33

  Both Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan have found the 

Uygurs a useful tool in negotiations with Beijing.  The Kyrgyz authorities have branded 

the Uygurs as Muslim extremists, as they are far more religious than Kyrgyz and 

Kazakhs.  The Uygur case in Kyrgyzstan has not been helped by disarray within its own 

ranks. Apart from the main Uygur association, “Ittipak” (unity), several other non-

related Uygur organisations operate in Kyrgyzstan.  Fragmentation of the Uygur 

movement in Kyrgyzstan has sprung partly from conflicts of interest between the 

intelligentsia and entrepreneurs with the former accusing the latter of putting 
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moneymaking ahead of national liberation, and the latter scoffing at the former for 

pursuing unrealistic goals that would not be supported by ordinary people.
34 

This lack of 

unity among the Uygurs in Kyrgyzstan is not unlike what occurs among the Uygurs in 

Xinjiang, as has been commented on by many authors including Gladney, Mackerras 

and Rudelson, to name but a few.
35

  As Gladney says “the Uygur are divided from 

within by religious conflicts between Sufi and non-Sufi factions, territorial loyalties, 

linguistic differences, class alienation, and competing political loyalties.”
36

  Many 

Uygurs in Kyrgyzstan also feel that whenever a crime is committed in Kyrgyzstan and a 

Uygur is found to be involved, the government and the state-controlled media 

deliberately ascribe it to Islamic and separatist movements.

The Uygur American Association is deeply concerned about the rising number of 

peaceful Uygur dissidents being returned to China from Central Asian states and 

Pakistan under pressure from the Chinese government.  They believe that the pressure 

employed against the Uygur diaspora and their country of residence can be summed up 

with this excerpt from a 1996 internal CCP document.

Limit the activities of outside ethnic separatist activities from many sides.  Bear in 

mind the fact that Turkey, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan are the home bases for the 

activities of outside separatist’s forces.  Through diplomacy, urge these countries 

to limit and weaken the activities of separatist forces inside their border.  Take full 

advantage of our political superiority to further develop the bilateral friendly co-

operation with these countries.  At the same time, always maintain pressure on 

them.  Considering the ethnic separatism activities outside of the border, carry out 

all necessary dialog and struggle.  Strengthen the investigation and study outside 

of the border.  Collect the information on related development directions of 

events, and be especially vigilant against and prevent, by all means, the outside 

separatist forces from making the so-called “Eastern Turkistan” problem 

international.
37
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There has also been a tendency in recent times to associate the problems in Chechnya 

with the ethnic problems in Xinjiang.  The Chinese foreign minister, Tang Jiaxuan, and 

his Russian (at that time) counterpart, Igor Ivanov, have taken the position that Russian 

actions in Chechnya and Chinese actions in Xinjiang are facets of a common struggle 

against “Islamic fundamentalism, terrorism and separatism.”
38

  As Chapter VI covers 

Islam and associated issues, I will leave the issue of Islam to that chapter, and briefly 

look at whether the Chinese government can perhaps learn any lessons from what has 

happened in Chechnya.

While there are some similarities between the history of the Chechen conflict and 

Xinjiang, mainly national aspirations for territorial separation, they are not mirror 

images, and therefore should not be placed in the same category.  Without going too far 

back in Chechen history, an event that had a major impact on the Chechens was the 

action taken by the Soviet government in 1944, when the entire Chechen nation was 

deported to Central Asia for allegedly collaborating with the Nazis.  The Chechens were 

not alone – a number of nations were deported, with all the deported nations being non-

Christian in religious background (either Muslim or Buddhist).  While there were many 

instances of collaboration with the Nazis invaders, the Chechens were in no position to 

collaborate with the Germans since their territory remained in Soviet hands throughout 

the war, and in addition, there were plenty of potential collaborators among those 

nations spared from deportation.  While the Chechens were allowed to return to 

Chechnya in the 1960s, the implications of that action still resound today.
39

Chechnya and the Chechens again came to prominence in the 1990s, with warfare 

between the Chechens and the Russians taking place from 1994 to 1996, and again from 

1999 to the present.  Matthew Evangelista states that one of the reasons that war came 

about was because elites in Moscow thought it would serve as a deterrent to separatism 

elsewhere, and that Boris Yeltsin and his advisers were convinced that the growing 
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militancy of the Chechen leadership in the early 1990s would produce a domino effect, 

a cascade of independence movements that would end in the disintegration of Russia 

itself.
40

  Similar concerns pushed Vladimir Putin in the direction of war, but calculations 

about his own political career may also have been at work.  If Yeltsin’s war was 

purportedly about preserving the union, Putin’s has now become about defending it – 

against bandits, terrorists, and radical Islam.
41

An article in the Financial Times stated that from the beginning to the middle of March 

2004, at least one Russian soldier a day had been killed in fighting in Chechnya, and 

apparently this is regarded as a normal month.
42

  The Russian authorities say they are 

moving towards “normalisation” in Chechnya, shifting formal operational command 

from the army to the interior ministry.  A former Chechen rebel and Muslim religious 

leader has been elected president in voting widely criticised for manipulation.  However 

the older, more moderate generation is being superseded by a younger group of 

Chechen fighters with stronger links to international terrorists with less interest in 

negotiating with the Russians.  The growing incidence of suicide bombings outside 

Chechnya is one result.
43

  Alexei Malashenko, from the Carnegie Moscow Centre, 

believes this is not a war against separatism because when he has spoken with the so-

called Chechen separatists, they do not believe in the possibility of a Chechen 

republic.
44

  As with the situation in Xinjiang, there are multiple reasons for the unrest, 

or in the case of Chechnya, the war.  Malashenko mentions the demographic factor, and 

this factor is highly significant not only in Chechnya, but in the Xinjiang-Central Asia 

region, and is examined in Chapter VI.  There is a generation of young people in 

Chechnya who were ten when this war began, and are now in their twenties and 

uneducated because they did not graduate from schools. These people are used to a state 
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of war, and they continue to fight.  Malashenko believes that for 20 to 30 per cent of the 

younger Chechen population, terrorism has become a way of life, and that they do not 

identify themselves with Chechen separatism, but with the world jihad.
45

This is a scenario China must avoid, and can avoid, but not if China continues to 

disregard the grievances of the non-Han ethnic groups in Xinjiang.  Xinjiang has not yet 

burst into the open conflict characterising Chechnya, nor are the most visible elements 

of Uygur resistance predominantly religious in nature.  Ethnic identity remains the most 

prominent cohesive force and main driver of the Uygur resistance movement.  This 

movement is not an organised front, but composed of small, mainly non-violent groups 

with divergent interests and no common plan for action.
46

  The list of Uygur grievances 

against the Chinese government is extensive; some of these have already been 

examined.  One issue which is both historical and topical is trans-migration into 

Xinjiang from other regions in China. This has been, and continues to be, an extremely 

contentious issue which frequently heightens the overall tensions present in the region.

TRANS-MIGRATION INTO XINJIANG

Two factors stand out as having a major influence on the increase and concentration of 

population in Xinjiang from 1949 onwards, when the CCP came to power in China.  

These are economics and political/ security.  A substantial proportion of the increase in 

population can be attributed to an initial influx that took place in the 1950s, with the 

formation of an organisation called the Production and Construction Corps (PCC).  This 

organisation was an important symbol and vehicle of the CCP’s efforts to control and 

integrate the strategic and traditionally non-Han borderlands of the PRC. The first PCC 

was officially established in the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region in 1954.
47

  On the 

eve of CCP liberation, Xinjiang was an underdeveloped, divided, Muslim ‘province of 

China’, ethnically and attitudinally non-Han.  Under these conditions the CCP was to 

‘peacefully liberate’ the province and set about the enormous task of establishing a 

socialist ‘new order’.
48
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Post liberation, various demobilised troops, which became known as the ‘Xinjiang 

Wilderness Reclamation Army’, constituted the model for, and was the forerunner of, 

the Xinjiang PCC.  They established positions on the fringes of the wastelands near the 

major oases north and south of the Tianshan, in the steppelands of western Dzungaria, 

and along the main transportation routes linking Urumqi with interior China.  There, in 

compliance with the slogan of ‘transforming nature and reforming man’, they began 

land reclamation, water conservancy, agricultural and animal husbandry production, 

sideline production, and capital construction.  By locating the Xinjiang PCC near the 

population centres, the regime’s strategic position could be improved by protecting key 

transportation routes, guarding against internal or external threats, and exploiting nearby 

natural resources without appearing to be ‘imposing’ upon the local inhabitants.
49

The increase in population post-1949 did not only come from the migration into 

Xinjiang from other areas in China, but also from natural increase of the non-Han 

population.  When the CCP came to power in China in 1949, the Uygurs with a 

population of 3,219,145 made up 75.95 per cent of Xinjiang’s total of 4,333,400.
50

  The 

percentage of all the non-Han ethnic groups in Xinjiang was 93.29 per cent of the total 

population with the Han population only accounting for 6.71 per cent.

However, from that time until the end of the Cultural Revolution, programmes of Han 

migration to Xinjiang, beginning with the Xinjiang PCC in the early 1950s, greatly 

increased the Han population both in absolute and proportional terms.
51

  The 1953 

census shows the Uygur percentage of population at 75.42 and the Han percentage of 

population at 6.94.  By the 1964 census, the Uygur percentage of population had 

dropped to 54.03 with the Han percentage of population rising to 32.86.  The 1982 

census also saw a decrease in the Uygur percentage of population to 45.50 with a further 

increase in the Han percentage to 40.45.  The 1990s saw a slight reversal with the Uygur 

population percentage rising to 47.45 and the Han percentage of population falling 
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slightly to 37.58.
52

  The Uygur population in Xinjiang in 1990 according to the 1990 

China Population Statistics was 7,194,675.
53

The 1998 Xinjiang Year Book in an estimate taken in 1997 shows the Han population to 

have risen slightly to 38.42 per cent with the Uygurs declining to 46.68 per cent of the 

total population.  The Uygur population in Xinjiang according to the 1997 sample 

census was 8,020,040.
54

The 2000 Xinjiang Yearbook had estimates for 1999 showing the Han at 38.7 per cent, 

with the China Population Statistics Yearbook for 2002 placing the total population of 

Xinjiang at 18.459 million, with the Han at 41.1 per cent.  The 2003 Xinjiang Statistical 

Yearbook shows a total population for Xinjiang of 19.051 million with the Han 

population at 7,595,650 or 39.87 per cent and the Uygurs with a population of 8,692, 

298 or 45.6 per cent.
55

However, as previously pointed out in Chapter II, the 2003 Xinjiang White Paper shows 

a greater increase in the Han population.  According to the White Paper, in the year 

2000, Xinjiang had a total population of 19.25 million, including 10.9696 million 

people of ethnic groups other than the Han.  The White Paper does not provide a break 

down of the different non-Han ethnic groups, but these official statistics show the Han 

at 43.01 per cent with the ethnic groups as a whole at 56.98 per cent.
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The White Paper does isolate the total population figure of the Xinjiang PCC at 

2,453,600.
57

  This figure is less than the 2002 statistic of 2,501,189, as published in the 

2003 Xinjiang Yearbook.  This organisation was disbanded in 1975, but re-established 

in 1982, partly as a result of ethnic tension.  When a new struggle against national 

secessionism and illegal religious activities was launched in May 1996, the leadership 

called to “vigorously strengthen the building of the Xinjiang Construction and 

Production Corps…”
58 

The local party newspaper described the important tasks of the 

Corps “in the new historical period as…to safeguard Xinjiang’s stability and 

construction …combine work with military training, open up wasteland, and garrison 

the frontiers.”
59

The 2003 White Paper population statistics, which I emphasise are official government 

figures, do add creditability to the perception by certain ethnic groups in Xinjiang, in 

particular the Uygurs, that the Han Chinese are swamping them.  It is uncertain whether 

the transient labour population is counted in the White Paper population statistics.  This 

group, which can add substantially to the overall population figure, tends to consist of 

Han Chinese brought into Xinjiang for a certain project, and then they return home.  

Most trains arriving in Urumqi seem to have a contingent of these labourers on board, 

as do the trains leaving Urumqi.  Millions of Chinese, seeking to improve their lives, 

have flooded Xinjiang, causing it to be viewed as a land of opportunity.  Xinjiang’s 

capital, Urumqi, ranks among China’s true “boom towns.”  Beijing proudly extols these 

developments, which are impressive by any measure.  Yet these same social, economic 

and cultural conditions in Xinjiang present a radically different picture when viewed 

from a Uygur point of view.
60

  Where Han Chinese see recent developments in Xinjiang 

as uniformly positive, Uygur Muslims, with equal logic, discern a much darker side by 

focussing on what they see as the one-sidedness of the benefits those developments 

bestow.  Every change that brings advances to some hypothetical average citizen of 

Xinjiang, when viewed from their perspective, only helps marginalise them as a group 
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in their own homeland.  So ominous is this process of marginalisation to members of 

the Uygur ethnic group, they see it as posing an existential threat.
61

China’s “Develop the West” campaign is generating much of the demographic pressure 

felt by Xinjiang’s Turkic peoples.  Thanks to this initiative, which involves road, 

railroad and infrastructure construction, millions of Han labourers are migrating to the 

western borderlands.  Reliable demographic data indicates that they are settling mainly 

along transportation routes, especially railroad right-of-ways.  Nearly all of these 

migrants are voluntary migrants, as opposed to the soldiers, convicts and workers, sent 

there previously by state resettlements programmes.
62

  This means that the core 

demographic fact of the Han Chinese migration into Xinjiang does not simply arise 

from a deliberate demographic policy on the part of Beijing, but also from the relatively 

greater freedom of movement enjoyed by Chinese citizens today and by China’s 

opening to freer markets.  This is not to say that Beijing does not welcome or encourage 

Han migration – it does.  It provides Chinese-type apartment houses and many other 

amenities for the migrants.
63

The Xinjiang PCC needs more than 500,000 transient labourers from all over the 

country annually to work in its numerous farms and industries.  An official from the 

paramilitary corps announced this figure in August 2003 at a gathering to recruit 

labourers from central Henan province, northern Shanxi province and east China’s 

Shandong and Anhui provinces to help pick cotton from August to November.  The 

Xinjiang PCC now owns 174 farms with 77,200 hectares of cultivated land, which 

requires 50,000 transient farmers with long-term contracts, 350,000-400,000 seasonal 

workers for cotton picking, and 100,000 workers on construction or mining sites.
64

  The 

Xinjiang government has also announced plans to retrain half a million transient 

workers.  An amount of 50 million yuan will be spent in 2004 in order for the workers 

to learn skills and obtain knowledge in construction of infrastructure such as roads and 
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water conservancy facilities, home economics, catering services, health care and 

tourism. There is no mention in the report as to whether these transient workers 

encompass only Han Chinese, or all ethnic groups within Xinjiang.  According to the 

report, there are more than one million surplus labourers in rural Xinjiang who need to 

go out and work in cities, but most of them lack vocational skills for working in non-

farming jobs.
65

  The Chinese government has also issued new rules on residence in an 

attempt to encourage university graduates to live and work in the western regions.  The 

household registration rules have been eased in the western regions to allow college 

graduates and investors to register their residence either in the region where they work, 

or in their original domicile.
66

Any action such as this campaign by the government to attract more migrants to the 

west is of course seen by the local non-Han ethnic groups as an attempt to change the 

demographics, especially in Xinjiang, in favour of Han Chinese.  Certainly, the recent 

statistics published in 2003 bear this out, as does the predominantly upward trend in 

Han Chinese population in Xinjiang since 1949.  But perhaps instead of doing what the 

majority of writers do, and that is to evaluate population trends in Xinjiang from 1949 

onwards, it might be more enlightening to follow James Millward’s lead and look at 

earlier statistics.  Millward, by looking at population statistics from various periods 

including 1787, 1803 and 1818 states that ca.1800 there were roughly half as many 

Chinese (Han and Hui) as Uygurs in Xinjiang – therefore a ratio of one to two.  He 

further states in an article written in 2000, but which still has relevance:

If, for the sake of this comparison, we include the ca.42,000 Qing official and 

military personnel (about half of whom were Manchu and Mongol bannerman, 

and the remainder Chinese), then the ratio of ‘outsiders’ to ‘natives’ at the turn of 

the nineteenth century was close to two to three, and not so far from the Uygur-

Han balance that is a political issue in the 1990s.
67

As Millward points out – perhaps such comparisons are artificial, but taking 1800 

instead of 1949 as baseline for discussion of relative population in Xinjiang does 

provide a different perspective on the issue.  The rapid increase in Han since 1949 is 
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only part of the longer story of Han (and Hui, Manchu and Mongol) residence in 

Xinjiang, a story which includes sharp drops in the overall and especially the non-

Muslim population in the 1860s and 1930s from earlier levels.68  To sum up his 

argument, Millward puts forth an extremely relevant point: that there has not only been 

a substantial growth in the Uygur population, but an expansion of the Uygurs into other 

areas within Xinjiang.  As Millward states

…the most striking result of the comparison of present with eighteen-century 

population figures is the great population growth among all groups in Xinjiang 

since Qing times.  Uygur population in Xinjiang alone is now over 20 times what 

it was in 1818.  Uygurs have also expanded into what is now northern Xinjiang, 

especially into Gulja (Yining) city.  Uygurs are now native to the Zungharian 

basin, as well as to the Tarim, in a way they were not before the Qing conquest.
69

I am not putting forward this comparison of population statistics to support or criticise 

either side of the population debate, but simply to point out that taking a convenient 

point in history because it validates an argument, really does not benefit either side.  

However, from empirical observation, it is fully understandable that the Uygurs, in 

particular, feel that Han Chinese are overwhelming them. It was very noticeable when I 

travelled in the south of Xinjiang at the end of 2002, that a large increase in the Han 

Chinese population had taken place since I had been there in 1994.  Of course, it is not 

only in the south of the region that the Han population has increased, it is throughout 

Xinjiang.  The reason why I highlight the southern area is because, in the past, this was 

a predominantly non-Han area, and statistically still is, but now there is a strong Han 

presence, which disturbs the non-Han ethnic groups and adds to the tensions.

As already pointed out, the 2003 Xinjiang Yearbook shows that the non-Han ethnic 

groups, especially the Uygurs, are still predominant in the south of Xinjiang.  But the 

point I am endeavouring to make is that the perception sometimes outweighs the facts.  

In this instance, despite statistics which indicate that the Uygurs still dominate, the 

number of Han visible on the street in the south of Xinjiang gives the impression of a 
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huge influx, and it seems to me that this type of impression is more important to the 

local non-Han ethnic groups than dry statistics.  But to be completely fair, and to follow 

on from Millward’s argument that the Uygur population in Xinjiang has since 1818 

increased over 20 fold, I have listed below the percentage increase in the main ethnic 

groups in Xinjiang between the years of 1978 and 2002.  As Figure 5.1 shows, listed in 

percentage gain order, there have been substantial increases in population in all the 

larger ethnic groups represented in Xinjiang.  What also needs to be taken into account 

is that many of the ethnic groups are relatively small in number, and as such, are not 

only coming off a low population base, but occupy a small percentage of the overall 

population.
70
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FIGURE 5.1: RELATIVE POPULATION INCREASES FOR SELECTED ETHNIC GROUPS, 1978-2002

It should also be mentioned here that although my main focus is on the Uygurs, tensions 

are also present in other ethnic groups within Xinjiang, mainly the Kazakhs and the 

Kyrgyz, ethnic kin to the Uygurs, whose native lands are not only contiguous with 

Xinjiang, but have strong inter-government trade and security connections.  The 

Kazakhs in particular, while perhaps not being entirely happy with government policies 

in Xinjiang, have expressed the view over a number of years that they prefer Chinese 

rule rather than being ruled by their ethnic kin, the Uygurs.  This point of view may also 
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apply to other smaller non-Uygur ethnic groups who may well prefer a more distant 

control from Beijing, if the choice is between that and some narrow and heavy-handed 

rule by the Uygurs.  Beijing has used in the past, and will continue to support, “divide 

and rule” policies towards Turkic Muslim peoples in Xinjiang, favouring non-Uygurs in 

ways that will encourage them to resist the growth of a larger and more consolidated 

Uygur identity in the region.
71

China has succeeded in slowing its rate of population growth in the past 20 years, but 

China’s population is still large and growing.  China has to consider not only how to 

raise its productive efficiency to support the huge population, but also how to distribute 

the population.  In the eastern part of China, an excessive population density has led to 

serious social problems.  Immigration to the western part from the eastern part of China 

is unavoidable for China.  According to the average index of cultivated area per capita, 

Xinjiang can support at least 2.5 times its current population.  This means the province 

can absorb a substantial proportion of any population movement away from the 

crowded coastal provinces of China.
72

  However, although the index shows that as far as 

land mass is concerned, Xinjiang can support a much larger population than currently 

inhabits the region, as can be seen in Chapter IV, the fragile environment is already 

under stress because of population expansion and misuse of the land and water 

resources, and as indicated in the introductory section and examined in Chapter IV, the 

tensions generated by environmental causes are almost guaranteed to produce intra and 

inter-state conflict if they are not adequately dealt with.

RESOURCE EXPLOITATION

In Chapter II the importance of Xinjiang is examined not only as a source of energy 

resources and minerals, but also as a vital cog in the processing and transit of energy 

resources from neighbouring countries.
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Zhao, in assessing the issues and problems facing Xinjiang’s development, points out 

that some scholars, such as Clem, state that traditional regional development theories 

assume ethnic homogeneity and ignore ethno-territoriality in the development of ethnic 

minority-dominated regions.
73

  Since Xinjiang is an ethnic border region, for any 

development strategy to succeed, it is necessary to take into account the ethnic 

dimension, equity, national unity and security.  Out of equity considerations, the 

government may have to sacrifice economic efficiency in their investment and industrial 

location decisions.  Furthermore, on the question of resource exploitation, the proper 

strategy is to take the path of resource-based development and gradually transform 

resource advantages to economic strength.  However, non-Han ethnic groups in 

Xinjiang have criticised resource exploitation as “plundering.” To fence off such 

criticisms effectively, the government needs to strengthen Xinjiang’s resource 

processing capabilities and raise the level of welfare for ethnic people.
74

During the 1980s the central government began oil exploration and development in the 

Tarim, Turfan and Hami basins.  The central government emphasised that Xinjiang’s 

natural resources were being developed for the benefit of all the nationalities of 

Xinjiang, and that this development of national resources was a sovereign right.  In May 

1990 a broadcast on Urumqi television indicated that resource issues were a cause of 

ethnic tension, reminding viewers that Xinjiang’s “…resources were owned by the state 

and the people throughout the country, not by a certain region, nor by a certain 

nationality.”
75

The Uygur perceptions of Han Chinese exploitation of Xinjiang’s natural resources 

have not changed over the decades; they have deepened.  As Joanne Smith states “the 
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depth of Uygur feeling regarding the issues of discrimination in the urban labour market 

and Han exploitation of the region’s oil, coal and other deposits is reflected in the 

evidently strong desire to bring these issues up, often at the first meeting.”
76

The government does have a stated policy of addressing the disparity of income in 

Xinjiang between Han and non-Han, but there is a difference between raising incomes 

and the level of welfare, and the perception of resource exploitation going to the benefit 

of the Han Chinese.  While the Uygurs have this strong belief that their territory with its 

resources is being plundered by Han Chinese, this source of tension will not evaporate.  

If some of the benefits of the resource development were directly targeted at improving 

the welfare of the non-Han ethnic groups in Xinjiang, this could go a considerable way 

towards alleviating some of the resentment felt towards the Han Chinese.  A report 

published by the Central Committee press in 2001 clearly warns that economic 

development must benefit the majority of people and that victims of change must be 

fairly compensated.  According to Eckholm, this represents an implicit admission that 

this has often not happened.
77

It is obvious from my observation that the standard of living has risen for some non-Han 

peoples in Xinjiang, but at this stage, this is a small percentage of the population.  

Obviously, the better educated Chinese speakers have more opportunity to take 

advantage of the opportunities the development of Xinjiang is presenting, but this sector 

is in the minority – an overall policy of shared benefit is needed, contrary to what is 

stated by Wang Lequan: “Economic disparity stems from your abilities.  Incomes 

are…not judged by ethnic groupings.”
78
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While Xinjiang’s per-capita GDP at $US900 in 2000 was slightly above the national 

average, the picture changes dramatically outside the Han-dominated cities.  The two-

thirds of the population living in rural areas, mostly from ethnic groups, earned just 

$195 per person in 2000.
79

  A central aim of the development drive in Xinjiang is to 

bolster ethnic incomes in order to dilute allegiance to Islam.  “When the economy 

develops, the people’s focus will gradually shift from religion to the joys of worldly 

pleasures,” says a chapter on Xinjiang in a book published by the Central Organisation 

Department of the CCP.  But it is already apparent that Hans are likely to benefit most.  

According to James Millward, “Uygurs are simply not hired by Chinese firms.  At job 

fairs, ‘Uygurs need not apply’ signs are standard,” says Millward.
80

Money is indeed evident in Xinjiang, from glitzy new high-rises in the capital, Urumqi, 

to motorways clogged with Honda Accords and Volkswagen Passats.  The question is 

who, and how many, actually get their hands on the wealth.  According to Michael 

Dillon, “the kind of industries set up there (Xinjiang) benefit either Han Chinese 

coming in from the east or Uygurs who have been educated in Chinese.”
81

  What Dillon 

is saying regarding the educated Uygurs is quite correct.  What one would call a middle-

class Uygur population is evident.  I observed that a Uygur who used to work as a 

tourist guide for the government now owns his own vehicle, thus enabling him to 

become self-employed, and improving his financial position.  Many more Uygurs are 

visible in the banking system and managing hotels; Uygurs are buying apartments, but 

they are in the minority.  To reiterate a point already made – it is a small percentage of 

the Uygur population that appears to be benefiting from the development of the 

Xinjiang province.

A question posed in Yee’s survey was whether or not the open policy since the late 

1970s benefited the non-Han ethnic groups.  Thirty-eight per cent of the Uygur 

respondents believed that the Han Chinese rather than the Uygurs are the main 

benefactors of the economic reform; by contrast, an equal proportion of the Han 
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respondents hold the opposite view, believing that the Uygurs’ standard of living has 

been raised faster than the Han Chinese since the open policy.
82

  Although close to half 

of the respondents in either ethnic group believe both Uygurs and Hans have equally 

benefited from the economic reform, it is important to note that a majority of Uygurs 

believe that there is a significant income gap between the Uygurs and the Hans.  In 

other words, the Uygurs believe, in comparison with the Han, that the Uygur is the 

under-privileged ethnic group.
83

Obviously the central government is also of the opinion that the non-Han ethnic groups 

are economically deficient, otherwise it would not be targeting disparity in incomes in 

its development policies.  Sautman, when discussing whether Xinjiang should be 

referred to as an internal colony, points out that PRC sources provide no ethnic 

breakdown on merchants, but that Uygurs have a rich history of commercial activity and 

carry out the bulk of everyday commerce in Nan Jiang.  North of the Tianshan, most 

merchants are Han, but many communities have wealthy Uygur merchants.
84

  Rudelson 

points out that in certain areas of Xinjiang, Uygur perceptions of Han Chinese as the 

oppressors who are always in dominant positions has changed as Han “self-drifters,” 

temporary labourers, enter the oases to be hired as day workers by Uygurs.
85

  Hans have 

been undertaking construction work for Uygurs, cleaning out the karez water irrigation 

system, which is a particularly unpleasant and dangerous job, and collecting garbage 

and doing other menial tasks.  As a consequence, the way Uygurs view themselves and 

their position in relation to the Han has changed.
86 

This viewpoint may not be reflective 

of the situation throughout the whole of Xinjiang.  Rudelson, in this instance, is 

referring to the situation in Turpan, but it does have an impact on inter-ethnic 

perceptions.  This is not to say that there is no disparity of income between Han Chinese 

and non-Han ethnic groups – there quite clearly is, but this disparity should not be 

solely addressed on the basis of equality of income.  This is a totally inadequate 
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equation; it needs to be looked at on the basis of opportunity to achieve an adequate 

standard of living by all the diverse ethnic groups within Xinjiang.

LANGUAGE POLICY

Earlier in this chapter, I made mention of language as being a symbol of domination.  

Starting from approximately mid-2003 and continuing to the end of that year, there were 

reports in the media regarding new language policies at Xinjiang University which were 

due to come into force in September 2003.  The reports stated that officials at Xinjiang 

University had been ordered by the authorities to stop teaching courses in the local 

Uygur language.
87

  These particular media reports were widely circulated and, not 

unexpectedly, provoked much dissatisfaction from Uygurs both within and outside of 

China.  The reports have led to considerable misunderstanding.  Xinjiang University is 

still teaching in the Uygur language in both undergraduate and post-graduate education.  

However, it should be pointed out that teaching in non-Chinese languages is only in 

certain subjects.
88

   

As a side issue to spoken language, a report from the BBC complained that starting 

from 1 September 2002, the Chinese government was blocking its short-wave radio 

broadcasts in the Uzbek language affecting access by listeners in parts of Uzbekistan.  

Tests by the British national broadcaster confirmed that the service was being jammed 

by a strong radio signal from a Chinese station, and that the only reason they could see 

for this was that the Uzbek language could be understood and accessed by the Uygur 

community in Xinjiang.
89
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Apart from the language issue at Xinjiang University that does appear to have been a 

case of misunderstanding, other new education policies have come into force in 

Xinjiang in 2003 such as requiring non-Han children to learn Chinese in primary 

school, and large funding cuts in majority Uygur colleges.
90

  This new policy, where a 

choice is not given at the initial stages of education, is proving divisive.  Previously, 

there has been a choice between studying in Uygur language schools or Chinese 

language schools, so it is uncertain as to how heavily this new regulation will be 

enforced.  It should also be noted that the voices raised against changes in language 

policy are, by and large, older generations, and the policy may not necessarily be a 

particularly divisive issue to the younger generation.

Yee noted that Uygur youth are more eager to learn the Chinese language than the older 

generation; 58.6 per cent of the 18-29 age group surveyed in Urumqi could speak and 

read Chinese, while only 25 per cent of those 50 years or older could do so.  As Yee 

points out, the survey showed that the younger Uygurs were equally good in their own 

language, indicating that a younger generation of bilingual Uygurs is emerging in 

Urumqi.  By comparison, the younger Han Chinese clearly do not have any incentive to 

learn the Uygur language; none of the Han respondents in the 18-29 age group was 

fluent in Uygur language.
91

  This disparity in language capability in the younger 

generations does have the potential to be to the advantage of the Uygurs, since many of 

the main interdependency partners in the Xinjiang-Central Asia region are Turkic 

speakers. Herbert Yee also found that Han cadres working at the grassroots level were 

clearly handicapped by their language incompetence, whilst 74.5 per cent of the Uygur 

cadres could write and speak fluent Chinese.
92

Again, as in many issues in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region, what is happening with 

language in one country is similar to what is happening in neighbouring states.  In 

several Central Asian countries language has become a factor of discrimination.  
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Despite efforts by all local governments to support and encourage school and university 

education in local languages, parents often make the choice of Russian – or even 

English or Turkish – for their children because they believe it results in better 

education.
93

  They argue that Russian schools have better and newer textbooks and 

better trained teachers.
94

Most universities in FSU countries offer the same curriculum in two options: the native 

language or Russian.  The exception is Turkmenistan, where higher education in 

Russian has been banned.  Many students – including Russian-speaking ethnic 

Turkmens – fail to pass the Turkmen language test required for access to higher 

education, and students from ethnic minorities are simply excluded.
95

  Inter-ethnic 

tensions are rising in Kyrgyzstan because of controversial language legislation.  

Kyrgyzstan’s Legislative Assembly has ratified a new language law that awaits the 

signature of President Askar Akaev.  The heart of the new law is Article 10, which 

would require state officials to know Kyrgyz well enough to perform their duties in the 

language of the country’s titular ethnic group.
96

  Switching the business of government 

to Kyrgyz would represent a significant change.  Kyrgyz and Russian both have official 

status under current law, but Russian has the edge in some key spheres.  While Russians 

are not numerous in government, they sometimes occupy high posts – Prime Minister 

Nikolai Tanaev, for example, is an ethnic Russian who does not know Kyrgyz.  With 

the Russians still accounting for approximately 11 per cent of the population, and 

Uzbeks at just over 16 per cent, and others such as Germans, Chechens, Uygurs and 

other ethnic groups represented in the Krygyz demographics, the new law has proven 

worrisome in certain sectors, in particular to the ethnic Russians. For now the focus is 

on politics, but the bill also has provisions for the education sector.
97

93 

Jumagulov, Sultan.  “Turkmenistan: Russian students targeted.”  IWPR, 16 July 2003, quoted in “Youth 

in Central Asia: losing the new generation.”  ICG Report no. 66, 31 October 2003, accessed online via 

www.crisisweb.org, 8 November 2003.

94 

“Youth in Central Asia: losing the new generation.”  ICG Report no. 66, 31 October 2003, accessed 

online via www.crisisweb.org, 8 November 2003

95 

Novruzov, Murad.  “Turkmenistan: Russian students targeted.”  IWPR, 16 July 2003, quoted in “Youth 

in Central Asia: losing the new generation.”  ICG Report no. 66, 31 October 2003, accessed online via 

www.crisisweb.org, 8 November 2003

96 

Kimmage, Daniel.  “Strong language in Kyrgyzstan.”  RFERL, 23 February 2004, accessed online via 

www.rferl.org, 26 February 2004; Mamataipov, Emil.  “Language legislation could heighten inter-ethnic 

tension in Kyrgyzstan.”  Eurasia Insight, 23 February 2004, accessed online via www.eurasianet.org, 24 

February 2004.

97 

ibid.



To continue with the argument regarding the rights or wrongs of which language should 

predominate in the education system in Xinjiang, we need to look no further than other 

areas in China.  Robert Ramsay describes and evaluates the sorts of differences that 

exist among the contemporary dialects of Chinese, usually divided into seven major 

groups, each with a large number of subdivisions not all of which are mutually 

intelligible.
98

  The impact he observes and the conclusion he comes to cannot be 

disassociated from the argument that is taking place in Xinjiang regarding language of 

education.  Ramsay’s research investigates the impact of the 1956 State Council 

directive that all school instruction, from the first grade through university, be 

conducted in Putonghua.  As Ramsay states:

In south China today Putonghua is the language of the government, and 

southerners tend to use it for all activities associated with public life.  For 

everything outside the public sphere the language is usually the local dialect.  In 

the case of schoolchildren, the resulting formula is simple: in school use 

Putonghua; outside school use the home dialect.
99

However throughout the south of China an increasing number of ordinary people, adults 

as well as children are becoming familiar with Putonghua, and are even able to speak it.  

This rapid spread of Putonghua in south China does not mean that the dialects will soon 

die, however.  Southerners do not forget all the other varieties of Chinese they know as 

they learn the standard one.  On the contrary, Putonghua complicates (or enriches) their 

life by adding another dimension to it; it is a useful tool.
100

Of course the argument put forward by Ramsay is much more complicated than I quote 

here, and I also do not want to take it completely out of context, in that Ramsay does go 

on to say that Putonghua is also penetrating into previously non-Putonghua dialect 

households as a general language, especially among the educated.  However, to again 

emphasise a major point, it is not displacing the native dialect – it is adding another 

dimension.

The reason for using Ramsay’s study as an example is because Putonghua, as the 

language of education and government services in Xinjiang, will most likely become 
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more prevalent, with the native language being the language of communication between 

like speakers.  Of course, the optimal outcome would be to put the two languages, 

Putonghua and Uygur, on par with each other and have a bilingual province.  But this is 

hardly likely to occur given that elsewhere in China, Putonghua is the language of both 

governance and education.  As evidenced by Herbert Yee’s study as previously quoted, 

the younger generation of Uygurs stands to benefit by being bilingual – the ability to 

overcome the income disparity between Han Chinese and other ethnic groups in 

Xinjiang is directly related to language issues.

CONCLUSION

By all accounts, a discussion is now under way among Uygurs about how and whether 

to participate in a Han world.  Some Uygur leaders say it is the only realistic answer – 

that the moment has passed for international sympathy for the separate state of East 

Turkestan that many Uygurs claim.  They say the only question now is the terms under 

which participation should happen.  To not participate will only mean further alienation 

and economic deprivation that will set Uygur children further behind.
101

According to Gladney, China’s Uygur separatists are small in number, poorly equipped, 

loosely linked, and vastly outgunned by the People’s Liberation Army and People’s 

Police, and local support for separatist activities, particularly in Xinjiang and other 

border regions, is ambivalent at best.
102

  Gladney states that “many local activists are not 

calling for complete separatism or independence, but generally express concerns over 

environmental degradation, anti-nuclear testing, religious freedom, over-taxation, and 

imposed limits on childbearing, and that most ethnic leaders would like to see ‘real’ 

autonomy according to Chinese law…”
103

However, even with more participation in a “Han world”, ethnic conflict is not an issue 

that is going to disappear in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region.  In Xinjiang, with the 

uncontrolled entry of more and more Han Chinese into the area, the tensions between 

the Uygurs and Han will only increase.  An increase in the standard of living within all 
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ethnic groups in Xinjiang will not be the solution to ethnic tension – it is an ethnicity-

based territorial issue, not a predominantly economic matter.

Although the Uygurs of Xinjiang share heritage and religion with their kin in 

neighbouring states, the FSU states have become, some more than others, economically 

dependent on China.  While governments that harbour a pan-Islamic vision might be 

willing to subordinate trade for the freedom of their Muslim brethren, the current 

Central Asian leaders (with the exception of Akayev of Kyrgyzstan) are all former 

members of the Soviet elite, and are unlikely to endorse a movement that could threaten 

their positions.
104

  Even Akayev, because of the deepening economic interdependency 

between his country and China, is unlikely to side with the Uygurs, and indeed certain 

actions taken by the regional governments, and which have been explored within this 

thesis, have indicated this.  Hasan believes that China has little reason to worry about 

the involvement of other Islamic states; that as long as China continues to offer political 

and economic incentives, none of the Islamic governments will support a Uygur 

rebellion.
105

  With its economic push into Central Asia, and the interdependency 

relationships which have built up, Beijing has achieved one of its main objectives: that 

of restricting support for Uygur separatist activities within the Xinjiang-Central Asian 

region.

As stated at the beginning of this chapter, the tensions in this region emanate from a 

variety of sources, but in Xinjiang, ethnicity is at the core.  When an ethnic group 

experiences restrictions over a wide range of issues covering such diverse matters as 

language, religion and culture, it is more or less guaranteed that this will provoke a 

reaction.  Because of the political system in China, the dissatisfied populace cannot 

simply “vote with their feet” or vote the perceived perpetrator/s out of office.  They 

increasingly turn to what is inherently important to them, and provides solace, and in 

the case of the Uygurs and other ethnic groups, this is their religion, Islam.

Religion by its nature is confrontational. Many authors, in the past, and writing 

currently, see religion as the main point of contention in Xinjiang between the Muslim 

ethnic groups – in particular, the Uygurs – and the Han Chinese.  I disagree that it is the 
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sole point of contention, while acknowledging that it is an essential component of the 

Uygur and other Muslim ethnic groups’ identity.  Other more basic issues that have 

been evaluated throughout this thesis are relevant sources of tension at this point in 

time.  Nevertheless, because repressive actions against religious groups in Xinjiang-

Central Asia are in progress by most, if not all, governments in this region, this type of 

action may well result in an upsurge in religiosity.

In the second half of the 1990s, the “Strike-hard campaign” against crime was launched 

in China.  This campaign has resulted in a rise in arrests and prison sentences, if not the 

death penalty, for those accused of stirring ethnic divisions/ separatist sentiments in 

regions such as Xinjiang, and has particularly targeted the so-called Uygur separatist 

movements.  Before the September 11 terrorist attacks, China sought to play down 

Uygur links to foreign movements, including al Qaeda and the Taliban.  Since 

September 11, however, China has sought to link its struggle against the separatist 

movement with the US war on terrorism, and therefore link it to Islam and its Muslim 

ethnic groups, in particular, the Uygurs.
106

This concerted action against religious groups, primarily Islamic groups, in the 

Xinjiang-Central Asian region, is of sufficient concern to require in-depth analysis.  The 

following chapter, Chapter VI, assesses whether the Islam of Xinjiang-Central Asia is 

revivalism or radicalism, and if it is radicalism, what conditions are breeding and 

producing this form of behaviour.
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1

CHAPTER VI

ISLAM AS A SOURCE OF TENSION IN THE XINJIANG-CENTRAL ASIAN REGION

Religion serves both as an escape from everyday problems, and a channel through 

which to criticise the present social system.  Presented with no means to express 

dissatisfaction with the respective governments in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region, 

many of the local people see Islam as the only vehicle upon which to focus their hopes 

for the future, and the only vehicle to protest against other sources of tension in the 

region such as migration, water diversion, border demarcation, and other tension-

producing issues which have been examined in previous chapters.

Economic co-operation between Central Asia and the Muslim countries occurs 

independently of the Islamic factor. Turkish and to a lesser degree Iranian, Pakistani and 

Arab companies are not willing to let their presence in the region be interpreted as 

evidence of extended Islamic solidarity. Declarations of such intentions are made in the 

Central Asian press, but they are just a form of lip-service.  An echo of the Islamic 

factor can be identified in the relations between the Central Asian countries and the rest 

of the world.  Thus, aspiring to prove their adherence to common values, the leaders of 

the local countries, and especially Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, often stress 

that their states are a kind of ‘stronghold’ able to contain the expansion of religious 

radicalism.
1

The Islamic factor is also relevant in the context of relations between Central Asian 

countries, primarily Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and China.  Two issues should be 

mentioned in this respect.  First, none of these states has ever stressed its Muslim 

character, either from an ideological or from a practical perspective.  Nor does China 

regard its relations with Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan from the Muslim perspective.  But 

both sides express their interest in opposing Islamic radicalism, which is regarded by 

the Chinese government as a threat to stability in China.  China is concerned about 

Islamist activities in Xinjiang; Kazakhstan in its turn expresses solidarity with the 
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position of China, as the Islamists, the majority of them Uygurs in the border area, 

trouble the Kazakh authorities as well.  Thus, the Islamic factor in fact promotes mutual 

understanding between the Central Asian states.
2

The bulk of the Muslim population in the region is not interested in the more radical 

forms of Islam.  The growing popularity of militant Islam in Central Asia is primarily 

due to the repressiveness of the Central Asian regimes.  These governments refuse to 

broaden their political base, institute even the mildest of democratic reforms, or allow 

any kind of political opposition.  Whilst poverty and unemployment increase – and 

economic opportunities decrease – Central Asia’s debt-ridden societies are ripe for any 

organisation or party that offers hope for a better life.  The regimes respond with 

increased repression, viewing not just Islamic militancy but all Islamic practice as a 

threat to their grip on power.  Such short-sightedness has only fuelled the support for 

the more radical Islamic groups.
3

  As has been shown throughout this thesis, what 

happens in one state in this region shows a tendency to produce a flow-on effect into 

neighbouring states.  Although Xinjiang has a different type of governance, underlying 

tensions from any one source reverberate throughout the region and impact on regional 

relationships and populations. This connectivity, as mentioned previously, is one of the 

reasons why the Chinese government has chosen to extend its influence in this region, 

both economically and through such vehicles as the offices of the SCO, in order to 

obtain some measure of control over any regional disturbance which may impact on the 

stability of Xinjiang, and by inference to other areas within China.

However, repressive measures currently being undertaken by the majority of 

governments in this region against what seems to be anyone of Muslim faith, show 

potential, especially among the youth, to radicalise what otherwise may simply be a 

revival of mainstream Islam.  Turning more to Islam in everyday life may be a reaction 

in some instances to the overwhelmingly fast changes occurring in the age of 

globalisation/ glocalisation.  The repressive measures have the potential to turn a 

revivalist into a radical.  Thus religion, specifically Islam, could well be the catalyst 

around which to not only draw together many sources of tension, the more prominent of 
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which have been examined throughout this thesis, but could also act as a channel 

through which to express overall dissatisfaction with the regional governments in the 

Xinjiang-Central Asian region.

For the majority of the people in Central Asia, independence from the Soviet 

Communist system did not immediately translate into an urge for democracy, the 

market economy, or Western culture and consumerism, as was the case elsewhere in the 

former Soviet Union, for example Russia and the Baltic republics.  Instead Islamic 

revivalism swept through the region.  One of the key tenets of the Soviet system had 

been that religion was incompatible with communism, and the Communists 

methodically set about repressing all forms of religion within the country.  As the Soviet 

empire fell apart, the people of Central Asia, who had been forced to renounce or hide 

their religion for 74 years, at last saw an opportunity to reconnect spiritually and 

culturally with their Islamic past.
4

The main reason for this “explosion” was, of course, that Islam had never disappeared, 

not even during the worst repression of the Soviet era.  The more the Soviets tried to 

stamp it out, the more it spread throughout Central Asia as an act of ethnic and regional 

as well as religious resistance. But there were external factors as well that contributed to 

the revival of Islam in this period.  And these new factors led to a disturbing new trend 

in Central Asian Islam, one that is still dominant – the rise of Islamic militancy.  

Significantly, this new Islamicism was based on ideas from the Islamic world outside 

Central Asia rather than an outgrowth of traditional Central Asian Islam.
5

  The Central 

Asians embraced Islam not only to re-establish their own ethnic and cultural identity, 

but also to reconnect with their Muslim neighbours who had been cut off from them 

ever since Stalin closed the borders between the Soviet Union and the rest of the world.
6
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Radical Islamist groups such as Hizb ut-Tahrir (HT), which will be focussed on later in 

this chapter, have been successful in recruiting the disillusioned (and there are many of 

those) in Central Asia, specifically targeting the youth of the region.
7

  Between 1950 

and 1990 the population of Central Asia almost tripled, from 17.2 million people to 50.5 

million.
8

  Among those, 16 million – almost every third Central Asian – is aged between 

15 and 29,
9 

and half the population is under 30.  In Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, youth 

(those aged 15 to 29) represent around 25 per cent of the population.
10

  In Tajikistan, the 

youth population is well over 30 per cent and will almost double by 2025, to three 

million.  In Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, youth also account for over 30 per cent of the 

population.
11

  In Xinjiang, 15 to 29 year olds account for 25.42 per cent of the 

population.  If the figure is extended to 34 years of age, the percentage rises to 36.03 per 

cent, and if it is extended in the other direction to take into account the age group 10-14, 

the percentage of the population between the ages of 10 and 34 years is 46.43 per cent.  

If the parameters are broadened further to the percentage of the total population in 

Xinjiang under the age of 34 years, it is 60.81 per cent.
12

Although there is some differentiation among countries, the Xinjiang-Central Asian 

region as a whole has an overwhelmingly young population.  Studies suggest that under 

certain circumstances, a so-called ‘youth bulge’ – a high proportion of youth in 

comparison to the total population – represents a serious potential source of conflict.  As 

noted by researcher Henrik Urdal, “if young people are left with no alternative but 

unemployment and poverty, they are likely to join a rebellion as an alternative way of 

generating an income”
13

, and having little or nothing to lose, young people are more 

likely to join any type of underground and illegal movements calling for radical 

changes.
14
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In Central Asia, this potential for radicalisation of youth is already visible in the case of 

the Islamist radical group, HT, which has recruited heavily among the disillusioned.  A 

similar age group formed the rank-and-file for the radical Islamic Movement of 

Uzbekistan (IMU).
15

  The numbers of young people who actually get involved in radical 

Islam or other potentially destabilising groups such as secessionists movements is very 

small.  But behind those who actually join up is a much larger disaffected group, more 

so in the ex-FSU states than in Xinjiang, that sees little hope for the future.
16

Again, I return to the theme of education, which I explored in Chapter V.  Education, or 

lack of education, is at the heart of many of the problems among the youth of the region.  

Central Asian states inherited widespread literacy and relatively high educational 

standards from the USSR.  Under the Soviets until 1991, young people enjoyed a 

near-100 per cent literacy rate, easy access to education, full employment, and a reliable 

and free medical system.  Today, most of this has been lost: young people are 

increasingly poorly educated, drop out of schools en masse, and find it difficult to get 

work.  Drug abuse, AIDS and other health risks seriously threaten their health.
17

  This 

issue of drug abuse and related matters is beyond the scope of this thesis.  It is an issue 

by itself which will become highly relevant to what is happening in the Xinjiang-

Central Asian region, as drug addiction deepens and spreads.

The difference between the education systems in Xinjiang and the ex-FSU states is that 

in Xinjiang education is available, even if it is not precisely what the different ethnic 

groups want.  In Central Asia most education systems are in serious financial crisis and 

barely functioning.  In some areas of Tajikistan, secondary school attendance has 

dropped from nearly 100 per cent to below 50 per cent.  In Turkmenistan, the 

government has introduced an education system designed to produce a generation of 

automatons who know nothing but state propaganda.  Ideology also dominates 

education in Uzbekistan, and critical thinking is discouraged. Most young people with 

limited schooling end up in casual labour or subsistence agriculture, if they are lucky 

enough to obtain employment.  It is not surprising that young people increasingly seek 
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solutions outside mainstream society through alternative options of religion or 

extremism.
18

The majority of governments in the region have resorted to heavy-handed tactics in an 

endeavour to eradicate religious extremism, but this restriction on religious expression 

may well increase the attractiveness of these underground and fringe movements, 

especially to the youth of the region.
19

  The majority of young people in Central Asia 

claim to be religious, and the overwhelming majority are Muslims, mostly Sunnis, 

although new forms of religion have developed rapidly, as well as unofficial forms of 

spirituality such as Shamanism and Sufism.  Among Muslims in the region, those 

mostly identifying strongly with Islam, particularly in rural communities, are Tajiks, 

Uzbeks, Uygurs and Dungans (Hui), as well as some Tatars, Caucasians, southern 

Kazakhs and Kyrgyz.
20

One of the main reasons why many people in the ex-FSU states are turning to religion, 

especially the youth, is because they have come to realise that independence has not 

brought them what they expected.  More radical Islamic movements such as 

Wahhabism, IMU, or HT target young people in their recruitment drives.  However, the 

IMU and HT do not have the same agenda.  The prime aim of the IMU was to topple 

Uzbekistan’s President Islam Karimov as part of a jihad that would reach across Central 

Asia. Formed in 1998 under the leadership of the charismatic Juma Namangani, the 

IMU in 1999, 2000 and 2001, launched guerrilla attacks from bases in Tajikistan and 

Afghanistan.
21

  Namangani recruited dissidents from all of Central Asia’s major ethnic 

groups, as well as Chechens and Dagestanis from the Caucasus and Uygurs from 

Xinjiang.
22

  Namangani was reportedly killed in Afghanistan in the initial period of the 

US entry into that country.  Consequently, without Namangani, the IMU has lost a 

considerable amount of force in the region, although they are still active, and reports 

have come out in the region that they have amalgamated with other Islamist/separatist 

movements in the region, including Uygur separatist groups, and have undergone a 

name change to either the Islamic Movement of Turkestan (IMT), or Hizb-i-Islami 
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Turkestan (Islamic Party of Turkestan – IPT).  The name change does indicate a wider 

scenario for their activities to include the whole of Central Asia, and Xinjiang.  So 

perhaps, even though initially under Namangani they did not have the same agenda as 

HT, their more recent activities indicate that the paths of these two movements may 

have come closer together.

HT differed from IMU in the past in that HT’s agenda seeks to unite Central Asia, 

Xinjiang, and eventually the entire Muslim world by non-violent means with the 

eventual aim of establishing a caliphate similar to that established after the death of the 

Prophet Mohammad in 7
th 

century Arabia.  In the first phase, the Central Asian 

republics plus Afghanistan and Xinjiang would be united in a caliphate, and then the 

caliphate will take over the rest of the world.  There is also a difference in who is 

attracted to the different groups.  IMU members, although not exclusively, tend to be 

impoverished farmers, whereas HT supporters appeal to what passes as the urban 

intelligentsia in Central Asia: students who have finished college and who are unable to 

find a decent job.
23

  The HT does resemble the IMU in its complete lack of a social, 

economic or political plan for governing this caliphate.  Nonetheless, its utopian aims 

are becoming popular amongst youth in the region.  And because the governments of 

the region tend to equate all Muslims with militants, the HT’s recruits are now filling 

the gaols of Central Asia.
24

HIZB UT-TAHRIR AL-ISLAMI (KNOWN AS HIZB UT-TAHIR) (HT – THE PARTY OF 

ISLAMIC LIBERATION)

HT was founded in Saudi Arabia and Jordan in 1953 by diaspora Palestinians led by 

Sheikh Taqiuddin an-Nabhani Filastyni.  A graduate of Al Azhar University in Cairo, 

an-Nabhani was a schoolteacher and a local Islamic judge before he was forced to leave 

Palestine to make way for the new country of Israel.  He settled in Jordan in 1953, and 

there set up the movement.
25
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HT began its work in Central Asia in the 1990s, and has established a committed 

following inside Uzbekistan, and to a lesser extent in neighbouring Kyrgyzstan, 

Tajikistan and Kazakhstan.  Estimates of its strength vary widely, but a rough figure is 

probably 15-20,000 throughout Central Asia.
26

  As of early 2004, HT does not appear to 

have any significant presence in Xinjiang, although it is in its agenda to do so.  Yet it 

would be imprudent to discount it not having an impact in Xinjiang, as given the 

secrecy it operates under, with a pattern of decentralised cells and no publicity on 

leaders, it is virtually impossible to adequately track its influence.
27

  HT usually 

operates invisible five-man daira (cells or circles).  In Uzbekistan, police have arrested 

hundreds of cell members, but no leaders so far. The HT leadership in Central Asia 

remains essentially invisible – no photos, no records, no addresses, just avalanches of 

books, pamphlets and leaflets translated from Arabic to the local languages, including 

Russian, and churned out by a network of underground desktop publishing presses all 

over Central Asia.  There are also posters and shabnamas (night letters) surreptitiously 

appearing in the morning under people’s doors.  HT appears to be well funded, and like 

al-Qaeda, uses the internet and digital technology to propagate its own version of 

globalisation: not neo-liberalism, but the one-system, worldwide Sharia-law 

government.
28

Nevertheless, its influence should not be exaggerated – it has little public support in a 

region where there is limited appetite for political Islam – but it has become by far the 

largest radical Islamist movement in the area. HT is not a religious organisation, but 

rather a political party whose ideology is based on Islam.
29

  HT has not only established 

a following in Central Asia, it has also proved popular in Turkey, Egypt, Pakistan and 

the Maghreb (Muslim Arab countries strung across the northern coast of Africa).  HT is 
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now active in at least 40 countries around the world.
30

  Government responses to the 

activities of HT have been contradictory and often ineffective.  In much of the Middle 

East, the organisation is banned from acting openly, and many of its members have 

been imprisoned.  Central Asian governments have taken particularly harsh stances, 

with Uzbekistan leading the way by arresting and sentencing thousands of members to 

long prison terms.  In some other Muslim countries, such as Indonesia, HT acts more or 

less openly, as it does in much of Western Europe, although it has been banned in 

Germany because of its anti-Semitic rhetoric.
31

Although the leadership in the Central Asian region is unknown, the successor to an-

Nabhani, and therefore overall leader of HT until he died in April 2003, was Sheikh 

Abdul Qadeem Zaloom, who had been with HT for at least fifty years.  As of the 

beginning of 2004, the current leader is unknown.  As was the founder of HT, Sheikh 

Zaloom was also a Palestinian, and a former professor at Al Azhar University in Cairo.  

He published many books and pamphlets about the movement’s philosophy and 

methods.  Until recently, London was believed to be a major organisational centre for 

the HT, but as of 2003, rumours have spread that the main base has moved to Jordan.
32

  

It is this linking of religion and politics that may make it more attractive to Islamist 

movements that also have a separatist agenda, such as the Uygurs.

Although every act of state repression has pushed these movements into taking more 

extreme positions, distorting their original message, it remains true that the Islamic 

ideologies of the IMU and the HT are based not on the indigenous Islam of Central 

Asia, the birthplace of Sufism (the tolerant form of Islamic mysticism) and 19
th 

century 

Jadidism (the modernist interpretation of Islam), but on imported ideologies.  Their 

message of extremism originated with the Taliban in Afghanistan, the militant madrassa 

culture of Pakistan (where many IMU and HT adherents studied), and the extreme 

Wahhabi doctrine of Saudi Arabia.
33

  The rise of the more extreme forms of Islam is 
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based on ideas from the Islamic world outside of Central Asia rather than an outgrowth 

of traditional Central Asian Islam.
34

Much has been said about contemporary Islam, or what is more commonly referred to 

as Islamic fundamentalism; whether it is revivalism or revolution, and as this question is 

pertinent to what is occurring in Xinjiang-Central Asia, I will briefly overview what is 

meant by the terminology in common usage when referring to Islam.  I will also, in 

order to display the significance of Islam to this region, revisit the history of Islam in 

Xinjiang-Central Asia that has already been briefly touched on in Chapter II.

CONTEMPORARY ISLAM: REFORMATION OR REVOLUTION?

Much of the reassertion of religion in politics and society has been subsumed under the 

term Islamic fundamentalism.  Although “fundamentalism” is a common designation, in 

the press and increasingly among academics, it is used in a variety of ways.  First, all 

those who call for a return to foundational beliefs or the fundamentals of a religion may 

be called fundamentalist.  In a strict sense this could include all practising Muslims, 

who accept the Quran as the literal word of God and the Sunnah (example) of the 

Prophet Muhammad as a normative model for living.
35

  Second, our understanding and 

perceptions of fundamentalism are heavily influenced by American Protestantism.
36

  

Fundamentalism has often been regarded as referring to those who are literalists and 

wish to return to and replicate the past. In fact, few individuals or organisations in the 

Middle East or elsewhere fit such a stereotype.  Third, “fundamentalism” is often 

equated with political activism, extremism, fanaticism, terrorism, and anti-

Americanism.

John Esposito regards the term “fundamentalism” as too laden with Christian 

presuppositions and Western stereotypes, as well as implying a monolithic threat that 

does not exist; more fitting general terms, in his opinion, are “Islamic revivalism” or 
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“Islamic activism”, which are less value-laden and have roots within the Islamic 

tradition.  Islam possesses a long tradition of revival (tajdid) and reform (islah), 

including notions of political and social activism dating from the early Islamic centuries 

to the present day.
37

Sidahmed and Ehteshami do not entirely disagree with Esposito, as they point out – this 

term “Islamic fundamentalism” even if tolerated or employed as a label is still far from 

being established as a concept.
38

  Sidahmed and Ehteshami continue by stating that 

some scholars still find it difficult to accept and use it because of its indiscriminate 

deployment by the media, and similar circles, and because of its popular association 

with extremism and fanaticism.  Among other issues, Sidahmed and Ehteshami find 

problems with the definition of this term and state that although

“fundamentalism” is here to stay as a label; it is yet to be established as a generic 

concept or comparative category in the field of Islam and Islamist movements.  As 

a label the term is sometimes explicitly rejected or silently avoided by scholars.  

In other cases, it is tolerated and/ or redefined narrowly or comprehensively.
39

Ira Lapidus also has concerns with the use of the term Islamic fundamentalism.  He 

believes that the term has some validity, in that many movements so labelled do indeed 

seek to return to the Quran and the teachings of the Prophet, but otherwise it is at best 

only an umbrella designation for a very wide variety of movements, some intolerant and 

exclusivist, some pluralistic; some favourable to science, some anti-scientific; some 

primarily devotional and some primarily political; some democratic, some authoritarian; 

some pacific, some violent.  Lapidus uses the term “Islamic revival” to cover the whole 

range of newly founded and active Islamic movements.
40

  The arguments put forward 

by Lapidus, Esposito, Sidahmed, Ehteshami and other scholars of Islam suggest that the 

terms activism and revivalism are appropriate, and have consequently been used 

throughout this thesis.
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In a very real sense, Islamic revivalism has often been seen and experienced as a direct 

threat to the ideas, beliefs, practices and interests of Muslim secular elites as well as 

Western governments and multinational corporations.  This clash of worldviews has 

reinforced the Western tendency to see Islamic activism as extremism and fanaticism, as 

an anti-modern return to the past rather than the projection of an alternative vision for 

society.  Because it does not conform to modern secular presuppositions, to the West’s 

most cherished beliefs and values, Islamic activism is regarded as a dangerous, 

irrational and counter-cultural movement,
41 

and Samuel Huntington’s theory has only 

added to this perception among certain sectors of society.

The American academic, Samuel Huntington, caused controversy with his “Clash of 

Civilizations” theory.
42

  This is based on a notion that Islam and the West comprise 

separate geopolitical power blocks doomed to collide.  The sheer number of Muslims 

living as minorities in non-Muslim countries surely contradicts this notion.  Almost one 

in three of the world’s Muslims (if you include the 133 million in India alone) live in a 

country where Muslims are a minority.  Also, it is arguably in the West that some of the 

most contented Muslims live, and where much of the most creative Islamic thinking 

now takes place.  The creativity does not arise only because Muslims in the West need a 

practical way to live among the infidels.  It is also because Muslims are freer in the 

West than they are in much of the Islamic world.
43

Islamic organisations have attracted the educated and professionals (teachers, engineers, 

lawyers, scientists, bureaucrats, the military).  Many of the leaders of Islamic 

organisations are graduates of major universities from faculties of medicine, science, 

and engineering.  Modern technology has been harnessed by conservative clergy and 

political activists alike.  The widespread use of such technology, as can be seen by the 

very successful and efficient method of communication in use by HT in Central Asia 

and elsewhere, has made for a more effective communication of Islam nationally and 
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transnationally.  Thus modernisation has been a major factor in the resurgence of Islam 

in Muslim societies.
44

Islam re-emerged as a potent global force in Muslim politics during the 1970s and 

1980s.  The scope of the Islamic resurgence has been worldwide, embracing much of 

the Muslim world from the Sudan to Indonesia.  Yet to speak of a contemporary Islamic 

revival can be deceptive, if this implies that Islam had somehow disappeared or been 

absent from the Muslim world.  It is more correct to view Islamic revivalism as having 

led to a higher profile of Islam in Muslim politics and society.  Thus what had 

previously seemed to be an increasingly marginalised force in Muslim public life re-

emerged in the seventies – often dramatically – as a vibrant socio-political reality.
45

The forms that the Islamic revival has taken have varied almost infinitely from one 

country to another.  However, there are recurrent themes: a sense that existing political, 

economic and social systems had failed; a disenchantment with, and at times a rejection 

of, the West; a quest for identity and greater authenticity; and the conviction that Islam 

provides a self-sufficient ideology for state and society, a valid alternative to secular 

nationalism, socialism and capitalism.  The experience of failure triggered an identity 

crisis that led many to question the direction of political and social development and to 

turn inward for strength and guidance.
46

Since the demise of communism, Islamic radicalism is the most “global” radical 

ideological movement in the world.  The problem is with radicalism and not with Islam.  

Radical political Islam, like many other radical ideological movements, tends to flourish 

when political, economic and social conditions are desperate, provoking the public to 

turn to more radical remedies.  Islamic radicalism often feeds off the grievances of 

Muslim societies that have suffered in the past in one way or another from western 

imperialism, colonialism, or interventionism.  Islam – as has Christianity in the past – 

can then serve as the vehicle for these resentments, political struggles, or even political 

ambitions of one state versus another.
47
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Islam, like Christianity and Judaism, has provided a way of life and guidance which has 

transformed the lives of many.  At the same time, some Muslims, like some Christians 

and Jews, have also used their religion to justify and legitimate aggression and warfare, 

conquest and persecution in the past and today.  Political Islam, like the appeal to any 

religion or ideology, can be effective but also dangerous.  Secular ideologies 

(democracy, socialism, communism, Arab nationalism) have proven equally vulnerable 

to manipulation and exploitation in the hands of demagogues.
48

The faith that drives Osama bin Laden and his followers, including supporters in 

Xinjiang-Central Asia, is a particularly austere and conservative brand of Islam known 

as Wahhabism.  Wahhabism comes out of Saudi Arabia.  For the Saudi ruling family, 

the Wahhabis form a vital base of legitimacy, as well as an unpredictable threat.  Since 

King Abdel Aziz unified the country in 1932, the royal dynasty has had to balance the 

demands of modernisation and the intolerance of the Wahhabis, whose antecedents were 

vital to the battles that established the kingdom.  Many in the kingdom view 

Muhammad bin Abd al-Wahhab (1703-1787), the founder of the sect, as the co-founder 

of Saudi Arabia.  While the Saudi rulers essentially owe their power to the Wahhabis, 

the Wahhabis will only remain loyal as long as the royals follow Wahhabi ways.
49

  The 

Wahhabi movement was the first political expression of the reformist tendency in 

Arabia.  The religious goal of Wahhabi teaching is the purification of the heart from 

vices and sin, and acknowledgement of the unity and transcendence of God.  The 

Wahhabis reject Sufism, the veneration of any human being, and any authority except 

the prophet himself. Wahhabism thus set an example of militant moral and social 

reform.
50

  Wahhabism is regarded as an extreme form of Islam, and its influence is 

widespread.  The Saudi ministry for religious affairs distributed millions of Qurans in 

Europe, Asia and Africa, along with doctrinal texts written from the extreme perspective 

of Wahhabism.
51

  Saudi money has also funded madrassas (religious schools) and 

mosques in many countries including Indonesia, China, Pakistan, Afghanistan, and 
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Central Asian Republics among others.  Saudi policies of supporting Wahhabi-oriented 

schools worldwide have resulted in unintended consequences such as the Taliban-bin 

Laden alliance and jihadi madrassas.
52

DIFFUSION OF ISLAM

The diffusion of Islam to regions beyond the Middle East involved analogous processes.  

The spread of Islam in Central Asia (including the Xinjiang region), Anatolia, the 

Balkans and India was closely tied to the conversion of pastoral Turkish, rather than 

Arab, peoples.  The conversion of Turkish Central Asian peoples began in the 10
th 

century through contact with Muslims involved in the caravan trade, and merchants who 

operated on the steppes as brokers between nomadic and settled populations.  Muslim 

missionaries and Sufis also moved out to proselytize among the Turks.  In Central Asia, 

Islamisation was important for the establishment of nomadic regimes over sedentary 

populations, for the creation of politically cohesive ethnic identities among Tatars, 

Uzbeks, Kazakhs and other peoples, and for the organisation of long-distance trade.
53

The development of an Islamic civilization in Central Asia was closely related to that of 

Iran.  Islam first spread in this region as a result of the Arab conquests of Iran and 

Transoxania, and the movement of Muslim traders and Sufis from the towns to the 

steppes.  The connections between Iran and Central Asia were reinforced by the Mongol 

invasions.  In the 13
th 

century non-Muslim Mongolian peoples established their 

suzerainty over the whole of Central Asia, much of the Middle East, and China.  The 

advent of Islam in this region led to the formation of three types of Islamic society.  

Among the Kazakhs, Islam became part of popular identity and belief, but not the basis 

of social organisation. Among other tribal peoples, and in some oasis communities such 

as Kashgar, in Xinjiang, Sufi masters or Sufi lineages mediated, organised, and 

sometimes governed.
54

The most striking manifestation of the influence of Islam was the role of khwajas, or 

Sufis who traced their biological as well as their spiritual lineage to the Prophet 
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Muhammad or to the early Caliphs.  The earliest of these figures were probably itinerant 

holy men, faith healers, and miracle workers, who in the 14
th 

century acquired local 

prestige, gained a livelihood from gifts of tithes and landed estates, and married into 

prominent families.  The khwajas gradually attained a spiritual ascendancy over secular 

rulers, all of whom became their disciples.
55

  The descendants of Makhdum-I A’zam 

(d.1540), the spiritual master of Bukhara, became the principal advisors to local rulers 

in Kashgar and Yarkand, and eventually the rulers of these cities.  From 1678 to 1756 

Kashgar was ruled by a dynasty of khwajas who claimed descent from Muhammad, 

headship of a Sufi order, and a blood relationship to Genghis Khan.  Thus the khwajas 

united spiritual and political authority.  Nonetheless, the elites of these oasis cities were 

divided into bitterly hostile factions.  Factional wars eventually led the khwajas to 

appeal to nomadic peoples for political support – a measure that eventually cost the 

oases their independence.
56

  When in 1759 the Chinese took control of the oasis cities 

and drove out the khwajas, this conquest of eastern Turkestan brought a new Muslim 

population under Chinese control.

THE MUSLIMS OF CHINA

China’s Muslims are in the midst of the first decade of their second millennium under 

Chinese rule.  Many of the challenges they confront remain the same as they have for 

the last 1,400 years of continuous interaction with Chinese society, but some are new as 

a result of China’s transformed and increasingly globalised society, and especially the 

watershed events of the 11 September terrorist attacks and the subsequent “war on 

terrorism.”
57

Islam is the dominant religion among 10 Chinese ethnic groups – namely the Hui, 

Uygurs, Kazakhs, Kyrgyz, Tajiks, Uzbeks, Tatars, Dongxiang, Salars and Bonan.  The 

Hui and the Uygurs represent the numerically largest predominantly Muslim groups, 

accounting for about 80 per cent of all Muslims in the country.
58

  The Chinese Muslim 

population seems to defy demographic generalisation because the differences among 
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groups are much more noticeable than are the demographic similarities.  The largest 

Muslim group in the country is the Hui who geographically are widespread throughout 

the country.  The Uygur, the second largest Muslim group, are heavily concentrated in 

Xinjiang.  The Tatars, Kazakhs, Kyrgyz, Tajiks and Uzbek Muslims also mostly inhabit 

Xinjiang, and the Dongxiang and Bonan Muslims live in Gansu, while the Salar 

Muslims are mainly in Qinghai and Gansu.
59

  The Hui, who in physical appearance and 

language are Chinese, are descended from Persian, Arab, Mongolian and Turkish 

Muslims who settled in China at various times in the past. The other Muslim groups in 

China are Central Asian peoples.
60

As mentioned previously, the Uygur people are mainly concentrated in Xinjiang, and 

according to the Information Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic of 

China, Xinjiang is said to have 8.1 million religious believers, the great majority of 

them Muslims, with 23,000 places of religious worship, including over 20,000 mosques, 

and 29,000 clergy, the great majority of them Islamic.
61

  In March 2000, Wang Lequan, 

Secretary of the Autonomous Regional Committee of the CCP, during a speech to 

celebrate the Islamic festival of Corban, stated, “…with a total regional population of 

more than 17 million, Xinjiang has about 10 million Muslims.”
62

  The 1995 sample 

census has the total Muslim population in China at 20 million.  This is a small 

percentage of the Chinese population – but nevertheless is equivalent to a medium sized 

Muslim nation, and more than in most Middle Eastern countries.  It is also interesting to 

note that the 2002 Russian census places the Muslim population in the Russian 

Federation also at 20 million.
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Gladney argues that successful Muslim accommodation to minority status in China can 

be seen to be a measure of the extent to which Muslim groups allow the reconciliation 

of the dictates of Islamic culture to their host culture.  He argues against the opposite 

view held by such authors as Raphael Israeli and Michael Dillon that Islam in the region 

is almost unavoidably rebellious and that Muslims as minorities are inherently 

problematic to a non-Muslim state.
64

  I agree with Gladney that there has been quite a 

degree of accommodation by Muslim groups which, in the case of Xinjiang, has not 

always been one-sided.  There has also been a certain amount of accommodation by the 

Chinese authorities to Muslim groups in the past, but from the 1990s onwards, this has 

been less so, leading to a situation today that is quite restrictive towards Islam in 

Xinjiang.  This repression against Islam and labelling of groups as Islamic terrorists, 

which is taking place throughout the Xinjiang-Central Asian region, is producing 

heightened tensions in which one may find that Muslim groups which have been 

accommodating in the past, are no longer so, and this issue is directly associated with 

the actions undertaken by governments as a consequence of the “war on terror”, and is 

examined in detail later in this chapter.  The tendency in the Xinjiang-Central Asian 

region to associate Islam with terrorist/terrorism is disturbing, and not conducive to 

alleviating tensions produced by ethno-religious divides. Before examining the actions 

being undertaken by the governments in the region, and whether their actions are 

defensible, a brief understanding of these terms needs to be noted.

TERRORIST/TERRORISM

From the 1990s onwards, in Xinjiang-Central Asia, we have seen a tendency by the 

majority of the governments in the region to regard any activity they consider to be anti-

government or against the state as terrorism.  Post 11 September 2001, there is an added 

tendency to equate terrorism with Islam.  Before examining this issue and the 

consequences of the actions undertaken by the respective governments, I firstly want to 

ascertain if terrorist and terrorism should be treated as one and the same.

Few words have worked their way into our everyday vocabulary as insidiously as 

terrorism. Most people have a vague idea or impression of what terrorism is, but lack a 
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more precise, concrete and truly explanatory definition of the word.  This imprecision 

has been abetted partly by the modern media, whose efforts to communicate an often 

complex and convoluted message in the briefest amount of airtime or print space 

possible have led to the promiscuous labelling of a range of violent acts as ‘terrorism’.  

Virtually any especially abhorrent act of violence that is perceived as directed against 

society – whether it involves the activities of anti-government dissidents or 

governments themselves, organised crime syndicates or common criminals, rioting 

mobs or persons engaged in militant protest, individual psychotics or lone extortionists 

– is often labelled ‘terrorism’.
65

The Oxford English Dictionary definition of terrorism is not particularly edifying, but 

the definition for terrorist is more helpful, and is defined thus:

As a political term: a. Applied to the Jacobins and their agents and partisans in the 

French Revolution, esp. to those connected with the revolutionary tribunals during 

the ‘Reign of Terror’.  b. Any one who attempts to further his views by a system 

of coercive intimidation; spec. applied to members of one of the extreme 

revolutionary societies in Russia.
66

This definition immediately introduces the notion of terrorism as a political concept.  

According to Hoffman, this key characteristic of terrorism is absolutely paramount to 

understanding its aims, motivations and purposes, and critical in distinguishing it from 

other types of violence.
67

  Terrorism, in the most widely accepted contemporary usage 

of the term, is fundamentally and inherently political.  It is also ineluctably about 

power: the pursuit of power, the acquisition of power, and the use of power to achieve 

political change.  Terrorism is thus violence – or, equally important, the threat of 

violence – used and directed in pursuit of, or in service of, a political aim.
68

During the period when nationalist political movements employed terrorism against 

colonial powers, the term ‘freedom fighters’ came into fashion as a result of the political 

legitimacy that the international community accorded to struggles for national liberation 
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and self-determination.  Many newly independent developing countries and communist 

bloc states in particular adopted this vernacular, arguing that anyone or any movement 

that fought against ‘colonial’ oppression and/or Western domination should not be 

described as ‘terrorists’, but were properly deemed to be ‘freedom fighters’.  This 

position was perhaps most famously explained by Palestine Liberation Organisation 

chairman Yasir Arafat, when he addressed the UN in November 1974. ‘The difference 

between the revolutionary and the terrorist,’ Arafat stated, ‘lies in the reason for which 

each fights.  For whoever stands by a just cause and fights for the freedom and 

liberation of his land from the invaders, the settlers and the colonialists, cannot possibly 

be called terrorist …’
69

Although the revolutionary cum ethno-nationalist/separatist and ideological exemplars 

continued to shape our most basic understanding of the term, in recent years ‘terrorism’ 

has been used to denote broader less distinct phenomena.  In the early 1980s, for 

example, terrorism came to be regarded as a calculated means to destabilise the West as 

part of a vast global conspiracy.  By the middle of that decade, however, we saw the 

rising threat of state-sponsored terrorism.  The issue was further blurred in the early 

1990s when the term ‘narco-terrorism’ was defined as the use of drug trafficking to 

finance terrorism, and then forward to today, when in general, terrorism is seen to be 

associated with religion.
70

The connection between religion and terrorism is not new.  More than two thousand 

years ago, the first acts of what we now describe as ‘terrorism’ were perpetrated by 

religious fanatics.  Indeed, some of the words we use in the English language to 

describe terrorists and their actions are derived from the names of Jewish, Hindi and 

Muslim terrorist groups active long ago.  Terrorism motivated either in whole or in part 

by a religious imperative, where its practitioners regard violence as a divine duty or 

sacramental act, embraces markedly different means of legitimisation and justification 

than that committed by secular terrorists; and these distinguishing features lead, in turn, 

to yet greater bloodshed and destruction.
71
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The governments in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region are linking religion – specifically 

Islam – and terrorism.  Past acts of violence against the Chinese government in the 

Xinjiang region and elsewhere in China have not been an overtly religious act – they 

have very clearly had a political base.  In Central Asia, it has been less clear, but is still 

based on politics, primarily due to the mostly unsatisfactory governance in the region.  

All of these governments are now actively engaged, in varying degrees, in repression of 

Islam.  This may have the unfortunate consequence of producing what they are 

purporting to repress, and that is the radicalisation, or in some cases, the further 

radicalisation, of Islam in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region.

In the first decade of the 21
st 

century, many states are facing campaigns of violence 

from terrorist groups within their territories.  The moral superiority claimed for counter-

terrorist measures is supposed to be founded on the fact that they preserve due process 

of law, while terrorist campaigns are carried on through breaches of it.  This is not an 

unreasonable scenario.  However, when governments are using such measures as 

oppression or repression in order to advance another agenda, this does impact on claims 

of legitimacy.  The governments in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region have seized upon 

such events as “11 September”, and the entry of US forces into Central Asia as an 

excuse for further oppressive/repressive actions against their citizenry.  If a perception 

is prevalent in the public mind that there is a risk, then this obviously gives the 

government a valuable propaganda tool, and any subsequent actions taken against the 

perceived potential perpetrators is unlikely to be questioned.

I want to make it very clear that I am not arguing a case for terrorism.  Terrorism 

allowed full sway would reduce civil society to the state of nature where there is, in 

Hobbes’s fine description, ‘continual fear of violent death and the life of man, poor, 

nasty, brutish and short’.
72

  What I am arguing is the misuse by governments in the 

Xinjiang-Central Asian region of a normally very valid threat for political convenience.  

Many of the tensions present in the region, which to a large extent are presented by the 

respective governments as having a terrorist base, can be more simply put down to 

unsatisfactory social conditions and repressive measures being undertaken by the 
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regional governments. A young unemployed and poorly educated population is ripe for 

exploitation by organisations seeking influence within the region, but discontent with 

existing social conditions hardly makes a person, in this case mainly young men, 

terrorists.  Religion, in this instance, is a vehicle being utilised by many sectors of 

society to express dissatisfaction in general, because attempts to conduct dialogue in 

other ways is blocked by governments in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region.

In November 2002 Beijing expanded its anti-terrorist capacities with the appointment of 

an unprecedentedly large number of Xinjiang-related cadres to the ruling Central 

Committee of the CCP.  The Central Committee elected at the 16
th 

Communist Party 

Congress included the Xinjiang governor, Ablait Abdureschit, the Xinjiang vice party 

secretary Zhou Shengtao, and the commander of the Xinjiang Military Construction 

Corp, Zhang Qingni.  Three leading officers from the Army’s Lanzhou Military Region, 

which is responsible for Xinjiang and neighbouring provinces, were also inducted to the 

policy-setting committee.  Wang Lequan, Xinjiang’s communist party secretary, was 

named a Politburo member, and was given new responsibilities to eradicate terrorist 

cells and prevent the “infiltration” of radical Islamic groups into western China.
73

Wang disagrees with the oft quoted belief by many officials that raising the standard of 

living in Xinjiang would solve any separatist tendencies by non-Han ethnic groups.  He 

states:

Currently there is a belief that the first priority for Xinjiang is to develop its 

economy. These people believe that after Xinjiang’s economy develops, people’s 

living standards will improve so the issue of stability will be resolved naturally.  

This belief is wrong and dangerous.  Economic development cannot eliminate 

separatists and cannot prevent them from separating from the motherland and 

seeking independence.
74

It is quite ironical that the sentiments expressed by Wang exactly duplicate the words 

spoken to me by the Kazakh/ Uygur leader Kozhamberdi – “…discontent will continue 

despite any rise in standard of living.”
75
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At a press conference on 27 May 2002, Wang is reported as saying that “only a harsh 

crackdown on separatist forces can ensure peace among different ethnic groups and 

promote continuous economic development.”  Wang added that “China’s campaign in 

Xinjiang was part of the global campaign against terrorism, and therefore also vital for 

the stability of China’s neighbours and the world.”
76

In the latter half of 2002, the US government, at the behest of the Chinese government, 

decided to brand as a terrorist organisation a Muslim group, the East Turkestan Islamic 

Movement (ETIM).  When US envoy for counterterrorism General Francis X. Taylor 

visited Beijing in December 2001, he said the US did not view ETIM as a terrorist 

organisation.  However, in August 2002, the US added the group, which is campaigning 

for an independent East Turkestan in Xinjiang, to its list of terrorist bodies following 

months of talks with Beijing.  A Sweden-based spokesman for the East Turkestan 

Information Centre said the ETIM was not a terrorist organisation, but had resorted to 

violence because Uygurs had no other means of expression.  The spokesperson went on 

to say that “Uygurs would never target western countries from which they needed 

support”, and further added that “his organisation, based in Sweden, had no links with 

the separatist group (ETIM).”
77

  This statement is problematic in that on the one hand a 

spokesperson for the East Turkestan Information Centre is stating that although they 

have no links with ETIM, ETIM has resorted to violence, which of course if true, could 

be seen as a valid argument from the Chinese government point of view to class them as 

a terrorist group.  However, the issue becomes difficult because as far as can be 

ascertained, the Uygurs still regard their separatist activity as a political act.  On the 

other hand, the Chinese and other governments within the region are associating such 

separatist and any anti-government activity with Islam, and therefore viewing any 

person of the Islamic faith as a likely terrorist.
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ETIM is one of several small groups seeking independence for Uygurs in Xinjiang.  It 

was founded in the mid-1990s by Hasan Mahsum, who had served three years in a 

labour camp in Xinjiang, and who recruited other Uygurs and formed a 200-strong 

brigade to fight alongside the Taliban in its civil war against the Northern Alliance in 

Afghanistan.
78

  Hasan Mahsum, along with 10 other persons, was placed by the Chinese 

government on a list of identified “East Turkestan” terrorists.  Mahsum was shot dead 

by the Pakistani army on 2 October 2003 in what was described as a joint anti-terror 

raid along the border of Pakistan and Afghanistan.  According to Chinese Foreign 

Ministry spokesperson Liu Jianchao, “Mahsum plotted a series of violent terrorist 

activities in recent years, including robbery and murder in Xinjiang’s capital city of 

Urumqi, and violent murders in Xinjiang’s Hotan region, causing heavy loss of lives 

and property.”  The Foreign Ministry spokesperson said Hasan Mahsum’s death was a 

result of international anti-terror co-operation, and the Chinese government would 

continue to work with the international community to fight terrorism.
79

In December 2003, the Chinese Ministry of Security issued the criteria for identifying 

terrorists and terrorist groups after publishing a list of four identified “East Turkestan” 

terrorist organisations and 11 members of the groups.  The four “East Turkestan” 

terrorist organisations were identified as ETIM, the East Turkestan Liberation 

Organisation (ETLO), the World Uygur Youth Congress (WUYC) and the East 

Turkestan Information Centre (ETIC).  According to the ministry all these 

organisations, designated by the Chinese government as terrorist groups, were founded 

outside of China and have plotted, organised and staged terrorist activities and violence, 

including bombings, assassinations, arson, poisonings, attacks in Xinjiang and other 

areas, and in some other unspecified countries.
80

Zhao Yongchen from the Chinese Ministry Counter-terrorism Bureau disclosed the 

criteria for identifying a terrorist or a terrorist organisation.  Without going into detail, 

the main outline for identifying such a group is an organisation or organisations that 
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engage in terrorist activities endangering national security or social stability, and harm 

life and property through violence and terror (regardless of whether it is based in or 

outside of China).  It also specifically states that any organisation that offers funding 

assistance is classed in the same category.  The criteria for identifying a terrorist is 

similar, but a particular point that is made is that the person is still regarded as a terrorist 

(supposedly in China, or by the Chinese authorities) regardless of whether or not the 

terrorist has been naturalised as a citizen of another nation.
81

  This of course has 

implications for Uygurs residing in Central Asian states (and other states) who over the 

years for various reasons have taken the citizenship of the country they reside in.  

Central Asian states and others are handing back to the Chinese authorities Uygurs who 

have allegedly committed crimes either against the Chinese state or against Chinese 

nationals, and this does bring into question the status of these persons.  However, 

although this situation is a matter which has relevance to this thesis, it is a matter 

outside the knowledge of the writer, and therefore will not be pursued further.

Beginning on 1 October 2003, authorities in Xinjiang mounted what they called a “100-

day security crackdown” running through to Chinese New Year in late January 2004.  A 

spokesman at the Office of Public Security in Xinjiang said the anti-crime campaign in 

the region, which he described as routine, was a campaign against all kinds of crime 

including violent crime, terrorist crime and crimes involving explosives and guns.
82

  In 

January 2004, Zhang Xiuming, deputy secretary of the CCP Xinjiang Uygur 

Autonomous Regional Party Committee and secretary of the regional Political Science 

and Law Commission, commenting on the situation in Xinjiang stated:

We need to take the initiative and go on the offensive, crack down on gangs as 

soon as they surface and strike the first blow.  We must absolutely not permit the 

three vicious forces (san gu shi li) to build organisations, have ringleaders, control 

weapons and develop an atmosphere.  We need to destroy them one by one as we 

discover them and absolutely not allow them to build up momentum.
83
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The same report also contained unattributed remarks to the effect that over the past 12 

months, Xinjiang (obviously referring to the government) had destroyed a number of 

ethnic separatist and violent terrorist gangs, and arrested many criminals.  The report 

further stated:

Xinjiang’s peripheral environment was growing increasingly complex, and the 

task of cracking down on the “three forces” was growing ever more arduous.  In 

the past year, terrorist gangs planned railway bombings and criminal gangs 

prepared to carry out terrorist acts during the Spring Festival and Corban 

Festival.
84

At the same time that the report of the “100-day security crackdown” came out, Russia 

and China also issued a statement against what they referred to as “internal terrorist 

forces.”  In this statement, they have once again, as referred to previously in this thesis, 

linked Chechens and Uygurs.  The joint communiqué between Russian Prime Minister 

Mikhail Kasyanov and Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao stated that they viewed the terrorist 

forces in Chechnya and Xinjiang as component parts of international terrorism.
85

  The 

joint communiqué stressed that the parties (Russia and China) were stepping up their 

co-ordination, reciprocal support, and co-operation in the fight against the terrorist 

forces in Xinjiang and Chechnya.  The Russian and Chinese heads of government also 

said they favoured stepping up the activity of the UN Security Council’s counter-

terrorism committee, including developing its co-operation with regional and sub-

regional organisations, including the SCO.
86

This linking of Xinjiang and Chechnya, which has been examined in Chapter V, can 

only add to the feelings of discontent among the Uygurs of Xinjiang.  As pointed out 

previously, there are some similarities between the two.  Chechnya is not all about 

terrorism, and Chechen terrorism is in a different category from that of al Qaeda.  As 

elsewhere, terrorism in Chechnya is a method of warfare, not an end in itself.  Chechen 

terrorism has two principal roots: separatism and common banditry, and in some 
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aspects, this is not dissimilar to the situation with the Uygurs.
87

  An interesting facet of 

the Chechnya situation is the response given in an August 2003 poll in which the 

Chechens were asked whether or not they wanted to secede.  Seventy-eight per cent said 

Chechnya should be part of Russia, and 19 per cent said it should be independent.  

Among the percentage of Chechens who think Chechnya should be part of Russia, 61 

per cent believe Chechnya should have more autonomy than any other part of the 

Russian Federation.
88

  It would be very informative if a similar poll could be taken in 

Xinjiang, as it is quite possible the outcome would not be too dissimilar to the poll 

outcome in Chechnya.  If the Chinese government gave Xinjiang genuine autonomy, 

and the Uygurs were seen and perceived by themselves to have some input into what is 

occurring in the region, especially in matters such as Han in-migration and exploitation 

of resources, it would not be unreasonable to suppose that many of the sources of 

tension, while perhaps not being totally removed, would be less confronting.

The message coming out of Xinjiang does seem at times to be contradictory.  In August 

2003, Li Donghui, vice-chairman of the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Regional 

Committee of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference, told a trade fair 

press conference that local authorities would take harsh measures to combat terrorists 

such as the “East Turkestan” groups in Xinjiang in order to safeguard national unity and 

social stability.  He then followed up that statement by saying that Xinjiang was 

witnessing its best period in history for political stability, national unity and economic 

development.
89

  Wang Lequan then came out with a claim that separatist Muslims in 

China’s northwest train in Pakistan and receive support from groups abroad, but offered 

no evidence to back these claims, then further stated that 11 million of Xinjiang’s 19.25 

million people were Muslim, and that “extremist forces among this group are very 

trivial.”
90

  This was followed a few months later, in December 2003, by a statement by 

Zhao Yongchen from the Chinese Ministry of Security Counter-terrorism Bureau saying 

that
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…the government would safeguard the fundamental interests of all ethnic groups, 

including Uygurs in the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region, while fighting 

“East Turkestan” terrorism.  He further stated that terrorist organisations and 

individuals did not represent any nationality, and their activities had seriously 

harmed the lives, property, security and social stability of the Chinese people of 

all ethnic groups and constituted a grave threat to the security and stability of 

some countries and regions.  The government would fight “East Turkestan” 

terrorism in accordance with the law, while effectively safeguarding the 

fundamental interest of the Chinese people of all ethnic groups and the 

fundamental human rights and freedoms of people in Xinjiang and other parts of 

China, including the right to life, the right to personal safely and the right to 

development.
91

This particular statement is interesting for several reasons. Firstly, the government 

seems to be, in this instance, attempting to distance itself from the notion that the Uygur 

ethnic group is the prime target of the anti-terrorist campaign, and secondly they 

expressly mention the right to development, which is a major source of tension between 

the Uygurs and the Chinese government in the Xinjiang region. This of course is quite 

contrary to the linking by the Chinese government of terrorist movements and Uygur 

independence groups, and the tendency in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region for the 

regional governments to add Islam to this linkage.  It goes without saying that there is 

ongoing tension in Xinjiang between the Han Chinese and non-Han ethnic groups, 

primarily the Uygur people, as has been examined throughout this thesis, and although 

there have been violent incidents in the past between these two groups and others, this 

has not involved the majority of the Uygur people, and as already stated, is more related 

to political and social issues than to any global terrorist movement.  The majority of the 

governments in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region are presently engaged in repressive 

behaviour towards Islamic groups and, in the case of contiguous states with Xinjiang, 

repressive behaviour towards the Uygur diaspora, which can only add to the tensions 

already present in the region.

Kyrgyzstan’s Supreme Court has recently banned four groups branded as terrorist and 

extremist, some of them allegedly connected to the al-Qaeda terror network and its 

allies.  Banned as terrorist groups are the Organisation for the Liberation of Turkestan, 

the East Turkestan Islamic Movement, and the Islamic Party of Turkestan – all linked to 
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China’s Turkic Muslim Uygurs.  The fourth group to be banned was HT.  HT is an 

extremist movement – but has not previously advocated violence in its quest for an 

Islamic state in Xinjiang-Central Asia.
92

  The ban allows law enforcement officials to 

confiscate the groups’ property.  The chief prosecutor’s office said in a statement:

Law enforcement agencies are taking measures to prevent the further spread of 

extremist movements advocating political and religious extremism, nationalistic 

and radical Islamic fundamentalism.
93

The listing of the ETIM on Washington’s list of terrorist groups has caused great 

concern among the Uygur diaspora.  The million-strong Uygur diaspora provides 

support for several separatist political organisations.  Located across the globe, these 

organisations are not all radical; indeed, many do not advocate violence at all. The 

Washington-based Eastern Turkestan National Freedom Centre, for instance, lobbies 

members of Congress on behalf of the Uygur cause.  The leader of the Europe-based 

Eastern Turkestan union, Erkin Alptekin, prefers to organise conferences and work with 

Tibetan émigré groups seeking autonomy for their own homeland.  In truth, whether or 

not they support the use of violent methods, the Xinjiang separatist groups both at home 

and abroad are too small, dispersed, and faceless to constitute a threat to Chinese control 

over the region.  Beijing fears them nevertheless, because the mere possibility that they 

may cause disruption creates an impression of social instability in Xinjiang and 

dampens foreign investment.
94

Dilxat Raxit, a spokesman for the pro-independence East Turkestan Information Centre 

based in Sweden, has warned that the US decision to list ETIM as a terrorist 

organisation gives China a green light to pursue its crackdown on Uygurs.  “Now, 

anyone who speaks out will be labelled a terrorist connected to this group – 

intellectuals, religious figures, anyone who is unhappy with Beijing,” he said.  “The 

government crackdown will intensify, and that will cause more Uygurs to turn to 

extremism and terrorism.”
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The war on terrorism has been accepted in principle by states worldwide, but those 

countries such as China and Russia with their own dissident problems in Xinjiang and 

Chechnya have found it convenient to align themselves with Washington to crack down 

on internal dissidents.  According to an article in the Economist, “it has been said that 

terrorism has no religions, but Islamic militants are being targeted as the main group 

responsible for a conflict that is mainly political and aimed at self-determination.”
96

  

Russia and China are fully aware that the political opposition they face in their country 

does not have the capability and support to drive the region into conflict.  The 

overwhelming superiority of the Chinese and Russian population and their military 

power as well as their economic strength makes any possibility of secession very 

remote.
97

Religion has been used as a threat and a bluff in the complex games played by states 

emerging from the debris of the Soviet Union.  The “Islamic threat” is not what it is 

often made out to be, but most players in Central Asian politics have an interest in 

making use of it in one way or another; and the games they play with Islam may 

eventually turn religion into a much more significant political force than it is at 

present.
98

  A one-day conference on the spread of radicalism in Central Asia was told by 

a panel of experts that autocratic government, lack of economic opportunity and weak 

political parties were breeding grounds for the rise of violent and radical religious 

movements.  Corruption affected all levels of life and the governments in the region had 

generally failed to bring in the needed reforms.  Because the majority of the 

governments in the region remained unresponsive to their peoples’ needs, and there was 

no viable political participation by the people in the running of the state, joining 

organised Islamic networks appeared to be the only viable option.
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Virtually all the governments in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region are engaged in some 

type of restrictive conditions towards people of the Muslim faith.  In Tajikistan a steady 

process of “de-Islamisation” has been underway for some time.  Mosques have been 

forbidden to employ the loudspeaker for calling people to prayer, and no mosque can be 

built unless there are 15,000 signatures on the petition to build one.  In Turkmenistan 

and Uzbekistan, the Friday sermon has to be cleared with the concerned government 

ministry.
100

  Afraid of extremism, leaders across the region have cracked down on 

independent Muslims who choose to worship outside state-run mosques.  The campaign 

has been harshest in Uzbekistan where human rights groups say at least 6,500 prisoners 

are being held for their religious beliefs, about half of them HT followers.
101

The Uzbek government is most frightened of the threat posed by radical Islam, fearing 

that their own Islamist population could make common cause with Islamists in 

Tajikistan, Afghanistan and Pakistan, although radical Islamic groups have been 

outlawed throughout the region.  Many of the thousands arrested and imprisoned in 

Uzbekistan are “suspected” of having ties to radical Islamic groups.  Sometimes those 

arrested have been members of illegal groups, such as the IMU or HT.  Others have 

been arrested for simply distributing religious literature, or because they were believed 

to have studied in an unsanctioned religious school.  Others have been arrested for 

simply “looking” like they would be a radical Islamist.  Of course, it is not only in 

Uzbekistan that arrests are carried out, members of the IMU and HT are subject to arrest 

elsewhere in the region, as are those distributing radical Islamic materials.
102

  However 

the crackdown against any perceived radical Islamic group has been harshest in 

Uzbekistan.  President Karimov’s defenders against the harsh measures taken by the 

Uzbek government say it is Karimov’s crackdown that has helped keep Uzbekistan 

stable in the 1990s, despite civil wars in Afghanistan and Tajikistan.  His image as the 

man who rules over an island of stability in troubled Central Asia took a blow when he 

narrowly escaped an assassination attempt in February 1999, blamed on radical Muslim 

opponents.  A few days later, bomb blasts killed 16 people in the capital, Tashkent.  
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Later in the year, a shootout – also blamed on Muslim radicals – claimed more than 19 

lives.
103

In late March 2004, further incidents have taken place in Uzbekistan.  A series of bomb 

blasts, involving in two instances suicide bombers and police shoot-outs in Tashkent 

and the ancient city of Bukhara have led to the death of approximately 42 people.  

President Karimov addressed the nation after these attacks and said that the bombings 

had been plotted by “outside forces and foreign extremists.”  Uzbek prosecutor-general 

Rashid Kadyrov argued that the attacks were carried out by Islamic extremists, notably 

HT.  He said that suicide bombings were previously unknown in Uzbekistan, and 

indicated foreign involvement in the attacks.
104

  Other Islamists groups such as the IMU 

or IMT with links to al-Qaeda have also been blamed.  Karimov was very quick to lay 

the blame for these attacks on Islamic terrorists aided by foreign groups, and this 

message was taken up by many overseas media outlets.  As already mentioned, 

Karimov’s regime is extremely repressive, as has been documented by human rights 

groups and the ICG.  In a report published by the ICG early in March 2004, it is stated, 

“torture by law enforcement agencies in prisons continues to be systematic, arrests and 

harassment against journalists, human rights activists and opposition figures are as 

strong as ever.”
105

  The European Bank for Reconstruction and Development has 

considered whether to stop lending to Uzbekistan because of repeated human rights 

abuses.
106

The naming of these groups as being responsible for the March 2004 attacks justifies to 

the Uzbek government at least, its repressive behaviour towards its citizens.  However, 

whilst many reports have attributed the violence to Islamist groups, sources within 

Central Asia are not so certain.  Political experts in Tashkent doubt that the militants 

belonged to established organisations, such as HT or the IMU, because most of the 

weapons found on those militants killed in the clashes had been seized from police 
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during the initial stages of the uprising.  It also appears that the militants lacked the kind 

of infrastructure that is possessed by both HT and the IMU.  These groups have 

logistical capabilities that extend beyond Uzbek borders, and thus probably would not 

have had trouble in procuring weapons in advance of the uprising. One Tashkent 

political scientist believes the militants comprised profoundly disgruntled Uzbeks, 

either those whose friends and relatives had previously been caught up in the 

government clampdown on Islam, or those exasperated by the lack of economic 

opportunity in the country.
107

What is also noticeable with these incidents is the targeting of police – nine or ten 

police died as a result of the violence.  One of the two suicide bombers (both were 

female) blew herself up at the Chorsu Bazaar in Tashkent during a police morning 

briefing.  The day before at this bazaar, police had allegedly beaten to death one of the 

traders.  This particular bazaar is also a venue for Muslim women to protest the gaoling 

of their husbands, brothers and sons for alleged religious extremism – attempts that are 

quickly and harshly suppressed by police.  In the eyes of many ordinary people, the 

police are an embodiment of the country’s repressive regime.  Their employer, the 

Interior Ministry, is the most powerful state institution and the biggest armed 

organisation in Uzbekistan.
108

  Although the Uzbek government has been quite 

dismissive of a link between the violence within the country and discontent among the 

general populace over many matters, and insists on blaming it on Islamic militants with 

foreign backing, it is worthwhile noting that female relatives of persons gaoled for 

religious extremism have become one of the main targets in the search for suspects.  As 

noted before, the prisoner’s mothers, wives and sisters have been a rare voice of protest 

against rights abuses in this tightly controlled nation.  They have attempted to stage 

rallies and have sent letters demanding the release of the gaoled men or better prison 

conditions.
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The US, which has a major military base in Uzbekistan, is expected to shore up 

Karimov as a bulwark against Islamic radicalism in the region.  But human rights 

activists warn that US support for Karimov’s leadership is misplaced, saying the Uzbek 

security forces’ use of torture and secret executions threaten to radicalise hitherto 

peaceful Muslims, who risk the authorities’ wrath for practising their faith.
110

In Tajikistan, extreme poverty and unemployment have seen many young Tajiks 

become followers of HT.  They have become markedly bolder in preaching the party’s 

ideology without fear of arrest, distributing leaflets in markets, colleges and hospitals.  

More than 400 members of HT have been arrested in Tajikistan, 130 of them sentenced 

to varying prison terms.  If convicted, HT activists face up to 18 years in gaol for 

“inciting racial and religious hatred and calling for a forceful overthrow of the 

constitutional order.”  Although HT has recruited members to its cause in Tajikistan, 

Tajikistan’s Islamic opposition movement, which took up arms during the civil war in 

Tajikistan from 1992 to 1997 costing some 150,000 lives, dismisses HT’s ideas as 

hopeless.  Khikmatullo Saifullozoda, a spokesperson for the Islamic Party of 

Tajikistan’s Rebirth, regards HT’s call for an international caliphate as pure utopia.
111

  

In Kyrgyzstan, the persecution of hundreds of HT supporters has aroused a sound public 

discussion on whether HT should be registered or its members detained.
112

  In 

Kazakhstan the influence of HT has been mainly seen in the south of the country, but in 

the latter half of 2003, HT spread to the north of Kazakhstan, closer to the Russian 

border.  HT’s literature has been, as noted previously, distributed electronically, printed 

by underground printing facilities, and then according to local people, distributed by 

special couriers.  Again, as previously noted, HT is well organised and financed, makes 

full use of modern technology, and if they are beaten in one region, they invariably 

resurface in another.
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It is quite difficult to equate the extent and degree of HT’s influence, and also to make 

any definitive judgement as to what danger they pose to the stability of any of the states 

in the Central Asian region.  The number of recruits to HT does seem small in 

comparison to a number of other church groups.  Compared to the activity of the rich 

Protestant churches from the US, South Korea and some European countries in Central 

Asia, HT’s purported success does not look as great.  For instance, 10,000 citizens of 

Kyrgyzstan, mostly ethnic Kyrgyz who were originally Muslim, have reportedly been 

converted by Protestant missionaries in the north of the country. Meanwhile an 

estimated 3,000 natives of Kyrgyzstan have joined HT cells. A similar situation exists in 

Kazakhstan, where more Kazakhs have converted to Protestantism than have been 

converted by HT rhetoric.  In Tajikistan, the 40,000 member Islamic Renaissance Party 

effectively restricts the spread of HT across the country.
114

In general, the overwhelming majority of local people observes traditional values and 

rituals, and have little interest in foreign Islamic literature and organisations and the 

politicisation of Islam.  However, some young people inevitably join religious extremist 

movements as a sign of protest against the old values of the Soviet generation that are 

discredited and irrelevant, and against the current economic hardship.  Politicians in the 

region would be well served by considering some of the more reasonable criticism 

voiced by the radicals, which is actually what gives the movement popularity, such as 

corruption, social injustice, groundless repressions and neglect of unemployed young 

people among other issues.
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At the time of independence from the Soviet Union, the regimes of Central Asia were 

quite opportunistic in exploiting the revival of Islam because they wanted to show that 

they were good Muslims – in other words, they were good nationalists.  So during the 

period of nation building after independence, these leaders tried to also align themselves 

with traditional Islam.  At the same time, the leadership in Central Asia was concerned 

about independent Islam, political Islam, that could challenge the authority of the 

regime.  The Central Asian regimes, especially Uzbekistan, appear to be using the so-
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called Islamic bogeyman to justify their authoritarian practices, and undertaking 

repressive measures against their citizenry.
116

Dmitri Trenin, speaking at a forum in Washington, stated that a source of instability in 

Central Asia is the rise of radical Islam, especially when it is linked to separatist 

activity, but that Islamic revival is thoroughly normal and essentially healthy if Central 

Asian nations are to become modern states.
117

  Graham Fuller at the same forum noted 

that Islam is, by definition, both local and transnational in character and remains both a 

globalising and an anti-globalisation force.  Fuller says:

It is globalising in that it has a universal view of religion, and emphasises strongly 

the ties among all Muslims across the whole Muslim world.  It is “anti-

globalisation” however, to the extent that it opposes globalisation if it refers to the 

process of Americanisation of the world.
118

Fuller also highlighted some points regarding Islam in China and Central Asia, 

specifically that political Islam is not a special problem relating to China or Central 

Asia, and is a broad phenomenon that envelops the whole Muslim world in one form or 

another, and it is important to think of political Islam as a vehicle for addressing 

grievances, not a source of action.
119

  Fuller is also of the opinion that although a few 

radical forms of Islamism involve violence or terrorism as is observed in Xinjiang (in 

both religious and secular forms), and in Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, with 

the Afghan war contributing to many of these problems, most radical movements 

emerge from internal problems in the states themselves.
120

Central Asian governments have often resorted to old Soviet methods of control.  In 

Uzbekistan this has been repressive in the extreme – in Kyrgyzstan much more subtle.  
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All five ex-FSU state governments, however, have two aims: firstly, to control any 

appearance of political Islam, whether moderate or extreme, since they consider 

independent expressions of Islam a threat to the constitutional order; secondly, to use 

Islam as a conduit to promote their own ideologies and campaigns, and in general as a 

tool of the state.
121

  These attempts to control and manipulate Islam have taken different 

forms.  Laws on religion are severely restrictive in Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan, while 

liberal legislation in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan is often undermined in practice.  In all 

states in the region, a government body responsible for religious affairs intervenes often 

in the internal affairs of religious organisations.  In most states this body carries out 

registration of religious organisations, without which, in Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan 

at least, any religious activity is a criminal offence.
122

  State bodies also interfere 

formally or informally in the running of the Islamic hierarchy, often controlling what 

clergy may say in the mosque. The state has a considerable role in appointments of 

religious leaders.  At the local level this is often exercised through the power of local 

authorities, while at the higher level the state seeks malleable figures that will not 

challenge the political leadership or act as an alternative power centre.
123

This focus on controlling Islam by respective leaders in so-called Islamic nations is 

ironically virtually parallel with what has occurred, and is occurring, in the 

neighbouring province of Xinjiang.  In April 2001 the China Islamic Affairs Steering 

Committee was formed under the administration of the Islamic Association of China.  

The members of this committee, 16 senior China-based experts on Islam, interpret 

religious doctrines ostensibly in accordance with Chinese law and Islamic doctrine, 

draft sermon pamphlets, and work to bring Islam into conformity with Chinese political 

ideology.  An Imam “patriotic re-education” campaign began in March 2001, and 

assigned some 8,000 religious leaders to 20-day sessions stressing patriotism, loving 

socialism, upholding party leadership, combating separatism, and the like.
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Statements made by officials within China do show some degree of confusion as to how 

Islam should be treated.  On the one hand Wang Lequan, Xinjiang’s CCP secretary 

says, “it is easy to get confused here.  We have no problem with Islamic devotion.  It is 

when people use that to instigate activities that we become concerned.”
125

  On the other 

hand Zong Jian, the deputy CCP secretary in Kashgar says, “anti-government activity 

and religious extremists and terrorists are all the same in nature.”
126

  Wang appears to be 

endeavouring to separate Islam from, presumably, anti-societal activities associated 

with separatism or terrorism, whilst Zong alludes to a clear connection between 

separatists, religion and terrorists.  Pamir Abdul-Rahman, a party official, acknowledges 

that authorities are “not clear on” the relationship between religion and extremism, but 

emphasises that while the Chinese government is officially atheist, Islam is protected, 

which – in theory – it is.
127

CONCLUSION

Muslim extremists are not capable of posing a serious military threat to the survival of 

Central Asia’s regimes, especially in the larger countries of Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan.  

Rather, the threat to the survival of the current governments is more likely to come from 

the disaffection of their security establishments.  However, Islamic militants could 

create serious problems for more vulnerable countries like Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, 

both by intensifying internal discord and by exacerbating intra-regional disputes.
128

  The 

response of the Central Asian countries to the challenge of militant Islam has been 

inadequate and frequently counter-productive.  Punishing apolitical believers only 

serves to increase the militants’ appeal.  Preventing the spread of Islamic militants’ 

appeal requires addressing the social, economic and political roots of the problem.
129

  

Nevertheless, it would be an oversimplification to label all the regional governments as 

anti-religious.  Certainly the FSU state governments recognised the need to embrace the 

Islamic faith to fill a moral vacuum, and most Central Asian presidents have performed 
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the hajj, the pilgrimage to the Islamic holy sites.  Conflicts such as those in the Central 

Asian region are commonly assumed to be between Islam and secularism, whereas, in 

fact, the real dispute lies within Islam.  The traditional, tolerant and moderate faith to 

which the overwhelming majority of Central Asia’s (and the world’s) Muslims adhere 

conflicts with a radical, but numerically small, set of groups.
130

  The Central Asian 

region is home to perhaps the most moderate and tolerant of all Islamic branches.  The 

difficulty for regional governments lies in drawing the line between movements that 

seek to destroy the current order and those that can be integrated into it.  Currently, the 

threshold of repression has been placed at a level where most forms of opposition are 

considered disloyal; the official reactions to this opposition then fuel discontent and 

radicalise the Islamic opposition.
131

The linking by governments throughout the Xinjiang-Central Asian region of Islam and 

terrorist/terrorism, and more specifically in Xinjiang, with the further linking of Uygurs 

to this equation, has only added and extended an additional dimension to the overall 

tensions prevailing in this region.  Islamist movements such as HT are probably less 

likely to make any kind of major impact in Xinjiang than they are in neighbouring 

states.  Within Xinjiang, though many portray the Uygur as united around separatist or 

Islamist causes, they continue to be divided from within by religious conflicts, in this 

case competing Sufi and non-Sufi factions, territorial loyalties (whether they be oases or 

places of origin), linguistic discrepancies, commoner-elite alienation and competing 

political loyalties. It should also be noted that among the Uygurs, Islam is only one of 

several markers of identity.
132

  As stated earlier in this chapter, it does appear that the 

Uygurs still regard their separatist activities as a political act, which is in contrast to the 

viewpoint taken by the Chinese and other governments in the region by associating 

separatist and anti-government activity with Islam.  Beijing’s pronouncements scarcely 

distinguish between autonomists and separatists or between secular and religious 

activists; the Chinese government appears to be including them all into a single broad 

tendency whose hallmarks are “splittism” and “terrorism.”
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As has been pointed out throughout this chapter, the bulk of the Muslim population in 

the Xinjiang-Central Asian region has not in the past been interested in the more radical 

forms of Islam.  As for Xinjiang, specifically, Gladney remarks that “Uygurs in general 

are not engaged in radical Islam.  There is a growing conservatism in the region, but not 

the kind of Hezbollah, Taliban type of Wahhabist Islam that the government seems to 

be very much afraid of.”
134

  There is no reason to suppose that the general populace 

within the Xinjiang-Central Asian region will change their attitude and adopt en masse 

radical Islam through such groups as HT, unless social conditions, including repressive 

government behaviour towards their people, give the people no option but to harness 

their grievances to such a vehicle as HT or similar movements.  Where the danger lies 

for the regional governments is in the reaction, and some say over-reaction, to a 

perceived threat.

The following chapter, the concluding chapter of this dissertation, will bring together 

and summarise the findings of this research project, and will justify the thesis stated in 

the introductory chapter that an economic and strategic interdependency relationship has 

formed in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region.  This interdependency relationship has not 

only contributed to economic development in Xinjiang and FSU states, but possibly 

more importantly to the Chinese government, has restricted secessionist movements, 

especially in connection with the Uygur ethnic group in Xinjiang.  The crackdown 

against any group that may impact on the stability of the region be it through 

secessionist movements or religious ideals does appear to be a direct result of the 

burgeoning economic relationships within the region.
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CHAPTER VII

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

By its very name, the Xinjiang-Central Asian region conjures up images of outstanding 

geographic and manmade features, colourful ethnic groups, fascinating culture, plus 

much more.  However, what is to be discovered in this region goes way beyond 

aesthetic imagery.  What one is dealing with in this extremely volatile and strategically 

important region is a mishmash of conflicting ideals, where an interdependent 

relationship primarily built on economics and strategic interests is emerging to outweigh 

societal concerns.  What to this writer was unforeseen at the initial stage of the research 

project was the degree of interdependency existing between neighbouring states in the 

Xinjiang-Central Asian region.  Not only was such a relationship existing – this 

relationship, primarily based on economic interdependency – was also found to have a 

profound influence on decisions being made and implemented by regional governments 

participating in this relationship.

The past decade has seen a transformation in the relationships among states in the 

Xinjiang-Central Asian region.  The thesis analysed these relationships.  Within the 

thesis, the basis of the relationship has been established; the extent of the relationship 

has been ascertained, and the impact of the relationships has been evaluated as to what 

extent, if any, the interdependency has on intra and inter-state tensions within the 

region.

The thesis departed from previous studies of this area in various ways, the most 

significant being the establishment of a group of states and an autonomous region of 

China into a unit of economic interdependency which needed to be assessed as a group, 

rather than as individual entities.  Much of previous and recent scholarship has tended to 

focus on issues within a particular country or part of a country, such as the Xinjiang 

Uygur Autonomous Region of the People’s Republic of China.  My contention 

throughout the thesis showed that this was not an adequate representation of what is 

occurring in the region today; that the focus needed to be widened to take into account 

the dynamics of this interdependent relationship consisting of the Xinjiang Uygur 

Autonomous Region and several former Soviet Union states.  Apart from Xinjiang, the 



prime focus has encompassed Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, 

while also emphasising that other states within the region impact on this relationship.  

All of the states that have the primary focus, with the exception of Uzbekistan, are 

contiguous with Xinjiang.  This relationship of interdependency has reached a level 

sufficient to influence decisions taken by governments within the region, and as a result, 

suppression of secessionist movements, principally Uygur separatist movements among 

the Uygur diaspora residing in neighbouring states, has taken place.

An important issue which has arisen out of the interdependency relationship is the 

impact of tensions; tensions that were existing before this relationship evolved, and new 

tensions being generated as a result of this relationship.  An assessment has been made 

within the thesis as to whether because of this interdependent relationship, sources of 

tension are not being adequately addressed by the respective governments to the 

satisfaction of the general populace; that this is seen as due to the individual 

governments’ hesitation to upset China by addressing such matters as border 

demarcation and transboundary water diversion between China and neighbouring states.  

An outcome of this scenario may be that many of the tensions are left to simmer and 

therefore bode ill for future stability within the region.

Fundamentally, the thesis argued that such matters need to be assessed on the basis of 

an ongoing relationship of interdependency encompassing Xinjiang and several 

neighbouring Central Asian states.  The overlapping of multiple sources of 

commonality such as geography, culture, linguistics, religion, ethnicity, economics and 

strategic matters dictates that, rather than assessing issues on a country-by-country 

basis, the prevailing conditions emanating from this relationship of economic and 

strategic interdependency require such matters to be analysed on the basis of such a 

relationship.  Only in this way can a valid appraisal of the situation within the Xinjiang-

Central Asian region be obtained.

This relationship of interdependency did not suddenly manifest itself.  Certainly, the 

break-up of the Soviet Union and the appearance of several independent states on 

China’s periphery had an obvious impact.  However, far from seeing this new state of 

affairs as a totally threatening apparition, China saw this as an opportunity to not only 

expand trade links into the Central Asian region, especially the vital oil and gas 

linkages, it also saw an opportunity to expand its influence into the region.  China was 



fully aware that a good relationship with neighbouring states, several of which housed 

Uygur diaspora, was vital in its attempt to stabilise the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous 

Region from separatist activities stemming from Uygur independence groups.  The 

suppression of separatist movements by neighbouring countries within this regional 

relationship is of great benefit to China.  This beneficial outcome has to be perceived as 

a flow-on effect emanating from the burgeoning economic interdependency relationship 

in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region, with China engaging and actively co-opting 

neighbouring FSU states into a mutually beneficial alliance.

The question arises as to whether China is co-opting or coercing its neighbours into 

certain actions? Are China’s policies aimed at a mutual co-operative relationship, or 

does China coerce the lesser powers into undertaking what China wants? The research 

shows that China is portraying a friendly, helpful, rather than “big power/military 

might” face.  China is giving what appears in many instances to be concessions, but if 

examined closely, these concessions do not appear to disadvantage China.  In fact, in 

certain circumstances it is quite the opposite, and can be seen in such instances where 

China has conceded territory in border demarcation, but has gained the advantage in 

water accessibility.  However, China is not adopting an aggressive stance in its agenda, 

and although there are voices of discontent against Chinese policies in the region, these 

are muted and are therefore unlikely at the present time and in the present climate to 

unduly threaten this relationship.

Although it is the effects of interdependency in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region that is 

the focus of this body of research, and the impact of intra and inter-state tensions on this 

interdependency relationship, a focal point is needed in order to provide an anchor to 

this relationship, and Xinjiang plays this role.  The axle on which this relationship 

rotates, the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region of the People’s Republic of China, 

occupies an advantageous position which China is fully utilising in order to advance its 

agenda in Central Asia and further afield.  Xinjiang is the obvious conduit through 

which vital energy supplies and raw materials flow inwards; as an outlet, ancient trade 

routes are being revitalised and added to, and additionally, a security route is available 

to China to make use of if such a facility becomes necessary.  Xinjiang’s natural 

resources, its geographic position, its Turkic and religious connections with 

neighbouring states are all potentially to China’s benefit.  Yet despite all these positives, 



as has been assessed and commented on throughout the thesis, there are conflicting 

influences at play in this volatile and sensitive region.

A side issue of China’s position in Central Asia has been the role played by perceptions.  

This is seen in areas where a perception of “Chinese hordes” pouring over borders into 

neighbouring states is prevalent.  Although this is not a new type of perception, and can 

at times be useful for governments to use as a tool in deflecting criticisms about their 

own policies, it is nevertheless important because of its potential to add to existing 

tensions.

Likewise, as with the perception of masses of Han Chinese moving into neighbouring 

states, within Xinjiang itself, we have the perception by non-Han ethnic groups of a 

renewed onslaught of Han Chinese into Xinjiang.  There undoubtedly has been in recent 

times, and is ongoing, an increase of Han Chinese in Xinjiang.  The perception by non-

Han ethnic groups of being overwhelmed by Han Chinese is probably strongest in the 

southern parts of Xinjiang where previously Han were few in number.  Despite the 

population statistics showing that non-Han still dominate in the southern regions of 

Xinjiang, the expansion of transportation routes has increased Han migration into this 

area, and the concerns and perceptions of the non-Han peoples are easily 

understandable.  Of course, as with most issues in Xinjiang-Central Asia, ethnicity lies 

at the core of tensions, and as a source of tension, will not disappear given the 

composition of the populations.

The ethnicity issue in Xinjiang itself is further heightened by long-term aspirations for 

independence by the Uygurs.  The Uygur independence movement has not had the 

majority of the population on its side – much of the impetus has come from the Uygur 

diaspora.  However, intensification of suppression against Uygurs within Xinjiang 

shows potential to cause a surge in support towards independence movements, 

especially among the youth of the region.  This push for independence will in all 

likelihood be counter-productive as it does appear that Xinjiang is now too 

economically advanced for the Uygurs to have any chance of seceding and probably too 

late to gain full autonomy.  Possibly the best chance to achieve any form of self-

government in Xinjiang was before this recent surge of development took place, and 

certainly before the interdependency relationship in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region 

developed to the stage it has now reached.



As with ethnicity, religion, in this particular instance, the Islamic religion, is an ongoing 

source of tension as the governments within the Xinjiang-Central Asian region are 

equating Islam with terrorism, and therefore view Islam as a threat to their regimes.  

Whether or not Islam in Xinjiang-Central Asia should be viewed as a threat to the 

respective regimes, the policy of repression against any form of Islam that does not 

conform to state policy is almost guaranteed to produce a reaction against governments 

which practise such repression.  What in many instances can more accurately be 

described as revivalism is in many instances being radicalised by repression.  Many 

people in Xinjiang-Central Asia are relying on religion both as an escape from everyday 

problems and as a channel through which to criticise the present social system; they do 

not see any other option open to them.  Because of the type of governance in the region 

which has resulted in many instances in deteriorating social conditions, radical Islamic 

movements are seen by some, many of them educated young people, as the only vehicle 

in which to address such issues.  The governments have reacted to this by enhancing 

repressive measures which in turn have lead to an increase in tension.

Apart from economic interdependency, the security aspect has also become prominent 

in this relationship, and the vehicle which is being utilised to promote both economic 

and security co-operation in the region is the SCO.  Both China and Russia see the SCO 

as an essential component of their plans for the region.  Previous to the entry of US 

forces into the region post-11 September, the SCO was not being employed to its full 

potential.  The entry of the US forces into the region brought forward the question as to 

the effectiveness of the SCO to deal with security and related matters in the region.  

However, China and Russia have invested too much in this organisation to simply allow 

it to be a passive bystander while others, primarily the US, takes over the role of 

providing security within the region.  The establishment of the secretariat in Beijing and 

the anti-terrorist centre in Tashkent indicates the importance China and Russia have 

placed in this organisation.  The decision by the SCO to establish the anti-terrorist 

centre in Tashkent provides both China and Russia with a security presence in 

Uzbekistan.  Also, the decision to set up the centre in Tashkent rather than the 

previously agreed site of Bishkek may have been prescient given the recent unrest in 

Uzbekistan.  It is not unreasonable to assume that members of the SCO see Uzbekistan 

as more prone to destabilisation than other states within the region, and that may be part 

of the reason for the establishment of the centre in Uzbekistan.  The membership of the 



SCO is not static; several countries including Pakistan, India and the Republic of 

Mongolia have indicated their intentions to be considered for membership.

China’s plans to extend its influence into the Central Asian region and onwards are 

proceeding.  There is not only one inlet/outlet via Xinjiang; numerous others are being 

developed with the trans-Pakistani route being one which displays prospects to obtain 

more prominence, not just for Xinjiang, but for all the Xinjiang-Central Asian region.  

The upgrading of the port of Gwadar in Pakistan with the assistance of Chinese finance 

and expertise has opened yet another import/export route for the Xinjiang-Central Asian 

region, and as such, Pakistan’s wish to join the SCO would probably get a sympathetic 

hearing, at least from China.

Water diversion and its related environmental consequences are of prime concern, 

because of the potentiality to intensify tensions already present in the region.  While, as 

with other matters, it is not at the present time generating sufficient angst as to derail the 

interdependency relationship, this particular source of tension does have long-term 

potential to overwhelm all other sources of tension within the region and damage 

regional relationships.

At the initial stages of my research, I did not see the issue of water diversion as being 

integrated into another source of tension, as I found as the research deepened and 

expanded.  This integrated source of tension between water accessibility and border 

demarcation adds another layer to the ongoing tensions within the region.  Border 

demarcation which has taken place between several states and China has not been a 

transparent process, and has been seen by opposition voices to the respective regional 

governments as an issue which can be utilised to protest against many issues.  With the 

issue of border demarcation overlapping with the issue of control of water, the potential 

for both intra and inter-state conflict cannot be discounted.  If conflict occurs over water 

in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region, it is likely initially to be intra-state, before 

spreading inter-state at the stage when the situation for accessibility of water becomes 

dire.

However, realistically speaking, China is too powerful for the protests of its Central 

Asian neighbouring countries, individually or united, to make any difference to China’s 

agenda, and if China’s projected rise in power continues unabated – this situation will 



not alter.  The intra and inter-state tensions which are either being generated, or if 

already existing, aggravated by actions undertaken by China, are more likely to cause 

unrest within individual countries, with the governments of Central Asian countries 

being held accountable.  The countries where such action has impacted may feel the full 

consequences, destabilising those countries, and also generating a flow-on effect which 

will inevitably involve China.  Destabilisation may come through ethnicity issues, 

distribution of oil and gas, accessibility of water, or other associated environmental 

matters.

Of course, as has been demonstrated throughout the thesis, sources of tension are not 

limited to one source or one country.  But because the connectiveness between countries 

in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region has been increased by the interdependency 

relationship, a flow-on effect of actions caused by the tensions would be expected 

within the participating members of this interdependent grouping.

China has economic might.  This economic might is being used in a way that benefits its 

Central Asian neighbours.  Chinese money and expertise is flowing into the economies 

of its neighbours in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region.  However, by not alleviating 

tensions being produced over such issues such as border demarcation and water 

diversion among others, China is building up against itself a concertina of resentment.  

From being part of the centralised Soviet system, the Central Asian governments 

suddenly without warning found themselves to a certain extent cast adrift, and now 

these countries need to co-operate in many different sectors covering diverse issues as 

water management, transportation and border control, to name but a few.  The potential 

is there for the countries in the Xinjiang-Central Asian region to progress, 

notwithstanding the numerous sources of tension present in the region.

China has achieved what it set out to accomplish.  It has extended its influence into 

Central Asia.  New trade routes have been opened, additional sources of energy have 

been obtained, and last, but not least, China has gone a long way towards suppressing, 

and obtaining the co-operation of other countries to suppress, separatist movements 

both within and outside of Xinjiang.  Sources of tension within the region, both intra 

and inter-state, are ongoing and unlikely to disappear, but the relationship of economic 

and strategic interdependency in Xinjiang-Central Asia is such that governments 



involved in this relationship are making decisions based on this relationship, rather than 

on dissension among their populace over diverse and at times overlapping tensions.
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