
 

 

CHINESE CONSTRUCTION AT THE NEW FRONTIER: DEVELOPMENT, SOCIAL 

CHANGE, AND THE GOVERNMENT OF UYGHUR IDENTITY IN URBAN XINJIANG 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Dissertation 

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School 

of Cornell University 

in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

 

 

 

by  

Lauren Frances Hansen 

January 2017  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© 2017 Lauren Frances Hansen  



CHINESE CONSTRUCTION AT THE NEW FRONTIER: DEVELOPMENT, SOCIAL 

CHANGE, AND THE GOVERNMENT OF UYGHUR IDENTITY IN URBAN XINJIANG 

 

Lauren Hansen, Ph.D. 

Cornell University, 2017 

 

In the twenty first century, Beijing has answered Xinjiang’s so-called ‘ethnic question’ 

by pairing top-down efforts to Sinicize the region with a concomitant attempt to engender 

bottom-up buy-in among Uyghurs through a suite of tried-and-true development policies 

imported from coastal China: rapid urbanization and private-sector economic growth. This 

dissertation examines the unexceptional practice of Chinese-style urban development in 

Xinjiang, the exceptional social change it has effected among urban Uyghurs, and the factors that 

explain how so much difference has emerged despite the state’s insistence on sameness.  

In the first chapters, I conduct a genealogical history of past and present urban policy in 

Urumqi in order to assess the changing bureaucratic power relations that inform both the state’s 

sense of problem and the range of policy solutions applied through planned urban interventions 

in Urumqi. Then, through ethnographic and spatial analysis of the social changes wrought by 

these interventions, I propose that the reason development does not generate in Xinjiang the 

same social outcomes it does in coastal China lies in the nature of the Uyghur middle class it 

produces and the relationship of this new middle class to the rest of Uyghur society.  

Uyghur individuals and families face an increasingly stark choice: either turn toward 

Beijing and align themselves with the institutions of the state in the pursuit of middle-class 

respectability or turn away from these and, instead, live and work entirely within the Uyghur city 



 

 

– turned Westward, toward Central Asia and the Muslim world. The result of this either/or 

choice, and the host of decisions it effects on issues of housing, education, presentation of self, 

and even normative concepts of what it means to be a ‘good’ and ‘modern’ Uyghur, has had a 

profoundly destabilizing effect on urban Uyghur society. In short, in the absence of high-level 

changes to the repressive social policies and discriminatory practices encountered by Uyghurs in 

Xinjiang, Chinese-style development has had the effect not of mitigating inter-ethnic or 

state-society grievances, but, instead, of layering those grievances atop a rapidly growing 

sociocultural split amongst Uyghurs themselves. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 It is true that Xinjiang and China share a history. It is also true that the history of modern 

China is nothing if not the affirmation of a will to state power that reveals itself through iterative 

efforts to engineer social revolution from the top. The social experiment being conducted in 

twenty first century Xinjiang is not an innovation of the twenty-first century - and it is certainly 

not unique to Xinjiang. It has, like so much else in the region, been brought westward from the 

cities of the east. It has thus arrived with the grave urgency of that which promises to neutralize 

an existential threat, and it as been brought by the full force of a planning logic that views time 

zones as threat to national unity. So it is that, whereas the first-time visitor to Urumqi cannot 

help but marvel at the differences in people and urban space that distinguish Urumqi from other 

cities in China, the long-time student of the Urumqi is startled most not by the individual 

instances of manifest difference, but, instead, by the more subtle realization that so much 

difference exists despite - and, often, to spite - the state’s aggressive insistence on sameness. 

  Since the ‘opening’ of Xinjiang promised by the Campaign to Open the West (xibu da 

kai fa 西部大开发, or ‘Great Western Development’ [GWD]) at the turn of the twentieth 

century, and certainly in a much more dramatic fashion since the deadly 2009 Urumqi riots, 

Beijing has offered a two-pronged response to Xinjiang’s ‘ethnic question’ (minzu wenti 民族问

题): while there are clearly efforts to drown out Uyghur people and culture with an influx of Han 

and a suite of assimilationist policies, there has also been a concerted, concomitant attempt to 

buy them off with the material benefits of Chinese-style, state-led development. To date, a 

number of macro-level studies of development in Xinjiang have identified the ‘drowning out’ of 

the region’s Turkic population through Chinese census data (Toops 2004) and correctly labeled 
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the process a form of demographic engineering that has resulted in both an immediate in situ 

economic displacement and a longer-term pattern of cultural displacement of Uyghurs from their 

homeland (Bovingdon 2010, Clarke 2004; Szadziewski forthcoming). However, while these 

analyses have done the important work of cataloging changes wrought from without, their 

methodological limitations leave them unable to account for the on-the-ground changes in 

Uyghur society – in ethnopolitical sensibilities, social relations, and modes of everyday life – 

that have come from within. Thus, with regard to the project of Chinese-style development, there 

has not been serious inquiry into the nature and consequences of Uyghur buy-in, nor, by 

extension, into what this might mean for the state’s ability to engender, if not full legitimacy, 

then at least a grudging but quiescent acceptance of Chinese Communist Party (CCP) rule in 

Xinjiang.   

This project is an attempt to understand at once the unexceptional practices of 

Chinese-style (that is, Han Chinese-style) development in Xinjiang, the exceptional outcomes 

they produce, and the capacity for so much bottom-up difference to be borne of a top-down 

insistence on sameness. While the stakes of development in Uyghur-majority urban areas may be 

unique, the intermediate goals of the state’s efforts are not without parallel. In coastal China, for 

instance, a defining feature of governance in the late reform era has been the state’s ability to 

direct development in ways that both enlarge and inculcate a sense of loyalty among the urban 

middle class(es) (Hoffman 2006; Unger 2006; Cai 2005; Zhou 2002). The assumption (or 

perhaps desperate gamble) being made in Urumqi is that Chinese-style development in Xinjiang 

will produce changes in the dispositions of upwardly mobile Uyghurs similar to those seen 

among coastal Han urbanites. Yet although the figurative and quite literal dust has yet to settle 

on Chinese-style development in Urumqi, it is already clear that the growth of an urban Uyghur 
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middle class generates neither the social stability nor the socio-political complacency that it does 

in Han China. I argue that the reason development does not effect in Xinjiang the same social 

outcomes it does on the coast lies in the nature of the Uyghur middle class it produces and the 

relationship of this new middle class to the rest of Uyghur society. In short, I find that the 

Chinese state has been wildly successful in its efforts to re-engineer Uyghur society. It has not, 

however, produced anything resembling the social order for which it has planned.   

To understand what it has produced requires first engaging in, to borrow a phrase from 

Foucault, a ‘history of the present.’ It is a project that “self-consciously begins with a diagnosis 

of the current situation” and then works to understand the unfolding of power relations through 

history to arrive, once more, at the present (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1982: 119). In the dusty 

construction and coal-fired haze of post-development, post-riot Urumqi, this means 

understanding state power as it has manifest locally since the earliest Imperial efforts to develop 

urban spaces beyond the western terminus of the Great Wall. But this process is sufficient only 

in bringing some clarity to the question of ‘what’ state power is doing in twenty-first century 

Xinjiang. In contrast, a theory of practice provides a framework for understanding ‘how’ and 

‘why now.’ To this end, a selective reading of Foucault’s taxonomy of state power in 

combination with the interrelated concepts of disposition, habitus, and social fields in Bourdieu’s 

practice theory illuminates both the stakes of social struggle in the Uyghur city and the 

street-level mechanisms by which that struggle takes place.1  

                                                             
1 I will employ the phrase ‘the Uyghur city’ throughout this work. Strictly speaking, there is no formal 

demarcation of ‘the Uyghur city.’ However, the dividing lines are obvious even to the casual tourist. The Uyghur 
city has a northern boundary at Nanmen - literally ’the south gate’. It was, as will be discussed in chapter one, the 
only gate that connected the walled Chinese city with the walled Muslim quarter in Imperial times. Much of the 
present-day Uyghur city is found within in the old Imperial Muslim quarter, which includes the main bazaar and 
Erdaoqiao marketplace. The present-day Uyghur city continues south, to Yan’an Road, and encompasses Tuanjie 
Road and the southeastern most reaches of Dawan, a one-time agricultural area and, now, a new-build suburban 
portion of Tianshan District. Its expansion is precluded by a massive resettlement area reserved for one-time Kazakh 
pastoralists in the hills surrounding Dawan to the southeast. 
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* * * 
 

 
 That Pierre Bourdieu published in Le Monde an emotional eulogy for Michel Foucault 

soon after his death in 1984 speaks to the deep personal connection between two these men. 

Their relationship, if not well known, nevertheless certainly exceeded the bounds of even warm 

colleagues (Callewaert 2006). That Bourdieu then spent the next two decades working on the 

very same themes at the core of Foucault’s later work - power and its reproduction, the state, and 

the government of selves and others - without making more than a half-dozen passing references 

to his late colleague speaks to an “incommunicable but parallel” intellectual relationship between 

their respective projects (76).  

 Given the near total silence of each on the other’s body of research, the parallels in their 

respective theoretical orientations might surprise the student of one or the other. The point of 

departure for both Foucault’s genealogy and Bourdieu’s reflexive sociology is opposition to both 

structural Marxism and the post-Enlightenment metaphysics with which it shares certitude in an 

essential human nature and a commitment to a philosophical search-and-rescue operation on its 

behalf (Foucault 1994 [1970], Bourdieu 1985). Further, excepting the need for a few caveats and 

terminological adjustments, it can be said that their respective works proceed with an 

understanding of power that is more similar than it is different. Foucault and Bourdieu share an 

insistence on power as located wholly within relations between subjects/social actors (Foucault 

1982; Bourdieu 1977). The work of both authors, too, eschews a view of power as a destructive 

force reflecting the will of conscious subjects and instead insists on one in which power itself 

constructs subjects/agents in highly specific ways by working on or through bodily practices. 

Moreover, power constructs these subjects/agents in ways that obscure its own operation. For 

Foucault, “power is tolerable only on condition that it masks a substantial part of itself. Its 



 

 5 

success is proportional to an ability to hide its own mechanisms” (1978: 86). This is not, as a 

superficial reading would suggest, an assent to some essentialist vision of truth that exists 

‘under’ the mask, patiently waiting to be revealed by critique. Instead, it is a statement on the 

nature of power not unlike the one contained in Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic power, a “power 

of constructing reality” that exists as “an invisible power which can be exercised only with the 

complicity of those who do not want to know that they are subject to it” (Bourdieu 1991: 166, 

164). 

 All of this is not to artfully harmonize away the differences that exist between Foucault’s 

and Bourdieu’s conceptions of the relationship between power, the state, and the 

production/reproduction of subjects/social actors Indeed, their use of divergent terms to describe 

human bodies caught in power relations hints at the very different roles that actually-existing 

people play in their respective projects. It is, however, to suggest that epistemological 

incommensurabilities between these authors do not mute conversation from the first. Indeed, I 

would hardly be the first to note that insights of one author are “particularly suitable” to address 

that which remains under-theorized by the other (Geciene 2002). My interest here, though, is less 

in bringing their positions together in some grand synthetic theory of power than in scavenging 

from both to construct a theoretical roadmap for understanding the terrain of power relations in 

twenty-first century Urumqi.  

 

Toward a Genealogy of State Power in Xinjiang: Understanding the Stakes of Contestation 

in an Ethnopolitically Contested Region 

 Foucault’s body of work must be understood in light of a distinct, though generally 

under-appreciated, periodization. Some have argued for a four-stage periodization, others for 
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three (Freundlieb 1995, Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983: 102-130). What is not in dispute are two 

key points of rupture, if not within his general sense of problem in understanding the web of 

relations connecting power, knowledge, and subject-making, then certainly in his narrower focus 

on one or another of its constitutive threads. The first is marked by an early 1970s shift from the 

project of producing archeologies of the rules that govern discourse to one that seeks to produce 

genealogies of power relations and the forms of knowledge they produce. In the second rupture 

begins with his trilogy of annual lectures delivered at the Collège de France in the late 1970s, 

which can be short-handed his ‘biopolitics’ lectures, and lasts for only the final two or three 

years of his active career. In this period, Foucault turns toward an assessment of subjectivity, 

subject agency, and the ethics and care of the self.  

 During these latter years, an almost confessional tone creeps into his works; the subtext 

of self-reflection reads as a pre-emptive reply to those future critics whom he knows he will not 

be able to answer directly. In a 1982 lecture, he proposes four ‘technologies’ that function as 

matrices of practical reason: those of production, those of sign systems, those of domination, and 

those of the self. He notes that the first two are the domain of science and linguistics, and that he 

understands his career as an extended effort to study the latter two technologies. He admits, 

though: “Perhaps I've insisted too much on the technology of domination and power. I am more 

and more interested in the interaction between oneself and others, and in the technologies of 

individual domination, in the mode of action that an individual exercises upon himself by means 

of the technologies of the self” (Foucault 1998: 225). Similarly, he begins the lecture (which 

appears as a response to Dreyfus and Rabinow’s synthetic volume) with an insistence that his 

oeuvre has been not a study of power per se, but rather an attempt “to create a history of the 

different modes by which, in our culture, human beings are made subjects” (1983: 777).  
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 A generous reading of this last phase of his work would contend that his career was cut 

short before it could reach some penetrating insight into the nature of social action and the role 

of the subject in history-making. One making this argument might point to the same essay’s 

extended discussion of agonism and the importance of social struggle in opening up pathways for 

alternative knowledge production and the reconfiguration of existing power relations (788-790). 

The less charitable interpretation is that the project to which Foucault’s epistemological position 

stakes him is too firmly grounded to allow any serious move in the direction of imparting agency 

onto subjects. Foucault’s genealogical project is not only directly informed by that of Nietzsche, 

but it also draws heavily on a Nietzschean conceptualization of power. Foucault thus rejects the 

Weberian understanding of power as that which can be held by one or another social actor or 

transferred between actors (Foucault 1977a). He further rejects Weber’s view of rationality as 

having a privileged access to truth: for Foucault, as for Nietzsche, the rationalities of power and 

the production of specific forms of knowledge are themselves strategies of domination which 

exist in the plural. Accordingly, he also rejects the ability of the social scientist to directly access 

and assess that rationality and thereby produce knowledge that is impervious to the power 

relations that created it (Bang 2014).  

 In place of the Kantian epistemology that undergirds Weber’s project of sociological 

inquiry, Foucault posits that it is power that produces knowledge - knowledge that, in turn, 

disciplines bodies and constructs both subjects and their relations (Foucault 1977a). Thus, the 

avowedly philosophical (contra social scientific) work of genealogy involves producing “a form 

of history which can account for the constitution of knowledges, discourses, domains of objects 

etc., without having to make reference to a subject which is either transcendental in relation to 

the field of events or runs in its empty sameness throughout the course of history” (Foucault 
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1980: 117). This involves a study of “power-knowledge relations” not “on the basis of a subject 

of knowledge” - that is, on the basis of actually-existing individuals, one or another configuration 

of class/social groups, or the state - but on the basis of knowledge itself (1977b: 26-28). This is 

achieved through analysis of discourse and the very ‘techniques’ by which power generates both 

specific knowledges and, more broadly, structured ways of knowing. 

 It is with this understanding of power and intellectual sense of purpose that one should 

approach the analysis of the modern state found Foucault’s lectures between 1975 and 1979. Of 

course, these lectures and the scattered interviews they informed cannot substitute for or be read 

as the coherent monograph on the topic matter that, presumably, would have been Foucault’s 

principle project through the 1980s. Nevertheless, these three lectures, since published as books 

of several hundred pages each, offer a very clear outline of a genealogical study of power 

relations and their increasing subsumption into/under the control of the state in 18th and 19th 

century Europe. The project is essentially a classificatory one: in these lectures, Foucault creates 

a taxonomy of state power that separates the sovereign and the sovereign mode of power 

relations from the biopolitical mode of power relations through which the liberal state operates. 

Here it is worth highlighting three discursive features with which these two modes of power 

relations can be contrasted: 1) the sense of problem with which state power concerns itself; 2) the 

‘site of veridiction,’ or the means by which state power is assessed as functional or 

malfunctional; and 3) the means by which state power is inscribed on bodies, and the relationship 

of subjects to the apparatus of state power.  

 First, for the sovereign, the ends of state power are the limitless accumulation of power 

itself. The originating act of the sovereign is to build walls. He defines and delimits bounded, 

finite spaces in which power is exercised at the maximum in order to keep safe himself, his 
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territory, and, ultimately, his very power over his territory. Accordingly, whether the means of 

maintaining power were justified or correct is a no more or less than matter of the degree to 

which the sovereign is able to maintain power and keep standing the city walls. In contrast, the 

liberalism arises out of discourse that subsumes the state into nature - or, more precisely, a 

discourse that life, as it exists both biologically and socially, is governed by laws of nature that 

can be known through empirical study (Foucault 2007: 63-66). From this, a concept of the state 

emerges as that which is tasked with producing and then acting upon knowledge of this very 

nature. In the liberal mode, the logic of state power can be found among those techniques that 

apply the results of scientific inquiry to guide and optimize the natural process of biological and 

social man, thereby “bring[ing] the most unfavorable [among them] in line with the more 

favorable” (63).  

 This is nowhere more evident than in the case of the market. State power operating in the 

liberal mode does not ‘use’ the market as, for example, trade was used as a means by which the 

17th century sovereign accumulated gold and thus enhanced his own power. Instead, the liberal 

state works to bring the market to a state of optimal efficiency in the distribution of scare 

resources. The market, too, becomes what Foucault calls “a site of veridiction:” its very 

functioning (or malfunctioning) becomes the criteria with which to assess the work of the state 

(2008: 63). Thus, the market is but one (although one quite critical) means by which the 

reconfiguration of state power in the liberal mode can be unpacked. In contrast to that of the 

sovereign, the sense of problem at the core of the liberal state is what Foucault calls ‘government 

at the minimum:’ how to rule in such a way as to allow natural law to govern conduct while, at 

the same time, retaining the ability to optimize (and thus control) the sum total of natural 

processes that bear on the health, security, and well-being of the population (2007: 44-49).  
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 Bringing these changes together, the relationship between state power and the subject can 

be seen to have undergone a profound qualitative shift when a state operating under the 

sovereign mode transitions to a biopolitical/liberal mode of governance. No longer bound up in 

physical might and the right of the ruler to ‘make die’ that which threatens his own rule, state 

power in the liberal mode is that which exists in service of, but also very much within, the 

organization and optimization of life itself. It is a power bound up in the imperative to ‘make 

live’ (2003: 21). This is the core of Foucault’s concept of biopower: “an explosion of numerous 

and diverse techniques for achieving the subjugations of bodies and the control of populations” 

(Foucault 1978:140). The biopolitical project, then, is one which turns not exclusively discipline, 

which was the singular domain of the sovereign, but instead on security: “the protection of the 

collective interest against individual interests” (2008: 65). This is not to say that bodies are not 

subject to disciplinary power in the liberal mode; it is to say, however, that the fundamental unit 

upon which biopower concerns itself is not the discipline of the individual, but the security of the 

population (2007: 11-12).  

 A brief example will serve to make the difference more concrete. For the sovereign, a 

thieving individual must be punished - perhaps here, his hand will be severed - to maintain the 

social order that legitimizes the continued rule of the lord. In the biopolitical mode, thievery is 

understood to be a threat not to the king, but to the natural, optimal functioning of the market and 

the well-being of the population employed in the marketplace. So, too, is there a change in the 

relationship of the thief to the state. Biopolitics does not manifest through the disciplinary act of 

cutting off appendages, but, instead, through education - perhaps through the study of child 

psychology, or through sociological inquiry into the nature of crime and the possibilities of 

rehabilitation. The position of the sciences in this system is not difficult to deduce: as early as the 
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nineteenth century, technocratic experts in the West “were vital relays for social government, 

linking political objectives and personal conduct” (Rose 1999: 149). Insofar as the production of 

technical knowledge precedes the interventions of the liberal state, it is also a primary 

mechanism by which state power in the liberal mode reproduces itself.  

 To be sure, discipline always remains a technique of the liberal state, to be selectively 

employed against those who prove themselves unable to participate in what Foucault calls ‘the 

government of the self’ (2011). It is not, however, the primary technique of the state power 

operating in the biopolitical mode. Instead, state power under a liberal regime exists in ‘the 

management and organization of the conditions in which one can be free’ (2008: 63). Put another 

way, it is the ‘the conduct of conduct’ - a turn of phrase that is at the heart of Foucault’s 

expansive definition of government and the body of so-called governmentality literature from 

which it proceeds (Burchell et al. 1991, Dean 1999).  

 

The Siren Song of Neoliberal (?) Governmentality in China 

 Those who adopt the governmentality framework to the study of urban Chinese society in 

the reform era largely eschew the genealogical method. Instead, they typically scaffold the 

particular findings of Foucault’s genealogy of state power in Europe to an ahistorical, almost 

always ethnographic, empirical analysis of one or another technique of state power. The 

temptation to do so is more than understandable: the shift from Maoist to reform-era governance 

and the concomitant reconfiguration of the subject’s relation to the state looks and feels an awful 

lot like the shift from a form of state power that operated exclusively in the sovereign mode to 

one that works through the techniques of biopower.  
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 First, the shift from the existential formulation of the CCP as a ‘revolutionary party’ to 

one of a ‘ruling party’ after 1978 can be framed as a change in the problematic of state power 

from one of political control qua control to one in which political control over a population exists 

in service of, if not individuals, then the common project of development itself (Sigley 2006). 

Second, the adoption of the market as a site of veridiction for the techniques of state power and 

the role of the social sciences in knowledge production can be traced to the earliest years of the 

reform era. This is nowhere clearer than in Deng Xiaoping’s adorable aphorism: “a cat, whether 

it is white or black, is good as long as it is able to catch mice” (Zhao 1993). In other words, 

whether a policy is good and proper depends not on its ideological consistency with Maoist 

orthodoxy, but on its ability to broadly raise social and economic indicators and improve the 

well-being of the population.  

 It is with the third broad contour of liberal governmentality, however, that the bulk of the 

literature on China’s neoliberal governmentality concerns itself: the reconfiguration of the 

relationship between the state and the subject. It is a literature that centers on the transition from 

a direct control of individual bodies under Mao to the technocratic management of the 

populations in the reform era (Greenhalgh and Winckler 2005, Bray 2009). However, while 

some of this literature does indeed focus on biopolitics at an explicitly corporeal level, a much 

greater proportion is concerned more broadly with the reform-era shift from power relations that 

work through totalizing methods of disciplining bodies to those that operate through mechanisms 

of autonomy and personal choice.  

 Much has been written, for example, about the imperatives of the middle-class subjects to 

‘rely on one’s self’ (kao ziji 靠自己) to secure scarce opportunities and material resources in 

order to provide for the needs of one’s self and family (Ong and Zhang 2008). Others have noted 
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that the competition for scare jobs and the alignment of professions considered 

desirable/respectable among university students work in tandem to lead young adults to 

discipline themselves into a subjectivity of “patriotic professionalism” that also serves the 

exigencies of the party-state (Hoffman 2006). Thus, as the “autonomous, self-authoring and 

individualistic neoliberal subject” makes choices in young adulthood, such as joining the 

Communist Party or sitting for the civil service entrance exam, he/she also ‘freely’ reproduces 

the institutions of the state (Liu 2008). So, too, does he/she reproduce that assemblage of state 

power that can be called ‘liberal in the Chinese sense.’ Here, it is worth recalling Foucault’s 

admonishment to understand liberalism “not [as] the imperative of freedom,” but as a form of 

state power that takes as its core problematic the ‘management and organization of the conditions 

in which one can be free” (Foucault 2008: 63). 

 The degree to which one is able to participate in what Foucault terms ‘the government of 

the self’ - that is, the degree to which one is ‘responsible’ enough to make personal decisions 

within the parameters set by the state within which one can be free - was, in the 1990s, a function 

of one’s ‘civility’ (wenming 文明) (Anagnost 1997). By the 2000s, the state-sponsored 

discourse on suzhi (素质, literally ‘quality’ but also translated as ‘human quality’), buffeted by a 

large-scale propaganda campaign to put the concept into the minds of city residents, had already 

replaced wenming as the common-sense way by which both the state and other people assessed 

the worth of individuals (Woronov 2009). It is true that there is a marked divide between those 

who do and do not ‘have quality’ or, similarly, between ‘high quality’ and ‘low quality’ 

individuals. Thus, the concept is central “to the cultivation of citizens who ‘know their place’… 

and who work accordingly for a nation-state that is modern, wealthy, and powerful, but also 

deeply divided (Jacka 2009:239).  
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 That said, the state has done as much to equate ‘high quality’ people with the urban 

middle-class. It has also put forward a discourse among the rural and working classes that, by 

subjecting their own bodies to the disciplinary forces of ‘modernization’ and ‘education,’ they, 

too, will be able to raise their suzhi and perhaps one day join the ranks of respectable society 

(Sun 2009). This aspirational aspect of the middle-class is nearly as important as its own 

conservative nature in the assessment of one author, who declares the middle class itself to be a 

Foucauldian dispositif: “a political strategy of a neoliberal state whose existence serves to 

legitimate and perpetuate CCP rule” (Ren 2013). For their part, “such middle-class, ‘civilized,’ 

‘high-suzhi’ subjects play their role actively, espousing the late socialist state’s objective of 

civilizing China’s population and embodying the model of a modern and responsible citizen” 

(Tomba 2009b). For this perspective, the governmentality literature on ‘neoliberal’ China 

generally accords with the broader English-language literature on the Chinese middle-class. It 

brings a theoretical frame to make sense of an empirical observation that is plain even to those 

whose research is largely atheoretical: that the urban (Han) middle-class both stabilizes and 

preserves the status quo of governance in the late reform era (Tomba 2009a) 

 

A Form of State Power that is both New and ‘Liberal in the Chinese Sense’ 

 Among those who proceed from a governmentality framework, there has been some 

thoughtful consideration of the differences between the political rationalities of liberal Western 

states and those of… dare we say Chinese liberalism? Well, no - if the existing literature is any 

indication, we do not. Despite the striking parallels between the actually-existing operation of 

biopower in China and the West, the phrase ‘Chinese liberalism’ just feels wrong. This, I believe, 

more than anything, explains the recourse of those writing on Chinese governmentality to the 
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already over-loaded term ‘neoliberalism’ in classifying the emerging assemblage of biopolitical 

practices and techniques of subject-making that parallel those that, for Foucault, are taxonomic 

markers of the operation of power in the liberal mode of government.2 

 To be sure, there is indeed something ‘new’ about the political rationality of the 

reform-era CCP. Jeffreys and Sigley demonstrate the difficulty in classifying twenty-first century 

Chinese governance, which they refer to as “a hybrid socialist-neoliberal (or perhaps 

‘neo-Leninist’) form of political rationality, one that is both authoritarian in a familiar political 

and technocratic sense and yet also seeks to govern certain subjects through their own 

autonomy” (2006: 2). Similarly, Ong describes China’s experiments with zoning technologies 

(free trade zones, special economic zones, etc.) as a highly selective deployment of “neoliberal 

governmentalities” that work on targeted populations in carefully bounded spaces and “make 

intelligible” very specific “political and cultural goals” (2006: 116). Yet none of the novelty 

accounted for in these and similar writings has anything to do with the ‘meat and potatoes’ sort 

understanding of neoliberalism laid out by the architects of the so-called Washington consensus 

(Kanbur 2008). Neither, in the final analysis, does it square with a sort-of ‘new liberalism’ that 

could fit neatly into Foucault’s typology of state power.  

 The Chinese governmentality literature is multi-sited but speaks with one voice on the 

ways in which the Chinese state uses power. It strategizes. It deploys. In the first analysis, if not 

in the final, the state is the grammatical subject; liberalism is the predicate on which it acts. This 

is the core problem with diagnosing the existing state of affairs as liberal via Foucault. What is 

‘new’ about liberalism in China is that it is a dispositif - an apparatus of power, itself an 
                                                             

2 There are also, of course, those who conceive of Chinese neoliberalism as it would be more traditionally 
understood: that is, as a move toward a very specific sort of institutional arrangements and/or fiscal and social policy 
interventions. The use of the term ‘neoliberalism’ in this sense is even more problematic, analytically muddying the 
concept itself and obfuscating the qualitative change in the techniques of government within reform-era China. For 
proof of this, one need look no further than Harvey’s attempt to treat ‘Chinese neoliberalism’ through a strict 
Marxist lens (2005). 
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assemblage of power’s disparate techniques - which serves entirely at the pleasure of the state 

and only insofar as it is useful in accumulating additional reserves of state power and 

maintaining/enhancing the efficacy of CCP rule (Foucault 1980: 194-228).  

 It is not for nothing that Jeffreys and Sigley locate the shift in Chinese governance not in 

the first moments of reform, but, instead, in Deng’s so-called ‘Southern Tour’ in the early 1990s 

(2006). Chinese-style liberalism did not come to coastal China as, say, European-style liberalism 

came to Europe. It was a localized improvisation, to be sure, but it came hard and fast and with 

the very deliberate aim of preserving/restoring state power in the wake of the 1989 student 

protests and the generalized crisis of legitimacy that precipitated them. Similarly, its arrival in 

Xinjiang came on the heels of the 1998 Ghulja massacre and the local crisis of legitimacy that 

precipitated it. As an assemblage of power, Chinese liberalism is thus always-already 

instrumental. 

 The ‘autonomous’ middle-class urbanities that evince China’s ‘neoliberal 

governmentality’ are only autonomous insofar as their personal choices harmonize with the logic 

of a state in which the accumulation of power is an (or is it the?) end in itself. However - and this 

is the oil that keeps the entire system in motion - the personal choices of middle-class Han 

urbanities do, overwhelmingly, accord with the project of party-state building. An entire 

English-language literature that is agnostic on political theory looks at the emergent Chinese 

middle class - as a conglomeration of homeowners, as state-sector employees, and/or as 

well-compensated clients in a web of patron-client ties - and declares it a “conservative” bulwark 

against the contentious politics of the urban and rural working classes (Unger 2006, see also Cai 

2005, Goodman 2008, Tsang and Lee 2013). In the Chinese-language literature, while there is 

some consideration of the differing political sensibilities among public- and private-sector 
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workers, the middle class is similarly assessed as “a rear guard (houwei 后卫)” of the CCP 

(Zhou 2002).  

 The phrase ‘Chinese neoliberalism’ is as analytically useful as the cringe-inducing phase 

‘(noun) with Chinese characteristics’ is original and clever. And yet, there must be some 

shorthand to refer to the operation of Chinese state power through biopolitics as a purposeful - 

and heretofore wildly successful - attempt to reconfigure political subjectivities undertaken with 

the tactical goal of accruing additional power to the state. I have settled upon calling this 

governmentality and the mechanism of state-led capitalism that informs it ‘liberal in the Chinese 

sense.’ It is a form of liberalism whose product looks and feels quite a bit like that accounted for 

by Foucault’s framework of liberal governmentality. However, as a process, it exists in a 

permanent state of contingency and only so long as it is proves viable in a form of 

subject-making that harmonizes with the political ends of party-state power.  

 Foucault speaks only with great difficulty to a case in which state power is weaponized. 

This is because the recognition of such a state of affairs would require a conceptual framework 

that allows for the possibility of someone - or, more precisely, some agent - machining a weapon 

from the seemingly disparate technologies of power: the hukou system, the educational system, 

the housing market, the labor market, transportation infrastructure, cross-border trade, and 

passports, to name only those which are given particular consideration in this work. For this 

reason, any analysis of the creation of political subjectivity in twenty-first century China screams 

for a Weberian concept of power and the conceptual shift in the understanding of state-society 

relations it implies.  
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Reading Bourdieu in Xinjiang  

 Foucault’s framework helps classify the product of Chinese state power in terms of a 

larger taxonomy of power relations, and this, as I will discuss in the following section, is no 

small theoretical load to lift. However, to understand the street-level relationship between 

development and changing political identities in contemporary urban China, there are two 

important reasons to marry the concept of governmentality with Bourdieu’s framework on the 

nature of social reproduction. First, doing so offers a corrective to the idea that the unit of 

empirical analysis is some sort of hand-to-hand combat between two forms of power. In other 

words, while it is indeed helpful to think in terms of the spoils of war being the ascendency of 

one or another mode of power, the battlefield tactics themselves are most appropriately studied at 

the level of social actors. Moreover, these actors cannot be thought of simply as the extensions of 

one or another form of power, or individuals whose subjectivities are made entirely in the 

passive voice. An advantage of Bourdieu’s model is that it accounts for the work of 

identity-making among social actors who both are made by and make power relations.  

 Second, whereas Foucault is helpful in understanding the ‘what’ of the struggle, he is 

nearly useless in answering questions related to ‘how’ and ‘why now?’ In order to reach the sort 

of analysis that is required to treat such questions, a theoretical frame must be able to account for 

both micro- and meso-level mechanisms. There terms refer, respectively, to the means by which 

social identities are structured and to those by which the interaction of identities structures the 

social space in which they meet.  

 Bourdieu’s practice theory is an attempt to account for the former, while his later work on 

social fields seeks to address the latter. What bridges the gap between these two levels of 

analysis is an attempt to move sociology in general, and the relationship between power and 
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agent-making in particular, beyond the poles of strict structuralism and the entirely constructivist 

approach taken by (among others) Foucault via Nietzsche (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 1-14). 

Bourdieu’s notion of reflexive sociology and his framework of practice theory thus read as 

cohesive statements on the role/ability of the social sciences in understanding social action and 

on the nature of social action itself, respectively.  

 Both, further, read very much as progressions of the sense of problem that began with 

Weber’s epistemological break with positivist social science and its attempt to study the 

structures of society and social action from an exterior location. Weber’s interpretive sociology 

does not dismiss the existence of an ‘objective’ reality - a theoretical position which, from the 

first, would foreclose social scientific inquiry and recommend, in its place, something like 

Foucault’s concept of genealogy. Instead, it is a research program that begins by distinguishing 

the actually-existing empirical world, with its infinite and infinitely irrational complexity, from 

the finite rationalities that humans use to process, and therefore ‘know,’ that empirical world 

(Koch 1994). Knowledge is thus neither a reflection of the natural world nor the sum total of a 

projection of the inner self on the natural world. Instead, knowledge is that which has been 

selectively created from the natural world to serve as the basis of reflection for inner selves and 

action for social selves.  

 Bourdieu takes as a given that the work of sociological inquiry is “to uncover the most 

profoundly buried structures of the various social worlds which constitute the social universe, as 

well as the mechanisms which tend to ensure their reproduction or their transformation” (1998: 

1).3 This explains the centrality of reflexivity to his sense of problem. Reflexivity, Bourdieu 

                                                             
3 Whether Bourdieu’s ‘reflexive sociology’ is simply a case of old wine in a new bottle is beyond the 

scope of this discussion. However, with regards to the epistemological foundations of sociological inquiry and the 
inextricably embedded position of the researcher in his/her site of study, reflexive society adheres entirely to the 
Weberian framework of interpretive sociology. Both concepts embrace the inescapable positionality of the 
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concludes, promises an “escape” from the “delusion” of the limitless agency of social actors with 

radically free will “by uncovering the social at the heart of the individual, the impersonal beneath 

the intimate, the universal buried deep within the most particular” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 

1992: 44). To engage in reflexive sociology is to move toward an understanding of the 

“unthought categories of thought which delimit the thinkable and predetermine the thought” 

(40).  

 In his work on practice theory, Bourdieu advances the concept of personal habitus in 

service of precisely this end. Bourdieu appears in his later interviews to have finally settled upon 

a pithy explanation of the concept: habitus is “society written into the body, into the biological 

individual” (Bourdieu 1990: 63). His classic definition, published two decades earlier, is a bit 

more involved:  

Habitus [are] systems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed to 
function as structuring structures, that is, as principles of the generation and structuring of 
practices and representations which can be objectively “regulated” and “regular” without in any 
way being the product of obedience to rules… and, being all this, collectively orchestrated without 
being the product of the orchestrating action of a conductor (1977: 72). 
 

It is a complex sentence, yet needfully so: it represents an attempt to capture the dialectical 

relationship between power and subject-making in the practice of social (re)production. 

‘Dispositions’ are the myriad overlapping sensibilities, borne of bodily practice so deeply 

ingrained that it has become naturalized habit, that structure individuals’ processing of and 

reaction to the empirical world. However, they are structured by power relations that inscribe 

themselves on bodies from the first. In other words, habitus is not wrought of formalized codes 

memorized by a diligent pupil under the watchful eye of an authoritarian teacher. Instead, it is 

that which is learned in the dimly lit basement of consciousness - ways of being and the ‘ways of 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
always-already embedded researcher without foreclosing the researcher’s ability to produce knowledge that exists 
not ‘outside’ of the social system, but from a position of profound familiarity. It is a position that can only be gained 
by critical reflection (including self-reflection) and considerable movement within the system (Barnard 1990). 



 

 21 

the world’ as taught by the sum total of social interactions that constitute past experience, 

regularized by their very regularity. In this, the centrality Bourdieu’s model of social 

(re)production as a ‘condcutorless orchestra’ or, alternately, as a train that ‘brings along its own 

rails’ is clear (1977: 79-80). 

 One’s habitus is highly personalistic, but the similar experiences of individuals in a 

particular social group tend to generate similar dispositions and, thus, shared schemes for 

perception, thought, and action. It is here, in the inter-space between Bourdieu’s concept of 

habitus as the architect and architecture of identity and his framework for understanding 

encounters between social actors, where a number of spatial metaphors begin to take hold. For 

Bourdieu, distance in social space is created through distinction: a process in which personal 

taste mediates interactions and sorts those who feel alike and ‘natural’ from those who stand 

apart “as unnatural and therefore vicious” (1984: 56). Thus, Bourdieu invites analysis at the level 

of class while pulling down the foundations of a ‘ready-made’ class structure grounded in 

objective material relations (1987). In contrast to a Marxist notion of class, Bourdieu’s is one 

rooted in social relations. In particular, it emerges from a “social order” that is “progressively 

inscribed in people’s minds” through the mundane “hierarchies and classifications” inscribed in 

objects, institutions, and in language itself (1984: 473).  

 While the location of actors in social space relative to one another is a product of 

distinction, the topography of social space - that is, the social order itself - is a function of the 

distribution among these actors of both the types of capital they possess and the relative amounts 

they have accmulated. Here, too, Bourdieu plays with terminology of Marxist analysis by 
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expanding the concept of capital to include not only stored economic/material value, but also 

social, cultural, political, and symbolic worth.4  

 For Bourdieu, capital circulates through social space much in the same way that, for 

Marx, economic capital circulates in spaces of capitalism. Bourdieu’s capital is convertible and 

always on the move, accumulated by some despite the poverty of others (1987: 3). That the terms 

‘capital’ and ‘power’ are nearly interchangeable for Bourdieu is clear from his discussion of the 

task of the sociologist working within this theoretical mode: “to grasp capital and profit in all 

their forms and to establish the laws whereby the different types of capital (or power, which 

amounts to the same thing) change into one another” (Bourdieu 1986: 242-243). It is also clear 

that Bourdieu conceives of power itself much in the Weberian mode: as a ‘countable noun,’ 

something that exists both in quality and quantity. For Bourdieu, power is a commodity that it 

can be given, traded, and accumulated for future use. It also can be converted between forms. 

 Bourdieu’s taxonomic classifications of power/capital are, by and large, fairly 

self-explanatory. For example, economic capital is a function of one’s pecuniary reserves, while 

cultural and social capital are functions of one’s educational credentials and the strength of one’s 

interpersonal relationships, respectively. To these categories, Bourdieu adds the concept of 

symbolic capital: the “power of constructing reality’ (1991: 166). It is, in other words, the power 

to name and, thus, to establish norms - to establish truth itself. Certainly, symbolic capital 

derives from economic capital or cultural capital; both the captain of industry and the professor 

of ecology, in his/her own way, are able to engage in a discourse on the legitimacy of 
                                                             

4 In none of his works does Bourdieu offer an exhaustive list of the forms of capital/power within his 
model, and it is not clear that he himself understood the taxonomy he proposed as exhaustive. In an article that 
directly addresses this issue, he identifies the “three fundamental guises” in which capital/power presents itself: 
economic, social, and cultural (1986). In later lectures, he muses on ‘political capital’ as a particular feature of the 
Soviet state: a form of capital that depends on one’s relation to the state in a system where access to the institutions 
of political power is the primary form of power required to secure scarce resources (1998). One assumes, then, that 
while Bourdieu’s tripartite model is intended for modeling his own French society, the model itself is flexible 
enough to be modified for different contexts. 
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environmental protections, for example. However, the ability of their respective discourses to 

affect social reality is not precisely reducible to financial reserves or advanced degrees. For this 

reason, Bourdieu describes it as a ‘subordinate power:’ one that is “transformed, i.e., 

misrecognizeable, transfigured and legitimated form of the other forms of power” (170). The 

operation of symbolic power is that which induces among actors an unconscious acceptance of 

social order, or ‘a sense of one’s place’ (141). It does so by providing both the normative flesh of 

the individual’s dispositions and the skeletal structure of the habitus itself.  

 Within social space, symbolic power functions in ways that parallel the operation of 

habitus within individual social actors. Both concepts work through a misrecognition by which 

the (re)production of social order is naturalized and rendered legitimate. Or so they ought. 

Bourdieu’s early work shares with the earliest anthropological writings a pernicious 

methodological logic: a recourse to the study of ‘simpler’ societies to more clearly understand 

processes which have evolved toward greater complexity in Western civilization. In his 

ethnological forays into Kabyle societies of northern Algeria, for instance, Bourdieu describes a 

case of “relatively undifferentiated social formations in which the prevailing classificatory 

system encounters no rival or antagonistic principle” (1977: 164). In such spaces, the 

knowledges that order the social world are “self-evident” and thus, the reproduction of the social 

world is “undisputed” and goes on without notice (164). In Bourdieu’s reading, the Kabyle serve 

as an implicit foil for the degree of differentiation that exists in “class societies,” as well as for 

the room for symbolic struggle - one for the “legitimate principle of legitimation” - that is 

opened in the space between classes and the ‘rival’ principles by which their ‘common sense’ 

views of the world are organized (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 76).  
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A Theory of Practice Hidden in Plain Sight 

 A conspicuous amount of the English-language research that references Bourdieu to 

theorize the nature of power in reform-era China appears in journals of marketing, business, and 

organizational theory (Carlisle and Flynn 2005, Gu et.al 2008, Szeto et.al 2006). Perhaps the 

very ubiquity of the concept of guanxi (literally ‘relationship,’ though it can be quite accurately 

also be translated as ‘social capital’) dampens its appeal as an analytical device with implications 

broader than those implied by local understandings of the term. In its more parochial sense, 

guanxi operates as a form of capital/power that is generally borne of clientelist ties to the state 

apparatus and generally convertible into economic capital/power via business dealings that are 

somewhere between shady and egregiously corrupt. 

 There is, however, another explanation for the failure of Bourdieu’s theoretical 

framework to connect with social scientists working in (Han) China: it tends to lead to a few 

very obvious conclusions. Of course, this is partially because Bourdieu has been a victim of his 

own success. To speak, for example, of the conversation of economic to cultural capital among 

nouveau riche Chinese who pay exorbitant sums to prepare their children for university 

admissions exams does not feel particularly profound. Indeed, concepts that were new forty 

years ago have made their way into the mainstream such that their invocation does not signal the 

critical analysis they once did. More importantly, the obviousness of such conclusions is also a 

function of the homogeneity that exists within urban (Han) Chinese society. Where the strategies 

of agents to accumulate one or another ‘first-order’ form of capital (economic, social, cultural) 

invariably also re-affirm the existing operation of symbolic power, the most interesting possible 

observations to be made are the sociological equivalent of watching the coach of a sports team 
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argue with the referee about one or another unjust call, all the while never challenging the rules 

of a game to which every party involved not only agrees upon, but could not imagine otherwise.  

 The misstep in Bourdieu’s premise is to equate ‘undifferentiated societies’ with 

traditional societies (such as the Kabyle) and ‘differentiated societies’ with modernity - and, by 

implication, with capitalist Western societies. Taking these same terms at face values reworks 

the dichotomy into one between homogenous and heterogeneous societies. This, in turn, brings 

us to an insight of the sort that manages to seem both profound and common-sensical at once: the 

space for ethnopolitical contestation in the deeply divided cities of Xinjiang exists in chasm 

between those who operate (or attempt to operate) under two mutually antagonistic ‘legitimate 

principles of legitimation.’  

 It is not at all surprising, then, that the overwhelming majority of those social scientists 

who do borrow from Bourdieu’s theoretical work on power to understand social change in 

contemporary China work in Xinjiang. Fragility begets awareness, and nowhere in China is the 

symbolic power of the state more fragile than it is in Xinjiang. Thus, even quotidian strategies of 

capital accumulation and identity (re)formation among Uyghurs can be read as acts of symbolic 

resistance to the influx of Han bodies and ways of being into Xinjiang (Smith Fenley 2013). The 

accumulation of symbolic capital via participation in ‘non-political’ cultural practices has even 

been studied among Kazakh-born Uyghurs, whose citizenship offers them the opportunity to 

position themselves as guardians of traditional Uyghur culture (Beller-Hann 2007: 210-218). 

Particularly interesting is that the literature on education and identity-making among Uyghurs - 

the very same topic to which the governmentality framework is so frequently used among those 

who study middle-class Han students - is heavily informed by explicitly Bourdieusian notions of 

social and cultural capital (Chen 2008, Sunuodula 2015). For Bovingdon, who uses the concept 
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of symbolic capital to understand the power struggle at work in relations between Uyghurs and 

the state, there is no framework more suited to revealing the nature and stakes of ethnopolitical 

contestation in Xinjiang in the late twentieth century: 

Because the construction of social reality is such a nebulous concept, political scientists have 
generally been leery of using it. As I have been at pains to argue, however, Uyghurs, Hans, and the 
party-state have been vying in precisely this domain, seeking to define and shape social reality for 
political ends. Thus to elaborate on Bourdieu’s phrase, successfully altering the construction of 
social reality may in turn confer power on those resisting the party-state’s version of reality - and 
it is for this reason that CCP officials have cracked down so consistently on ‘challenges in the 
ideological sphere’ (Bovingdon 2010: 86).  
 

Because the stakes of this struggle are so far-reaching, one point must be made clearly: 

ethnopolitical contestation in Xinjiang does not neatly fit some hoary ‘clash of civilizations’ 

narrative (Huntingon 1996). It is, instead, a symbolic struggle between a state apparatus to which 

all of the symbolic spoils of sovereignty have long since accrued, one the hand, and a social 

group improvising symbolic resistance using both religious and secular sources of cultural 

capital, on the other (Smith Fenley 2013: 124).  

 

Agonism in the Uyghur City 

 There is nothing substantively incorrect about assessing Uyghur cultural practices - the 

wearing of head coverings and facial hair, the heightened taboos on Uyghur contact with Han 

foodstuffs and kitchens, even the insistence on a local time zone and work schedule distinct from 

those of Beijing - as sites of struggle for symbolic power in Xinjiang. However, the struggles that 

take place at the level of cultural practice are merely symptomatic. That is, they offer little 

potential for diagnosing the first-order operation of power in Xinjiang or the techniques by which 

it attempts to inscribe itself on Uyghur subjectivities/habitus. Put another way, research that ends 

with an understanding of cultural practices as symbolic struggle provides a necessary and 

nuanced view of the substance of power relations, but it does not get any closer to a critical 
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understanding of their forms. Insofar as this research details struggles between those with more 

power and those with less power, it leads to an implicit understanding of the competing forms of 

power relations as ‘Uyghur’ and ‘Han/Chinese.’ If this were the case, then one would expect 

‘Uyghur’ as that which structures habitus (and thus ‘constructs reality’) to be far less fraught - 

and far less contested - than it actually is. 

 I argue that the struggle taking place in twenty-first century Xinjiang is a contest between 

the symbolic power of the Chinese state and its generative principle of 

development-as-national-religion and the symbolic power of Islam and the generative principles 

that exist at the intersection of Islam-as-local-religion and Uyghur-as-local-culture. In this, it is 

clear why Bourdieu’s theory of power alone can only take critical inquiry so far. Each site of 

symbolic struggle should be understood as a chance encounter between a highly particular mode 

of biopower, one configured in service of the Chinese state, and a competing mode of power 

relations that is grounded in local knowledges that use Islam, as opposed to the market, as a site 

of veridiction and a source of truth.  

 From this perspective, liberal-in-the-Chinese-sense development is not understood as a 

tool for addressing the wealth gap that informs ethnopolitical contestation. Instead, it is a weapon 

of the powerful in their struggle to rework ‘common-sense’ understandings of what it means to 

be a ‘good’ and ‘modern’ Uyghur. It is, in other words, an attempt by the state to refashion the 

structuring logic of habitus among Uyghurs in its own image. Here, the CCP appears to assume 

that urban development and economic reforms that foster self-reliance (kao ziji, an ethic 

promoted by propaganda on streets throughout the country), competition for scare educational 

and employment opportunities, and the inculcation of ‘human quality’ (suzhi) by parents onto the 

bodies of their children will successfully reshape the subjectivities/habitus of Uyghurs. A 
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“successful” reorientation, from the Party’s standpoint, would entail the same configurations 

within Uyghur society that gave rise to a quiescent middle-class among those Han bodies on 

which they were inscribed during the first wave of liberal-in-the-Chinese sense development.  

 

Foucault and Bourdieu on Social Struggle 

 Beyond the confluence of certain aspects of their respective theories on the relationship 

between power and subject-/agent-making, Foucault and Bourdieu also broadly share an 

understanding of the agonistic nature of social struggle and the stakes of victory (Wacquant 

2013, Foucault 1983). Some critics have equated the dismal stakes of victory with a statement by 

one or the other that social struggle itself is an impossibility. On that point, both authors push 

back, insisting that the potential for social struggle is required by their fundamentally relational 

understandings of the operation of power. To the charge that his model leaves little room for ‘the 

interruption of history,’ Bourdieu replies: “I do not see how relations of domination, whether 

material or symbolic, could possibly operate without implying, activating resistance. The 

dominated, in any social universe, can always exert a certain force, inasmuch as belonging to a 

[social] field means by definition that one is capable of producing effects in it” (Bourdieu and 

Wacquant 1992: 80, italics in original). Foucault is equally insistent on this same potential for 

struggle: “Every power relationship implies, at least in potentia, a strategy of struggle, in which 

the two forces are not superimposed, do not lose their specific nature, or do not finally become 

confused” (Foucault 1983: 794). 

 However, while struggle itself is not only possible but inevitable in its potential to 

restructure power relations, both authors steadfastly reject the notion that struggle may advance 

society toward some final liberation or some essential truth. This is because, for both, there is no 
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truth that is not itself a product of power relations. Foucault writes: “Truth is a thing of this 

world: it is produced only by virtue of multiple forms of constraint. And it induces regular 

effects of power. Each society has its own regime of truth, its “general politics” of truth: that is, 

the type of discourse which it accepts and makes function as true” (Foucault 1980: 131). That 

Bourdieu roughly shares this premise is held out by one political theorist as a gap in his 

theoretical framework. Here, I quote Cronin (1996) at length because I remain fascinated by the 

degree to which a critique that operates purely at the level of theory speaks so clearly to the 

predicament of those Uyghurs who recognize that neither of the truths they are caught between 

offer anything approaching liberation: 

The only options [Bourdieu’s framework] leaves open to dominated agents are to accumulate 
sufficient economic and cultural capital to attain a position of dominance (the strategy of the 
‘upwardly mobile’ classes) or to challenge the principles of perception and evaluation that 
legitimate existing relations of domination. By challenging the dominant principles, symbolic 
struggles may succeed in overthrowing arbitrary social divisions; but without an account of what 
would constitute a non-arbitrary social order—that is, one which could claim legitimacy and form 
the basis for consensual political action guided by shared interests—resistance can only lead to the 
substitution of one form of domination by another.” (Cronin 1996: 76) 
 

The point, of course, is precisely this: there is no non-arbitrary social order. There is no move 

toward liberation in choosing to step on one or the other side of the discursive battle lines drawn 

between a Chinese-style mode of biopolitics and something that Foucauldian analysis would 

classify as a localized form of power relations operating in the pastoral mode.5 The ambivalence 

with which a large number of urban Uyghurs view both positions within this social struggle 

                                                             
5 Pastoral power, as Foucault elaborates on most clearly in his 1977-1978 lectures, is a precursor  

to the secular form of biopower that works through the post-Enlightenment state. In contrast to the sovereign power 
of the king, pastoral power is exercised over a flock, rather than a territory. Also, it is a “fundamentally beneficent 
power” concerned with salvation of the individual (Golder 2010: 165). In these regards, the relationship between 
pastoral and biopower is clear. For Foucault, pastoral power is primarily considered within Christianity, although 
others have also used the concept to understand power relations within Islam (Asad 1993). 
 
 What better place than here to clarify that, in this work, I will give the question of Islam in Xinjiang a 
particularly wide berth. My interest in religiosity among Uyghurs centers on the ways in which the outward markers 
of Islam are being used by particular social actors to mark their public identities in particular ways. Beyond this, I 
not only lack the training and inclination, but also, given the ‘sensitivity’ of such an inquiry in post-riot Urumqi, the 
practical possibility to treat questions of religious belief and/or practice. For a rich treatment of the tripartite 
relationship between local religious knowledge, social practice, and history-making, see Thum (2014). 
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indicates how many social actors in Xinjiang recognize, as Foucualt does, that “there is no 

escape from power into freedom, for such systems of power are coextensive with human society” 

(Taylor 1984: 152). 

 There is, however, choice: liberal-in-the-Chinese-sense development offers an abundance 

of material and discursive resources for both the state and Uyghur agents to use in the symbolic 

struggle for the ascendency of one or another mode of power. This is because development is a 

curious weapon: one that does its work, in this case, at least, in the hands of the very same people 

who are in its crosshairs. 

 

The Unintended Consequences of Development as Spatial Discipline 

The subtitle of Uyghurs, Bovingdon’s seminal book on fin de siècle ethnopolitics in 

Xinjiang, is “Strangers in their Own Land” (2010). Of course, it is possible that this subtitle was 

written by an editor to move copies. Or perhaps Bovingdon’s own sympathies lead him to assign 

so much primacy to inter-ethnic concerns - questions of domination and resistance both on a 

cultural and political level - that matters of identity politics within Uyghur society were lost in 

the shuffle. It could also be, though, these were simply not the right questions to ask at the time 

of his fieldwork. Bovingdon’s scholarship, both in terms of empirical nuance and analytical 

sophistication, is as keen as they come. To conclude that his focus was myopic would require 

both disregarding his instincts as a researcher and writing off as pure nostalgia the conspicuously 

consistent reports of many of my own informants. Indeed, these interviewees often reminisced 

on the 1990s - a time, one cannot help but note, that Bovingdon himself found to be a period of 

profoundly disturbing ethnopolitics - as ‘the good old days.’ 
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 It speaks volumes that the 1990s, a decade bookended by incidents of anti-government 

action in Baren and Ghulja and swift reprisals against the participants and the broader 

population, is remembered as ‘better times.’6 Better, of course, is a relative term. It does not 

mean ‘good;’ it simply means ‘less bad.’ Being a stranger in one’s own land, however dismal a 

prospect it may be, is certainly less bad than being a stranger in a strange land. And for those 

Uyghurs who have bought into the project of Chinese-style development in Xinjiang, this is 

precisely the situation in which they find themselves. 

 It takes a bit of mental athleticism to conceive of a culture war in Xinjiang. After all, 

conflicts of this nature are typically understood to be ‘first world problems’ par excellence. They 

are not wars for land or resources; their outcomes do not, at least not really, decide which groups 

are able to claim monopolies on the use of violence against other groups. If anything, their 

presence within a nation seems to confirm its status on the highest rungs of Maslow’s hierarchy. 

Further, as ugly as it may feel to live through a culture war, it is qualitatively different from the 

trauma of civil war, or even of the sectarian divides in places where sovereign authority is 

contested. A culture war is a fight for moral authority, a fight for the ‘soul’ of a nation in a time 

and place where the needs of its stomachs have already been met. 

 This, though, is precisely the novelty at the core of social struggle in Urumqi since the 

introduction of liberal-in-the-Chinese-sense urbanization and economic development in the first 

years of the twenty-first century. To be sure, the ‘state-led’ aspects of state-led capitalism are 

greater in Urumqi than, for example, they were in 1990s-era Shenzhen or Tianjin. After all, 

inducing (Han-owned) production to relocate to Xinjiang, constructing the infrastructure 

necessary to connect Urumqi with domestic and international markets, and supplying the basic 

                                                             
6 A full account of these events, alternately described as ’riots’ or ‘massacres,’ depending on one’s 

sympathies, is provided in Heirman (2014). For an excellent book-length treatment of the Ghulja Massacre, see 
Holdstock (2011). 
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needs of human life in a desert region that has been pushed unimaginably beyond its natural 

carrying capacity all require a fair bit more institutional effort than did parallel development 

processes in the port cities of the coast. That said, there is also a remarkably tried-and-true 

feeling to strategies taken by the city and Regional governments to develop Urumqi. These 

strategies include incentivizing the growth of export-oriented manufacturing and cross-border 

trade and cooperation, building new universities and improving healthcare facilities to induce 

in-migration by those who can afford these ‘public’ services, and encouraging land-lease deals 

that are irresistible to private developers and state-sector landlords alike.  

 Therefore, among Uyghurs in Urumqi, there has been a widening of two distinct paths to 

upward mobility - or, to use Bourdieu’s language, two means of repositioning one’s self in the 

social field. As the state sector grows, so, too, do opportunities to align with the state and its 

institutions to improve one’s financial position and ‘quality.’ The majority of those who follow 

this path - those who learn Mandarin, study at Chinese universities, and compete to join the ranks 

of the state sector - cannot help but exist within two worlds. Because most public employees are 

Han and state-sector growth is overwhelmingly concentrated in the Han-majority northern 

districts of Urumqi, the social and geographic spaces of everyday life for those Uyghurs who 

work within the state are largely structured by Han norms - norms that, of course, become 

normalized over time.  

 Meanwhile, the encouragement of cross-border trade and the rise in domestic demand for 

local goods such as foodstuffs and (especially) jade have also given rise to an entrepreneurial 

class that includes both the extremely wealthy and the ‘comfortable and moderately well-off’ 

(xiaokang 小康).7 This, in turn, has fueled a private-sector ethnic economy. Together, these 

                                                             
7 Ironically - or perhaps not - the development of a ‘comfortable and well-off society’ (xiaokang shehui 

小康 社会) was the discursive goal of early reforms in the Deng era, as well as an explicit goal and slogan 
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developments have given rise to a situation in which it is entirely feasible to amass considerable 

economic and social capital without ever leaving Uyghur social and/or geographic space. Or, to 

the extent that cross-border traders leave Uyghur space as it is narrowly understood, it is often to 

enter into the social and geographic spaces of exchange with Pakistani, Central Asian, and 

Russian traders. In such spaces, affinities forged by shared cultural and religious norms are not 

seen as a dangerous liability, but, instead, as a familiarizing asset. 

 Bringing these patterns together, it becomes possible to understand the deeply inter-related 

processes of urbanization and economic development in Urumqi as a cohesive attempt to 

discipline both Uyghur bodies and urban space itself: to create a social and geographic space in 

which the same biopolitical project at work in middle-class Han China can be brought to bear on 

urban Uyghur populations. However, insofar as the nouveau riche and urban poor exist almost 

entirely within in the private sector, they share a degree of cultural and religious autonomy from 

the state and a similar set of dispositions regarding Han norms of conduct. In this, there is a 

qualitative tie that binds these social groups and marks them as distinct from the salaried Uyghur 

middle class. Similarly, the rich and poor share a radically divergent path to and forms of 

symbolic capital vis-à-vis a Uyghur middle class composed largely of salaried public-sector 

employees. These differences lead to very different, often antagonistic, answers to the question 

of what it means to be a ‘good’ and ‘modern’ Uyghur leading a ‘respectable’ life. In turn, they 

speak to the profoundly ambivalent position of the emerging Uyghur middle-class, which finds 

itself in the targets of both sides of the symbolic struggle between a mode of power relations that 

works to undermine and possibly assimilate Uyghur identity entirely and one that seeks to 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
associated with national development under Hu Jintao. The latter assumed that this social model would be regime 
stabilizing (see Bei 2008 for an in-depth treatment of this discourse). 
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remake it in an image that is anathema to the cosmopolitan disposition that marks Uyghur 

middle-class identity.  

 In the mid-1990s, when Bovingdon conducted his fieldwork, Xinjiang may well have been 

a place where ‘us’ and ‘them’ were known and knowable by phenotype alone: this was ‘our’ land 

and ‘we’ are being displaced by so many of ‘them’ arriving from the east to build ‘their’ style of 

city and claim this place for ‘themselves.’ Whether the third-person pronouns here primarily 

refer to the state or to people is beside the point; above all, it refers to an ethnic other and the 

ethnocracy that exists, in forms both spectacular and mundane, within the Region. To be sure, 

this tidy narrative has not disappeared in the years since 2009. It has, however, been layered 

beneath new forms of social and socio-spatial division and estrangement. In a sense, then, this 

project picks up when Bovingdon left off: at the very last moments in which state-society 

relations in Urumqi were already/still fairly dismal, but there was, at least, some cold comfort in 

the simplicity of it all.  

* * * 

 In the following chapters, I proceed from the contemporary sense of problem outlined in 

the introduction: to make sense of the gap between the sorts of sociopolitical changes the state 

plans to effect with urban development and those that actually come to be. The first three 

chapters are a genealogical analysis of the power relations that manifest in the discourses on and 

the actually-existing practices of urban development in Urumqi. Chapter one begins with the 

fateful Imperial decision to locate a Manchu fort in the well-protected valley of the Tianshan 

mountains in the mid-eighteenth century and traces through successive regimes the nature of 

Chinese state power in Xinjiang, the political imperatives it sought to meet with development in 
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the Tianshan basin, and the specific urban form that resulted in Urumqi from the confluence of 

these two factors.  

 Chapter two analyzes precisely this same relationship, but at a much higher resolution 

and within a much narrower time frame: the period that began with the first urban redevelopment 

plans in the reform era (1980). In this period, a wealth of documentary evidence from multiple 

state agencies affords a detailed view of the power struggles that take place within the Chinese 

state. By comparing policy and planning documents in 1) the early period of reform, 2) the 

decade between GWD and the Urumqi riots (2000-2009), and 3) the years since the riots 

(2010-2014), I am able to assess the relationship between inter-agency power struggles and the 

path that urban and economic development have taken in the post-Mao era. This chapter offers 

compelling evidence indicating that power does not simply ‘work through’ a unitary state to 

generate particular urban outcomes. Instead, it is the ability of one or another agency within the 

state apparatus to grasp power and make the city in its image that leaves a lasting legacy in steel 

and concrete.  

 The subsequent two chapters depart from the genealogical project of studying power 

relations within the state - that is, the ways in which the state generates its sense of problem and 

deploys particular interventions to address it - in favor of a ‘street level’ view of the socio-spatial 

changes in Urumqi since the phase of development that began at the turn of the twenty first 

century. Chapter three offers a qualitative assessment of the uneven geographies of social control 

at the Region level and economic development at the city level. In doing so, I address two crucial 

phenomena: the movement of Uyghurs within Xinjiang from spaces of greater social control (the 

south) to those of lesser control (Urumqi), and the movement of Uyghurs within Urumqi to 

Tianshan district and the subsequent growth of an ethnic economy in the Uyghur city.  
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 Chapter four offers a quantitative analysis of these changes by making use of published 

city and district-level statistics as well as the results of a social media survey I conducted on 

housing. In this chapter, I identify ‘polarity’ and ‘nodality’ as tandem phenomena that explain 

the movement of Uyghur populations in Urumqi as a consequence of liberal-in-the-Chinese- 

sense development. Specifically, with housing privatization and the lifting of restrictions on 

personal movement, Uyghurs in the early 2000s found themselves with the financial and legal 

ability to move. This led to a polarization of urban space within Urumqi, as some Uyghur 

residents sold their homes in the ethnically-mixed city center and relocated to the Uyghur city. 

Concomitantly, liberalization also lead to a condition of ‘nodality’ whereby Urumqi became a 

node, a kind of socio-spatial way-station: southern Xinjiang migrants moved in while Urumqilik 

cashed out, selling their homes and moving or investing in their children’s education abroad.8 

 Together, chapters five and six offer an ethnographic examination of the ways in which 

the changes in urban Uyghur society identified in the previous two chapters rework the social 

space (chapter five) and geographic spaces (chapter six) of everyday life. In chapter five, I return 

to Bourdieu and frame the changes taking place within urban Uyghur society as a function of 

symbolic struggle not between Uyghurs and the state, but between those Uyghurs willing to align 

with the state to better their position in the social field and those who reject such practices. Here, 

it becomes possible to identify a double movement within Uyghur society: as inter-ethnic and 

state-society antagonisms push Uyghurs together in closer physical proximity, the operation of 

liberal-in-the-Chinese-sense development itself creates a rift among social groups within Uyghur 

society.  

                                                             
8 Throughout this work, I will use the Uyghur-language terminology to represent a Uyghur native of a 

particular place. This involves using the place name as a base and adding the suffix ‘-luk’ or ‘-lik,’ depending on the 
vowel that precedes the suffix. Therefore, an Urumqilik is someone who is native to Urumqi; a Hotanluk is someone 
who is native to Hotan, etc. Generally, these identities are inscribed from birth: simply living in a place, even for 
several decades, does not make one a ‘native’ of that place. 
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 The manifest spatial results of this double alienation are the subject of chapter six. This 

final chapter provides a view inside the gates of both public-sector housing (danwei 单位) and 

private housing developments (xiaoqu 小区). I find that now, as private-sector workers buy into 

danwei housing and danwei employees increasingly move into private housing, what was once a 

spatial marker of identity and a physical place where people with similar habitus encountered 

each other as neighbors is, now, a place where the alienation of the developmentalist city comes 

home. Residents of the Uyghur city experience the same anonymity in private housing that has 

been described in the broader literature on middle-class urban China. In addition, however, I 

identify a deep and growing sense of something between ambivalence and antagonism among 

neighbors who possess profoundly different senses of self and normative senses of Uyghur 

identity.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

GROWING OUT OF THE MASTER PLAN: 

STATE POWER, URBAN PLANNING, AND THE MAKING OF URUMQI, 1755-1999 

 

 

 It was neither my first nor last meeting with this man: a mid-ranking, mid-career 

professional who straddled public- and private-sector development work in the way that so many 

involved in planning Chinese cities do. It was, however, the first meeting in which something 

slipped. I slipped. Or maybe he did, though his tone was less hostile than it was annoyed – as if I 

were asking too many of the wrong questions rather than getting too close to the right ones:  

“Why do you ask about planning in Urumqi? Planning ‘here?’ Urumqi is like any other 

Chinese city. There is not a special way of planning ‘here.’” I hesitated for just a moment, and 

then responded by pointing out that few other cities in China were located in such an arid 

climate. We launched into a comfortable and fairly lengthy discussion of urbanization within a 

desert ecology.  

In the months that followed that interview, several deadly attacks by Uyghurs on police 

and in public spaces in and outside of Xinjiang diminished the prospects of a Western academic 

maintaining relations with local officials. As the local context changed and my level of access 

restricted, I began asking different questions. The project evolved. Yet my observations, my 

interviews – my overall confidence in making sense of, if not the process, then at least the 

outcomes of development planning in Urumqi – was colored by the ambiguity of that response to 

my line of questioning. Is it possible that he genuinely believed that there was nothing special 
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about planning ‘here?’ This ambiguity exists at the institutional level as well. It may be that the 

Urumqi City Planning Administration Bureau and its subsidiary offices – which indeed appear to 

be engaged in an unexceptional application of tried and true, ‘liberal-in-the-Chinese-sense’ 

development formulae – are simply insensitive to the exceptional outcomes produced by the 

wholesale application of the Shenzhen model to this ethnically diverse and deeply divided city. 

Alternately, these outcomes might be the intentional effect of a concerted effort to combine 

export-oriented economic planning and intensive urbanization with the highly repressive forms 

of social control unique to Xinjiang. In other words, either the institutions of development 

planning in Urumqi are blind to the unique local context or they are not. Both possibilities have 

profound implications for the relationship between urbanization and political consolidation in 

this contested region. 

This chapter necessarily stops well short of resolving the question of intentionality in 

present-day planning. It seeks, instead, to provide a historical perspective on the socio-spatial 

consequences of three mutually constitutive forces: 1) the changing national discourse on 

Xinjiang’s role in and relationship to China proper, 2) shifting power dynamics within the state 

since 1949, especially with regards to the divergent priorities of territorial (kuai 块) and 

vertically-aligned, functional (tiao 条) administrative units, and 3) the evolving planning norms 

and policy objectives that guide the form and scope of urbanization in Urumqi. This is essentially 

an urban history of Urumqi written with a planning agenda: to contextualize, if only 

chronologically, the ethnopolitical consequences of the Chinese state’s twenty first century 

urban/development interventions west of the Wall.  

 

‘Enlightenment through Education:’ Urumqi before 1949 
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 China’s official historiography maintains that Xinjiang “has been an inseparable part of 

the unitary multi-ethnic Chinese nation” since the Western Han dynasty (BC 206 – AD 23) 

(“History and Development of Xinjiang” 2003: forward). While this political history is actively 

contested by Uyghur and Western academics (Bovingdon 2010: chapter one), the urban history is 

unambiguous: prior to 1750, permanent Han settlements beyond the Jiayu Pass – the Western 

terminus of the Great Wall – were limited to scattered grain farms east of Hami, considered by 

some in the Qianlong (Qing) court to be the border between the ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ Western 

Regions (xiyu 西域) (Millward 1998: chapter 1). 

While the emperor himself was offended by this imagined demarcation, the construction 

of permanent military garrisons throughout northern Xinjiang was motivated by tactical, rather 

than ideological, considerations. In the mid 1750s, the Manchu armies of the Qianlong took 

advantage of internecine rivalries to defeat and then systematically exterminate the Zunghar, an 

aggressively expansionist confederation of nomadic tribes that occupied and extracted tribute 

from lands throughout central and southern Xinjiang (Millward 2007: 94-97). Thus, the 1755 

fortification constructed at Urumqi – the “the first major military colon[y]” beyond the Pass – 

was less a city than a base from which the Manchu army would consolidate control over the land 

formerly known as Zungharia (Perdue 2005: 343).   

Though Urumqi did not become the regional capital until 1865, its location made it an 

early political center, a governor general was appointed and civil exams were established during 

this period (Wiens 1963: 449). One historian describes this as the first of four waves of 

state-sponsored migration that took place in as many decades: Manchu banner men and Han 

Green Standard troops were followed by criminal and political prisoners exiled to Xinjiang as 

early as 1758. Then, between 1761 and 1781, the state encouraged the migration of Han 



 

 41 

agriculturalists, largely from the impoverished and drought-prone Gansu countryside, to provide 

the labor needed to feed the burgeoning military population throughout northern Xinjiang. 

Concomitantly, the Qing administration also encouraged the migration of Turkic Muslims from 

southern Xinjiang to provide Han farmers technical assistance with planting and irrigation in the 

desert climate (Perdue 2005: 344). Later, Han and Muslim entrepreneurs migrated to the region 

independently, hoping to capitalize upon what had become, in the words of one 1777 traveler 

“‘the most prosperous and populous place outside of the Pass’” (Millward 1998: 133).  

This multi-ethnic population boom is evident in the rapid expansion and diversification of 

the city’s urban form between 1755 and the mid 1850s: “The rough military camp and 

earthworks built in 1755 (in Jiujiawan, northeast of the modern city) … were replaced in 1758 by 

a proper walled enclosure of about 500 meters in circumference and 3 meters high, with four 

gates” (Millward 1998: 131). In 1763, the city again expanded, and its role in the region was 

formalized in its new name, Dihua – a term short for qidi jiaohua (启迪 狡猾), meaning ‘to 

enlighten through education’ (Wulumuqishi Diming Weiyuanhuiming 1986: 1). Then, just two 

years later, ground broke on a new walled city just to the north of the 1763 city; the north 

(beimen 北门), south (nanmen 南门), and west (daximen 大西门) gates of New Dihua are 

toponyms still in regular use today (Millward 1998: 131).  

In those decades, Urumqi also became a thriving center of commerce and Chinese 

culture: as early as 1767, for example, classical Chinese texts were sold in Urumqi bookshops. 

One exiled academic recorded the abundance of wine, foodstuffs, and cultural offerings from 

eastern China, declaring that local “traveling entertainers were as good as those in Beijing” 

(Waley-Cohen 1991: 154). By 1795, over half of the 20,662 households in Urumqi were 

registered as ‘merchant households’ (Millward 1998: 133). Throughout the mid-nineteenth 
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century, while a series of rebellions challenged the Qing’s tenuous control of southern Xinjiang 

and Russian incursions destabilized the region’s northwest border, Urumqi itself remained a 

bastion of Imperial administrative power.  

Owing to the city’s military origins, Urumqi was a ‘twin city’ with a double-walled city 

center. The stand-alone Manchu fortification lies to the east of the double-walled civilian city 

center, where the Chinese in the north were segregated from the Tungan (ethnically Chinese 

Muslims now referred to as the Hui) and Turkic Muslim populations (including Uyghur, Kazakh, 

and a number of other present-day ethnic minorities with languages and cultures of Central Asian 

origin) to their south (Figure 1.1). The Chinese walled city had the classical urban design 

features of other Chinese cities, including development on its north-south axis with 

administrative buildings in the north; the location of the city itself, just south of the Tianshan 

Mountains, is also considered auspicious by fengshui design standards (Gaubatz 1996: 136). 

Indeed, one Chinese source notes that: “because of the city's construction was presided over by 

Manchu officials, although Dihua may be located on the border of the motherland in an ethnic 

minority area, the administrative area’s layout and architectural features still have the 

characteristics of a classically Chinese area” (Wulumuqishi Difang Bianzuan Weiyuanhui 1994: 

14). The Muslim city, in contrast, was built with little regard to fengshui principles. 

While it is tempting to take the city’s segregated urban form as a sign of longstanding 

ethnic divisions unique to Xinjiang, in fact a number of other contemporaneous ‘frontier’ cities 

exhibited a double-walled pattern (Gaubatz 1996: chapter 6). Urumqi was, in this sense, a rather 

unexceptional example of Imperial planning principles that reproduced the normative ethnic 

hierarchy in the urban form. While the walls of the Chinese and Muslim cities offered similar 

levels of protection to their respective inhabitants, the quality of construction and public services  
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Figure 1.1: Qing-era Urumqi with a double-twin walled form. The space in 
yellow is the walled Muslim quarter. The red boundary represents the 
original Chinese city, which was expanded and re-enclosed after the Qing 
defeat of Ya’qub Beg. The area is pink marks the Manchu garrison 
constructed for soldiers whose original 1755 outpost (marked in green) was 
expanded and made permanent in 1772 (Personal Communication with 
Urumqi Planning Expert).      

 
 
within the walls differed markedly: “the Chinese said of the gate between Dihua’s northern area 

and southern Muslim suburb that those inside the gate lived on wines and meats, while those 

outside lived on the bones” (Gaubatz 1996: 174). Further, that only one of four gates (the south 

gate, nanmen) in the Chinese quarter opened into the Muslim quarter – and that the experience of 

crossing this gate was described by the Chinese as falling from heaven to earth – indicates that 

Han urbanites likely mixed with the local population only reluctantly (Gaubatz 1996: 174). 

Likewise, the self-sufficient combination of residential, commercial, and worship spaces within 
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each of the walled quarters indicates that the earliest urban architects worked to minimize contact 

between the city’s Han and Muslim residents.  

 By the 1860s, mismanagement and diminished subsidies from the cash-strapped capital 

meant that local military forces were no longer able to isolate and manage regional rebellions. In 

1864, Tungans revolted against Qing rule and took control of all major cities in the Western 

Region, first working with and then being outmaneuvered by the man considered a Turkic 

warlord to the Chinese and a revolutionary hero to many Uyghurs, Ya’qub Beg. His army took 

Urumqi from Tungan control in 1870, then briefly lost control before recapturing the city in 

1871. Although Beg ruled from Kashgar, he left a lasting legacy in the north: in Urumqi, the 

“Manchu citadel was razed without even any rubble left to mark where it had once stood” 

(Millward 2007: 131). Meanwhile, on the northwestern border, Russia seized upon Qing military 

withdrawal to occupy the Yili Valley; when Beijing signed the Treaty of St. Petersburg and 

regained control of the city in 1881, Ghulja (Yili) was in such disrepair that it could no longer 

serve as the regional capital.  

When the Qing regained control of the entire Western Regions, there was a marked shift 

in the area’s imagined role within the empire. No longer a place to be kept separate from China 

proper – a military buffer zone or remote outpost for exiles – Xinjiang was made a province in 

1884. This move allowed for the newly appointed provincial governor to fill an administrative 

structure with Chinese (Han) civil servants and thus reduce the power of begs, local Turkic 

leaders who had previously been tasked with informing and enforcing policies and exacting 

tribute in the name of the Emperor (Millward 2007: chapter 4). With regards to the local Turkic 

populations in the new province, the general largely responsible for re-conquest, Zuo Zongtang, 

convinced the Imperial court that long-term stability would best be achieved by taking an 
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integrationist approach toward development and implementing policies that would create “a web 

of political, economic, cultural, and ideological linkages from China to Xinjiang” (Clarke 2007: 

268). As the urban hub of these planned ‘linkages’ between Xinjiang and the east, the 

reconstruction of Urumqi was thus an exercise in both practical and symbolic power: the city 

walls were expanded in 1886 to cover a total of 6.5 kilometers and a number of public buildings 

were either built or restored. The Chinese walled city, depopulated as it was by war, was rebuilt 

as a quintessentially urban Han center: it was described by one visitor from that period as 

containing “wine and tea gardens, no different from China proper” (Yu in Gaubatz 1996: 73).  

Urumqi in the late Qing and early Nationalist period was at once more cosmopolitan and 

more strictly segregated than it had ever been: by the turn of the twentieth century, newly arrived 

British missionary George Hunter encountered a sizeable Russian suburb and a “strange medley 

of all kinds of dwellings” south of the walled Muslim quarter (Cable and French 1948: 22). 

Aitchen Wu, a Guomindang (GMD, or Nationalist Party) official who travelled from Nanjing to 

serve in the Xinjiang administration, describes his first impressions upon arriving in Urumqi in 

December 1932: 

On my first crossing of the city, I was struck by the contrast between one quarter and the next. In 
the Chinese quarter, all was familiar to me, the walled yamens, the neat wooden houses, the 
seething bazaars. This was China as I knew it; but within a distance of a few yards, I was plunged 
into an alien atmosphere. Here was the vigorous life of a city of the southern steppes, where Turk 
and Tartar meet – the mosque, the market, the endless rows of stalls. And passing beyond the 
fortifications I came into another world, the bare spaciousness of a Russian market town, the 
walled compound of the Soviet consulate serving as its focus (1940: 33). 
 

The photographs of Australian journalist G.E. Morrison, taken in late 1910, corroborate both of 

these accounts and, by extension, reveal how little the physical city changed during the transition 

from Qing to Nationalist (GMD) rule. Because several of the photographs are taken from atop 

the city walls, they offer a remarkably clear aerial view of Urumqi’s diverse architectural styles, 

divided living spaces, and defensive infrastructure (Figures 1.2-1.4). In particular, as indicated in 



 

 46 

Figure 1.2, many buildings in the Chinese city open into narrow alleys, themselves covered with 

lattice barriers, and away from smaller walls built within the walled city (Kun and Lo 2007: 

162-186). Further, the only iron used in a city dominated by wood and mud-brick construction 

appears to have been reserved for gates and barricades (Figure 1.4). Doubtless this fortification 

of urban space colors British diplomat Sir Eric Teichman’s impression of the city: “That there is 

something gloomy, dark, and sinister about the Urumqi atmosphere no one who has resided there 

is likely to deny… It may be partly due to a feeling of being in a trap” (1935: 102).  

While the Nationalist revolution signaled a new phase in what is arguably the most 

tumultuous period in modern Chinese history, Xinjiang politics, then as now, follow their own 

rhythms. In fact, the weakness of the Nationalist regime and the strong but knowable presence of 

Russian (later Soviet) interests allowed a series of Han military strongmen to achieve a degree of 

stability in Urumqi, if not the whole of Xinjiang. Clarke notes: “the successive warlord 

administrations of Yang Zengxin, Jin Shuren and Sheng Shicai exhibited large measures of 

continuity with the Qing period regarding the strategies and methods of rule employed” (2007a: 

270). A more careful treatment of this period, however, would decouple the Yang-Jin period 

from that which came after.  
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Figure 1.2: 1910 Photo of the Chinese Quarter with the original caption: “The 
Richest Street in Xinjiang.” Defensive architecture and Chinese-style 
construction is evident (Dou and Lo 2005). 
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Figure 1.3: 1910 Photo of the unwalled Russian Suburbs and Russian Consulate. Lack of defensive architecture 
is conspicuous (Dou and Lo 2005). 

 
 

 
 

Figure 1.4: 1910 Photo of the Muslim Quarter. The architectural style and earthen building materials  
far more Central Asian than what is found in the Chinese City (Dou and Lo 2005). 
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Much as in the years leading up to the Ya’qub Beg period, Urumqi under Yang and, later, 

his protégé, Jin, once again became a defensive position from which Chinese military leaders 

(now Han rather than Manchu) would attempt to impose order on an increasingly chaotic region 

(Millward 2007: chapter 5). During their combined rule (1911-1932), the city languished as 

security imperatives were given top priority. Aitchen Wu’s initial optimism about the 

management of the region, for example, was tempered by the Minister of Industry Yen Yushan, a 

‘scholar’ and ‘poet’ whom Wu describes in glowing terms. Yen outlined to Wu his plans for 

urban development: to build roads and factories with soldier labor and to build technical schools 

that would train locals in the skills needed to begin exploiting the region’s natural resources. 

Throughout Yang’s tenure, Yen was increasingly frustrated by his inability to see these plans 

realized and disillusioned by the general mismanagement of Urumqi (1940: 35-36). 

The accounts of Western missionaries and academics support the general conclusion that 

development had stalled in Urumqi and throughout Xinjiang during the first two decades of the 

Nationalist Era. Emil Fischbacher, a British surgeon and missionary who had the misfortune of 

arriving in Urumqi just months before the 1932 uprising, notes that the nearest medical facility to 

his fledgling hospital – and the only other in Xinjiang – was another missionary-run hospital in 

Kashgar, a forty-five day journey south (Broomhall 1933: 72-73). He also describes Urumqi as 

“a town of 70,000 without any drainage system” – a fact which, when combined with seasonal 

snowmelts, explains the observation of Eleanor Lattimore during her spring 1927 visit that “the 

streets of Urumchi are rivers of black mud” (100-101). The wintertime consequences of the 

city’s lack of public services were somewhat different: “It has been impossible for the 

inhabitants to dispose of their rubbish in any other way than by dumping it on some waste land. 

Heavy falls of snow have hidden the mounds of refuse… The result has been to raise the whole 
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street level, and most people have to go down several steps to reach their front door” (Cable 

1944: 449).  

To be sure, the multi-front, interethnic warfare that occurred throughout in Urumqi and 

Xinjiang in the 1930s was not set off by the abysmal state of sanitation services (Millward 2007: 

188). Such mismanagement does, however, speak to the “egregious misrule” that, along with a 

growing sense of Turkic nationalism and the external influences of Gansu Huis, local White 

Russians, and the Soviet Union, sparked the 1931 rebellion in Hami, the 1932-1933 rebellion in 

Turpan and ensuing siege of Urumqi by combined Hui and Uyghur forces, and the 1933-1934 

rise in southern Xinjiang of the East Turkestan Republic, a Soviet-allied but sovereign regime 

whose fleeting existence is still a referent and a rallying cry in contemporary discourses on 

Uyghur nationalism (Milward 2007: chapter five).  

 While the winter 1933 siege of Urumqi certainly echoed the Tungan (Hui) attack on the 

city fifty years earlier, the battle was unparalleled both in terms of casualties and the destruction 

of urban space. Wu described the razing of the Muslim walled city after it had been occupied by 

the forces of Ma Zhongying, a Hui commander from Gansu; the Street of Small Religion 

(xiaojiao jie 小教街, the pejoratively-named main street of the Muslim city) became “an inferno 

of horror” in which “ the roar of the conflagration was added to the rattle of gun-fire, and the 

hideous shrieks of those who were trapped” (1940: 82). In the end, the final death toll from the 

battle was estimated at over 6,000, and the Muslim city was in ruins (Forbes 1986: 103). The 

fighting might well have continued – and indeed, Forbes notes that “Urumqi would certainly 

have fallen” – had General Sheng Shicai not received immediate reinforcements from White 

Russians in the city’s southern suburbs followed soon after by Soviet tactical support (Wu 1940: 
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96; Forbes 1986: 103). These White Russian and Soviet forces also orchestrated the coup d’état 

that replaced Jin with Sheng as the Governor of Xinjiang Province.  

 

The Developmentalist Legacy of Sheng Shicai 

Both the material support and ideological structure for Sheng’s early years of rule came 

from the Soviet Union, which was eager to check Japan’s ties with Turkic leaders and forestall 

its westward expansion from Manchuria. For example, Sheng’s initial ‘Eight Points for Xinjiang’ 

included a host of reforms regarding administration and cultural, religious, and educational 

policies – the latter clearly taking its inspiration from Soviet policies on minority nationalities. 

One account describes the 1935 arrival in Urumqi of a Soviet-led reconstruction commission 

headed by Stalin’s brother-in-law (Whiting and Sheng 1958: 27). This high-level consultancy 

would explain the sudden revision of the Eight Points to the explicitly pro-Soviet ‘Six Great 

Policies:’ 1) anti-imperialism, 2) kinship to Soviet Russia, 3) racial or national equality, 4) clean 

government, 5) peace, and 6) reconstruction (165).  

The efforts of the reconstruction commission quickly bore fruit. In 1937, Sheng 

announced a three-year reconstruction plan, for which he borrowed fifteen million rubles from 

the Soviet Union: these loans paid for province-wide modernization projects, such as highway 

paving and the installation of 1,350 miles of telephone lines (Lattimore 1950: 75). This supports 

Whiting’s observation that “most firsthand accounts, whether friendly or hostile, agree as to the 

construction of schools, medical facilities, and roads, as well as to the improved fiscal and 

enlightened cultural policies of his rule” (1958: 137). Later historians, however, tempered their 

assessment of Sheng’s ‘enlightened’ policies, noting that while Turkic-language education was 

officially encouraged and several minority nationalities were given Soviet-style ‘autonomy’ in 

governing their designated regions, Xinjiang’s military personnel remained exclusively Han. Han 
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and Muslim civilians alike were also increasingly cowed by an oppressive Russian presence in 

the city and the rise of a police state toward the end of Sheng’s increasingly paranoid tenure 

(Forbes 1986: 152-157). 

In retrospect, 1941 might have been the high-water mark for Sheng’s developmentalist 

agenda. Still on close terms with the Soviet Union, he announced a second three-year 

development plan. At the same time, the city’s first master plan was produced with a level of 

planning and cartographical sophistication that speaks to the obvious efforts of Soviet planners. 

Indeed, the very title of the map, ‘Dihua City Neighborhood Plan’ (Dihua shi xiaoqu jihua mian 

迪花市小区计划面) is written in a font that makes clear the degree of foreign influence: the 

twenty-three red stars substituting for character strokes serve as a fanciful homage to the Soviet 

Union (Figure 1.5). Though the plans themselves are in closed archives, the city annals describe 

them in some detail, and the maps produced for the plan do much to indicate the vision that 

Sheng and his Soviet advisors had for Urumqi. 

 The functional zoning contained in the 1941 plan represented a complete break with the 

past, when the only relevant division of space in Urumqi was by ethnicity. The scale of the 

planned city was equally revolutionary: whereas a 1936 map indicates a planned doubling of the 

city’s size, with a ‘new city’ to the east of the walled quarters across the Urumqi River (Figure 

1.6), in the 1941 plan, the extant Chinese and Muslim quarters occupied a small corner in the 

southeastern portion of the map, no more than five percent of the planned city’s total land mass 

(Figure 1.5). In the northern two-thirds of the map, the city’s would-be transportation, energy, 

mining and industrial infrastructure are marked on a regular grid. The future site for the railroad 

is also marked – an ambitious move, given that rail service did not reach Urumqi until 1962. The 

land north of the railroad was reserved for the future use of the rail system, as well as for an  
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Figure 1.5: 1941 Zoning Plan for Dihua. The then-existing city occupies a 
smallcorner in the southeastern region of the map (Photograph by Author, 
courtesy of Urumqi Municipal Planning Bureau) 

 
 
Figure 1.6: 1936 Dihua Street Map (15 Tianqi chaxun 2017a).
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electric light company, a tram terminus, water towers, power substations, an astronomical and 

meteorological observatory, and even an ice skating rink (Shizi 1994: 14). Further, whereas the 

temple perched atop Hongshan (Red Mountain) was once a signal to oasis travelers that they 

were nearing the city from the north, it was now mapped in the southern third of Urumqi and 

surrounded by parks, ostensibly serving as the focal point of the city’s new greenbelt.  

 The southern portion of the city was re-imagined as a primarily residential and 

administrative region. Just west of the Urumqi River, in what is now Saybagh district, a sizable 

tract of land is marked ‘residential area.’ As this is the only residential area not connected to 

industrial operations in the far north, it seems to imply that urban growth would involve 

ethnically-integrated residential spaces. To the west of that, in the Yamalik Mountains – an area 

so rugged that it remained virtually uninhabited until the twenty-first century – a large area is 

reserved for the future site of the Xinjiang government affairs hall. To the east of the river, 

surrounding the old walled city on three sides, a vast expanse of land is reserved for ‘military 

affairs.’ This – combined with the fact that the Yamalik Mountains’ inaccessibility and natural 

defensibility outweighed the practical difficulties of building there – indicates that while the city 

walls may have been rendered obsolete by the new Soviet plans, the vision for Urumqi 

nevertheless remained one of a well-defended administrative and tactile hub which could serve 

as a command center in wartime.  

 The legacy of the 1941 plan cannot be overstated; the overall city size, growth patterns, 

and location of major infrastructure that were envisioned by Soviet designers guided 

development in the Reform Era and have been modified – but not wholly abandoned – by 

twenty-first century planners. This fact has not been lost on Chinese-language local histories, 

which note that “even today, one can still see in Saybagh District and areas to its south the 
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pattern from that time of creating a ‘residential area’ based on the [1941] construction plan” 

(Wulumuqi Shi Dang Shi Difangzhi Bianzuan Weiyuanhui 1994: 13). In the north, the Railroad 

Bureau (tielu ju 铁路局) still serves as a synecdoche among Uyghurs for Xinshi District, an 

expansive region in the north of the city that only toward the end of the twentieth century 

became Urumqi’s Han-dominated industry hub. And while the military training facilities and 

bases in the present-day Uyghur-majority suburbs of the city’s southeast might seem ominous in 

light of contemporary ethnopolitics, their presence in the area traces to the city’s first zoning 

plan.  

 Throughout 1941, Sheng became increasingly convinced that his local Chinese 

Communist Party (CCP) advisors were plotting with the CCP leadership in Yan’an to, in his 

words, “alienate me from Stalin” (Whiting and Sheng 1958: 228). For their part, these advisors – 

including Mao Zedong’s brother, Mao Zemin, who was sent to Urumqi to reassure Sheng of the 

region’s importance to Mao – went about their work with the sort of enthusiasm typical of 

revolution-era CCP members: they burned down the God of Wealth Temple and demolished the 

south gate, a symbolic move that eliminated the barrier between the Chinese and Muslim walled 

quarters (Gaubatz 1996: 74). However, by December 1941 the tides of World War II seemed to 

favor the Nationalists, and Sheng found the presence of CCP and Soviet advisors appeared to be 

more of a liability than an asset; Sheng abruptly switched allegiances and proved his newfound 

loyalty to the GMD by imprisoning, torturing, and then executing a number of CCP advisors, 

including Mao Zemin. By 1944, between 50,000 and 100,000 people had been imprisoned, with 

many tortured into signing confessions and then executed (Millward 2007: 210). Lattimore 

observed wryly: “the terror conflicted badly with Sheng’s ‘new deal’ program. He imported 

teachers and experts from China to develop the province; then he would become suspicious of 



 

 56 

them, throw them in jail, and proceed to import more of the same” (1950: 78). Concomitantly, 

Sheng expelled all Russian interests from Xinjiang and closed the border to trade.  

When the tides of battle on the Eastern Front turned toward the Soviet Union in 1943, 

Sheng tried to re-align himself with Stalin – who was by then sufficiently ‘alienated’ by Sheng’s 

own antics to disclose Sheng’s letter and would-be defection directly to Chiang Kai-Shek 

(Millward 2007: 211). Sheng was replaced as governor of Xinjiang by Chang Zhizhong, a 

proponent of the discourse on ‘Great Han nationalism’ favored by Chiang Kai-Shek. Zhang 

attempted to reverse course on Sheng’s Soviet-inspired policies of minority nationality 

recognition and territorial autonomy, nullifying the recently created ethnic classifications and 

insisting that the population was racially Chinese (213-213). This heavy-handed attempt at 

integration, along with the increasingly apparent effects of the 1942 ‘Northwest Development 

Movement’ – a GMD program to resettle famine-stricken Han farmers from central China in 

Xinjiang and nearby provinces – bred widespread discontent and set the stage for the Second 

Eastern Turkestan Republic in Yili (Forbes 1986). While the GMD technically held Urumqi until 

1949, the last years of Nationalist rule were marked – in Urumqi as elsewhere in China – by 

political chaos and urban stagnation.  

 

The Developmental Logic of Mao-Era Urumqi 

 Even before the ‘Peaceful Liberation’ of Urumqi in October 1949, the CCP made efforts 

to clarify its official position on Xinjiang’s relationship to China. Certain aspects of the Soviet 

model for ethnic minorities were clearly present in early Maoist thought: the government 

ethnographers who designated the various nationalities in the early 1950s, for example, used 

Stalin’s rubric for defining and distinguishing the ethnic categories within China. However, it 
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had also been firmly decided that the country’s ‘autonomous regions’ would not be structurally 

equivalent to the ‘republics’ of Soviet Central Asia (Gladney 1996: 66-67; Millward 2007: 

242-246).  

Yet while the early Mao-Era (1949-1958, prior to the Great Leap Forward) position on 

Xinjiang was integrationist, it was also acutely sensitive to the need for exceptionalist social 

policies in consolidating control over a region where Han soldiers had engaged Muslims in a 

multi-front war for two decades. The CCP’s ‘united front’ (tongyi zhanxian 统一战线) policy 

“required minimal interference with business, religious practice, or social norms” (Bovingdon 

2004: 18). Accordingly, both madrasas (religious-training schools) and mekteps (schools that 

taught secular subjects in addition to Islam) remained open through the late 1950s (Millward 

2007: 246). And while much has been written about the ways in which the hierarchy of 

autonomous regions – from the city-level to the province-level – was a “stroke of administrative 

genius,” keeping minority populations divided and marginally complicit in local governance so 

as to forestall outright rebellion (Bovingdon 2004: 13), this system also likely contributed to the 

region’s unusually slow pace of land collectivization (McMillen 1981: 131-136) and promotion 

of marketplace activity within minority communities into the early 1960s (Liu 2011: 192-193). 

British journalist and self-taught historian Basil Davidson described 1956 Urumqi as “a 

melancholy place” characterized by “small faded colors for the most part, as though the place 

had not as yet quite succeeded in believing in its new respectability” (1957: 66-67). Yet he also 

described unplanned and un-chaperoned encounters with several Uyghurs: one man in the lobby 

of his hotel with basic medical training was applying to the newly opened Xinjiang Medical 

University, while another took obvious pride in curating a humble new museum devoted to 

regional antiquities. Davidson’s communist politics mean that his account must be read with 
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some skepticism; nevertheless, his overall impression was that the Uyghurs he met felt that the 

CCP offered more respect for Uyghur culture and more paths for self-improvement than did 

previous regimes (69-77).  

While early CCP ethnic policies and social development priorities clearly demonstrated 

Soviet influence, the CCP inherited a capital city whose physical infrastructure bore little 

resemblance to the modern industrial center envisioned by Soviet planners. The planned 

administrative complex in Yamilike mountains was never built; in 1949, there was one 

province-level administrative building and no buildings designated exclusively to city-level 

government (Wulumuqi Shi Dang Shi Difangzhi Bianzuan Weiyuanhui 1994: 177-179). 

Healthcare and educational facilities were similarly limited: Urumqi had two hospitals, one 

cultural center, and only five government-run secondary schools and two post-secondary 

institutions (Wulumuqi Shi Dang Shi Difangzhi Bianzuan Weiyuanhui 1994: 177-179; 

Wulumuqi Jiaoyu Ju 1993: 370-371). Fortunately for early CCP leaders, the lack of basic urban 

infrastructure could be remedied by one of the few things the city had in abundance: conscripted 

labor, largely provided by roughly 80,000 former KMT soldiers who remained in the region after 

surrender (Wiens 1963: 449).  

After several years of organizational re-alignment, these former soldiers – along with 

soldiers from other groups that had taken up arms in the chaotic decades prior – were organized 

into the Xinjiang Production and Construction Corps (xinjiang shengchan jianshe bingtuan 新疆

生产建设兵团, shortened in Chinese as bingtuan 兵团) in 1954 (McMillen 1981). In a practical 

sense, the bingtuan was designed to be a self-sufficient unit that would simultaneously ‘reclaim’ 

and cultivate the wilderness and serve as a reserve militia force to support the People’s 

Liberation Army as needed; ideologically, it also served as a model of the potential for collective 
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labor in transforming the land and overall economy of one of China’s least developed regions 

(McMillen 1981; Seymour 2000). Bingtuan activity in Urumqi was greatest between 1954 and 

1960: to take just one example, of the sixteen province-level administrative buildings built 

between 1954-1960, thirteen were built by either the first or second division of the bingtuan 

(Wulumuqi Shi Dang Shi Difangzhi Bianzuan Weiyuanhui 1994: 177). In contrast, none of the 

six new province-level administrative buildings constructed between 1960-1979 used bingtuan 

labor (177). As relations with the Soviet Union worsened throughout the 1960s and into the 

1970s, the PCC evolved largely into a supplemental border defense organization; its presence in 

the Urumqi became primarily logistical (McMillen 1979: 120-123). 

 Between 1949 and 1954, the developmentalist agenda that defined early Mao-Era 

governance was stalled, at least in part, by a lack of local expertise. In 1950, for example, 

technical personnel from Shanghai Cooperative Advising of Architecture and Engineering Office 

were sent to Urumqi to produce a revised plan for zoning and urban road construction. However, 

as the official city annals uncharitably described these efforts: “the content was simple and the 

terrain represented was not complete; it could not play a guiding role in the construction of a 

city” (Wulumuqi Shi Dang Shi Difangzhi Bianzuan Weiyuanhui 1994: 15). The City 

Construction Bureau eventually took matters into its own hands, sending eight people to 

Lanzhou to study city planning in 1955; in the same year, several party officials went to Beijing 

to participate in a city planning training program (15). 

 In 1956, with Beijing increasingly eager to exploit Xinjiang’s natural resources, no fewer 

than a half-dozen ministries sent personnel to Urumqi to create piecemeal ‘schematic drawings:’ 

plans for development that focused primarily on factory construction and mineral and fossil fuel 

extraction in the city’s northeastern fringes (particularly Liudawan, located in present-day 
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Shuimogou District) and development of agriculture in its northwestern corner. Later that year, 

when the Ministry of Construction and Design sent a work group to Urumqi to create a 

comprehensive plan, a conflict appears to have developed between tiao ministry officials and 

kuai city leaders over who would oversee the city’s development planning. In the end, the city 

leaders prevailed. The City Construction Bureau (a kuai unit) set up a planning division that 

would assume responsibility for planning management, municipal government engineering 

projects, and residential construction – and the final responsibility for creating the Urumqi 

master plan would lie with the Autonomous Regional Construction Committee (a kuai unit) and 

not the Ministry of Construction and Design (a tiao unit) (Wulumuqi Shi Dang Shi Difangzhi 

Bianzuan Weiyuanhui 1994: 13). By the time their plan was finalized and then approved by the 

Regional Party Standing Committee in November 1959, the political winds had already shifted: 

development slowed in 1960 and then ceased altogether during the Cultural Revolution 

(1966-1976), when “all plans were scattered and design and construction work essentially came 

to a standstill” (15) 

Although the management of urban space in the early Mao Era was hardly unified, the 

period between 1954 and 1960 was nevertheless tremendously productive in terms of expanding 

and modernizing Urumqi’s urban infrastructure and public services. The city’s three main 

reservoirs – Hongyan, Ulanbay, and Santunbei – were either built or vastly expanded in this 

period, mostly with ex-military labor (Wulumuqishi Diming Weiyuanhuibian 1986: 265). The 

city annals, published in the early 1990s, also record 1958-1960 as the most intensive period of 

urban road construction to date (Wulumuqi Shi Dang Shi Difangzhi Bianzuan Weiyuanhui 1994: 

25-26). Likewise, the city’s educational and public facilities expanded dramatically: between 

1949 and 1960, the number of post-secondary technical schools increased from one to eighteen, 
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and the number of colleges or universities from one to eight (Wulumuqi Jiaoyu Ju 2007: 

370-371). While there was only one pre-1949 arts/sports/cultural center in Urumqi, there were 

five by 1960; the city also opened eight movie theaters/public halls, in line with the 

collectivization and merging of political life and leisure time (Wulumuqi Shi Dang Shi Difangzhi 

Bianzuan Weiyuanhui 1994: 179-180). Further, marketplace activity – especially among ethnic 

minorities – also expanded in this period. In 1961, following a 1960 policy to encourage growth, 

the city had 20 markets; by 1963, the city’s 23 markets were reduced to 15, and all were closed 

in 1966 (Liu 2011: 192-193).  

Although the political upheavals which began in the late 1950s had profound social 

consequences throughout China, this period so fundamentally altered state-society relations for 

Uyghurs that it must be considered a watershed moment without parallel elsewhere in the nation. 

In Xinjiang, the ethnicized nature of the response to the nationwide Hundred Flowers Movement 

meant that the ensuing crackdown – the anti-Rightest Campaign of 1957 – focused on the threat 

of ‘local nationalists’ who prioritized ethnicity over class interests and plotted for independence 

(Millward 2007: 258). While these early campaigns were the first instances of Mao’s 

assimilationist turn in Xinjiang, the Cultural Revolution was nothing short of an attempt to 

completely erase the markers of cultural difference that, for Mao and his Red Guard, represented 

backwardness and feudalism. With encouragement from Beijing, the Red Guard destroyed 

mosques, forced Islamic leaders to raise pigs, forcibly shaved men in public, and targeted 

Uyghur intellectuals for particularly cruel forms of punishment (Bovingdon 2004: 19). To be 

sure, there were other, secular targets; at one point, 6,000 radicalized PCC soldiers and 50,000 

reserve militiamen descended on Urumqi and attacked universities and factories (Millward 2007: 
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258). However, actions that the Han public might have read as political were interpreted by 

Uyghurs as existential threats to their identities (Bovingdon 2004: 20-21).  

 

The Spatial Logic of Mao-Era Urumqi 

With the 1941 plan unrealized, Urumqi was still a walled city at the time of Communist 

‘liberation’ in 1949. The only relevant divisor of space remained ethnicity, and the only 

meaningful way that the city could grow was either by enlarging the walls – as had been done 

multiple times in the past – or by destroying them and allowing the city to expand beyond its 

historic core. With its penchant for expunging traces China’s feudal (and, in this case, colonial) 

past, the CCP unsurprisingly opted for the latter; by 1955, the walls had been razed (Wiens 1963: 

456). However, while the decision to expand beyond the city walls was relatively 

straightforward, there was some debate about the direction in which future growth should be 

planned.  

Because two mountain ranges dovetail in the city’s southeast and southwest periphery, 

the two most feasible development axes are north-south (N-S) and northeast-northwest (E-W). 

The extant N-S orientation was a legacy of the feudal (fengshui) design principles from which 

Mao-Era planners were keen to distance themselves. Despite this, it is clear that those within the 

City Construction Bureau and related kuai units preferred to expand the city along its N-S axis. 

While their exact rationale is unknown, the N-S development plan was not only more logistically 

straightforward, due to the orientation of existing transit infrastructure, but also more 

environmentally sound, minimizing the pressure to develop along the banks of the flood-prone 

Urumqi river. 
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However, the annals indicate that those ministry-level (tiao) experts who had come to 

Urumqi to work on agricultural and natural resource development lobbied for the development 

plan that offered comparative advantages in the national context. The city’s northeast and 

northwest were sparsely populated and resource rich; the most efficient way to supply eastern 

China with Xinjiang’s agricultural products, minerals, and fossil fuels would be to build a rail 

line passing through the city’s new E-W corridor. By the mid-1950s, a schism had formed 

between these officials:  

When selecting the direction of urban development, urban sites [along an east-west axis] joining 
Liudawan to the August First Agricultural College encountered some contradictions... After much 
debate, in 1957, the Regional Party Committee decided not to consider the resolution for coal bed 
exploitation, and the plan to make the old city the basis for the scope of urban development, from 
Xidaqiao through the Medical University northward, began to be definite (Wulumuqi Shi Dang 
Shi Difangzhi Bianzuan Weiyuanhui 1994: 15).  
 

While the nature of these Marxist ‘contradictions’ is left vague, it is clear that, well before the 

1959 plan was approved, the kuai plans for N-S urban development had won out. By 1960, for 

example, most of the major north-south arteries in twenty-first century Urumqi (Beijing Rd, 

Youhao Rd., Yangzijiang Rd., Changjiang Rd., and Xinhua Rd., among others) were already 

built (Wulumuqi Shi Dang Shi Difangzhi Bianzuan Weiyuanhui 1994: 25-26) (see Figure 1.7). 

 New danwei were also constructed along these N-S roads, allowing the city to 

territorialize and make real what would have otherwise been an abstract triumph over tiao 

imperatives. For the purposes of contextualizing the interplay between this new development 

model and the socio-spatial re-organization of Urumqi, it is enough to note here that danwei were 

centralized, highly integrated spaces where work, family, leisure, and political life were 

coordinated under the guidance and according to the needs of the state (Lu and Perry 1997; Bray 

2005). In the period between 1949 and 1960, all of the largest administrative danwei (the various 

province-level departments (ting 厅), such as the Xinjiang Department of Health, the  
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Figure 1.7: 1960 Urumqi Urban Area Map. The expansive N-S arteries indicated in 
this map were built in the pre-Great Leap Forward Era (15 Tianqi Chaxun 
2017b).      

 
 
Department of Education, Department of Agriculture, etc.) were built along the city’s N-S axis. 

More were built in the southern part of the old urban core, within or beyond what would have 
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been the southern walls of the Muslim city than in the north (Wulumuqi Shi Dang Shi Difangzhi 

Bianzuan Weiyuanhui 1994: 177-179).   

With large and small danwei responsible for almost every aspect of urban life and the 

larger economy, the relevant division of space in Mao-Era Urumqi was neither ethnic (as it had 

been in the Qing and Nationalist-Era city) nor functional (as in the Soviet plans). Instead, 

formality – specifically, inclusion and location within the danwei system – became the most 

salient marker of status and division of social space. That said, the evidence strongly indicates 

that informality correlated with ethnicity, at least in the early Mao Era. In 1955, for example, 

Uyghurs comprised 16 percent of Urumqi’s total population (Wulumuqi Tongji Ju 2007: 57). In 

the same year, 13.7 percent of households in urban Urumqi were registered as living in private 

housing (5,752 of the 41,945 total registered households) (Wulumuqi Shi Dang Shi Difangzhi 

Bianzuan Weiyuanhui 1994: 99; Wulumuqi Tongji Ju 2007: 53). While the records do not break 

this figure down by ethnicity, the fact that three of the four locations listed as having the highest 

concentrations of private housing (two portions of Jiefang Nan Rd. and Jianguo Rd.) were in or 

on the southern fringes of the old Uyghur city implies that that most residents of informal 

housing were Uyghur – and by extension, given the demographics of the city itself, that most 

Uyghurs lived in informal housing.  

For minorities then as now, whether or not one was integrated into the formal/Chinese 

city varied with one’s education level, linguistic competencies, and relation to the state. During 

my fieldwork, several working-class Uyghur interviewees reported being relocated from 

pingfang (平房) housing (single-story, often but not always privately-constructed residences 

with dirt floors and minimal facilities) around the Uyghur-dominated main bazaar (dabashi大巴

扎 and erdaoqiao 二道桥 in Chinese, chong bazar and don kurek in Uyghur) area as late as the 
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1990s.9 In contrast, an overwhelming number of affluent Uyghur interviewees – mostly 

Chinese-speaking university graduates, many the children of Uyghur bureaucrats from this era – 

described growing up in ethnically integrated danwei, where they freely entered the houses of 

their friends’ parents regardless of ethnicity, and where their parents socialized with both Han 

and Muslim neighbors/co-workers. Despite the growth of the private sector after Mao, the 

differences in the everyday experiences of those Uyghurs who worked and lived within the 

formal/Chinese/state-run city and those who did not had, in fact, diverged decades earlier.  

 

National Integration and Urban Segregation: Deconstructing Urumqi in the Early Reform 

Era 

 Despite having spent the preceding two years re-orienting the nation’s economic and 

agricultural system, rehabilitating Mao-era class enemies and generally redressing the excesses 

of the Cultural Revolution, party leaders in 1979 publicly praised one of the only Mao-era policy 

positions to which they intended to return: the pre-Great Leap Forward strategy for minority 

affairs. With a Muslim population alienated by the Cultural Revolution and the increased 

strategic importance of Xinjiang in the wake of Soviet involvement in Afghanistan, the central 

Party leadership once against denounced ‘Han Chauvinism’ as the greatest threat to ethnic 

relations and “generally upheld a ‘gradualist’ approach to the integration and assimilation of 

ethnic minorities” (Clarke 2007b: 43).  

 In this moment of political consolidation by Deng Xiaoping, and under the guidance of 

liberal reformer Hu Yaobang, cultural and religious expression among Muslim minorities was 

officially sanctioned to a degree not seen since the early 1950s. The state signaled its intention 

                                                             
9 While scattered pingfang housing still exists in the urban core, and indeed is still largely occupied by 

ethnic minorities, the new pingfang residents are largely newly arrived immigrants from southern Xinjiang. 
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with a number of efforts: a number minority cadres were ‘rehabilitated,’ the official script for 

Uyghur language was returned to Arabic (from a Roman script, implemented by Mao), and the 

Xinjiang Islamic Association was reinstated (Clarke 2007b: 53). Under the combined effects of 

religious tolerance, increased interaction with Pakistani traders, and the revival of Islam 

throughout Central Asia, enrollment at Islamic schools and mosque construction soared in 

Urumqi and throughout Xinjiang in the early and mid 1980s (Roberts 2004: 226). Secular 

expressions of Uyghur identity similarly flourished: Clarke notes that, by 1986, there were 

twelve Uyghur-language journals and newspapers published in Urumqi alone (2007b: 68).  

 Much as during the Hundred Flowers Movement, the comparatively liberal atmosphere of 

the early 1980s served not to mollify minority sentiments regarding local ethnopolitics, but 

instead to create an environment which emboldened Uyghurs to press for deeper reforms. The 

1986 student protests in Urumqi “focused on some major elements of the state’s integrationist 

program in Xinjiang” (68). While these and subsequent student protests contributed to Hu 

Yaobang’s fall from grace in Beijing, it was the Baren Riots of 1990 – orchestrated by villagers 

in a remote southwest corner of Xinjiang – which marked a “turning point” in the official 

discourse on Uyghur separatism and permissiveness of Islamic expression among Uyghurs 

(Dillion 2004: 62-65). The actual number of casualties in Baren was modest. However, the fact 

that protesters called for jihad and a violent revolution to restore the East Turkestan Republic 

seemed to confirm the state’s two biggest security fears: increasing foreign influence in local 

politics and the rise of radicalized, politicized Islam in Xinjiang (Clarke 2007b: 82). 

Unsurprisingly, given both the official framing of Baren and the lessons that the CCP 

learned from the breakup of the Soviet Union, the 1990s was a decade of political tightening and 

increasingly illiberal social and religious policies. For example, in his 1988 fieldwork, Gaubatz 
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maps twenty mosques within the relatively small area of the historic walled Uyghur city (1996: 

223). To a researcher working in the city in 2014, that figure is almost difficult to imagine; 

indeed, Bovingdon recorded the large-scale demolition of mosques during his own fieldwork in 

the late 1990s (2010: 67). In that period, too, the first of the periodic ‘Strike Hard’ campaigns 

was launched locally: what was elsewhere in China a ‘tough on crime’ policy suite targeting 

drug dealers and gangs was employed locally to fast-track trials and impose the severest possible 

sentences on individuals suspected of ‘splittist’ tendencies or activities (Dillon 2004: 86).  

Many of the broad contours of reform-era ethnopolitics in Xinjiang are reminiscent of the 

evolution of minority state-society relations in the Mao period: accommodation in a time of 

political consolidation, ensuing expressions of ethnic discontent and an ad-hoc crackdown on 

cultural expression that even further alienated the Uyghur population. That said, the strategies 

used to solve the so-called ‘ethnic question’ (minzu wenti) could not be more different. Mao’s 

response to ethnic discontent – the enforcement of an aggressively assimilationist agenda and 

targeting of ‘local nationalists’ as counter-revolutionary elements – occurred in tandem with a 

general slowdown in growth, both in terms of urban and economic development and the levels of 

Han migration to the city. In the late reform era, by concomitantly implementing both culturally 

assimilationist policies (the end of purely Uyghur-language public-school education and 

prohibitions on head coverings and religious fasting among university students and government 

workers, for example) and liberal-in-the-Chinese-sense development strategies transplanted 

directly from the coastal Chinese context, the state’s solution to the so-called ‘ethnic question’ 

has seemingly evolved from the scorched earth tactics of the Cultural Revolution to something of 

a ‘surgical strike’ approach. In other words, development now serves as a litmus test: a means of 

differentiating and rewarding those who can and will join in the project of Chinese-style, 
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state-led development and, in the process, tacitly give their support to CCP governance of the 

region. 

In Deng Xiaoping’s ‘ladder-step’ theory, the geographic advantages of China’s southeast 

coast made it a natural center for China’s earliest export-led development; during the first 

decades of reform, Xinjiang was envisioned as “a primary producer for the rest of the country” 

(Goodman 2004: 318). Bovingdon notes that “in the mid 1990s, people continued to joke that 

while China proper had wholeheartedly embraced capitalism, socialism was still being pursued, 

if not realized, in Xinjiang (2010: 53). Similarly, Millward writes: “To a visitor in 1990, much of 

Xinjiang retained a traditional, almost sleepy atmosphere…Even in the regional capital of 

Urumchi, one might still see sheep on the streets (in the days before Qurban festival), and the 

few new high-rise constructions shared space with mud-brick houses and a few stately Soviet Era 

buildings waning gracefully… Not so in 2000” (2010: 283-284). 

 

Integrationist Discourses and the Segregated City: The Contradictions of Liberal 

Development Planning 

There have been six major periods of construction and intensive urban development in 

Urumqi since the city’s founding as a small Manchu outpost in Zungharia (Table 1.1). In these 

six periods, it is clear that the socio-spatial logic of the city has had little to do with the 

national-level discourse on Xinjiang’s place in China (isolationist versus integrationist) or the 

place of Uyghurs in the Chinese nation-state (exceptionalist versus integrationist). Instead, the 

latter is well correlated with the overall strength of the governing regime and the type political 

situation to which development is a response. In periods of regime consolidation – for example, 

during the 1950s and 1980s, when the main political threat is regime precarity itself – the state 
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tends to be highly accommodating of Uyghur cultural and religious practices and accepts the 

need for exceptional policies vis-à-vis minority affairs. In contrast, during those periods in which 

a relatively stable regime is threatened by Muslim ethnopolitical contestation – this is especially 

the case during the 1860s and the 2000s – the Chinese state reacts with a policy suite that ignores 

difference and pursues rapid and heavy-handed integration of minorities into what is imagined as 

a unitary, multi-ethnic nation. 

 
Table 1.1: Political and Socio-spatial Characteristics of Urumqi’s Major Growth Periods  

Period of 
Construction 
Boom 

Construction is a response to 
what situation or perceived 
threat? 

Central Government’s 
Discourse on Xinjiang 
(Integrationist v 
Isolationist/Exceptionalist 

Socio-Spatial Logic of the City 
(Ethnically Integrationist v 
Segregationist) 

1755-1775 Political Consolidation; Qing 
empire v Zhungar Tribes 

Strongly 
Isolationist/Exceptionalist 

State-enforced segregation; 
double-walled city 

1860 Muslim Uprising Strongly Integrationist State-enforced segregation; 
double-walled city 

1941 
Political Consolidation; 
Chinese warlord (Sheng 
Shicai) and Soviet Interests 

Strongly Integrationist, but of 
limited applicability (due to 
civil war) 

(Planned) Integration 

1955-1960 Political Consolidation; CCP v 
Nationalists, Soviet Interests 

Weakly 
Exceptionalist/Isolationist  

State-enforced integration 
(danwei system) 

1980-1989 Political Consolidation; 
Post-Mao 

Weakly 
Exceptionalist/Isolationist 

State-enforced integration 
(danwei system) 

1999-Presen
t Muslim ‘Splittism’ Strongly Integrationist Market-based self-segregation  

 

It is also clear that, in each of these periods, the socio-spatial logic of the city is informed 

by the larger normative framework for development in China. The double-walled city of the 

Qing era had parallels in fourteen other ‘frontier cities’ throughout central and western China; for 

early city designers, the double or twin-walled urban form was standard “means of dealing with 

multicultural situations in the urban environment” (Gaubatz 1996: 171-172). Likewise, the 

danwei system, which replaced unified city walls with a patchwork of spatially integrated 

administrative units, was a national model for Mao-era urban development. In the reform-era, 
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too, increased socio-spatial segregation throughout China has been linked to the breakdown of 

the danwei system and the rise of private housing (Ma and Wu 2004; Li and Wu 2006; Zhang 

2008). In this sense, the professional with whom I discussed contemporary planning in Urumqi 

was correct; there is nothing special about planning ‘here.’ 

However, while the formal techniques of planning practice in Urumqi have historically 

been unexceptional, development outcomes in the city are, in fact, the product of applying these 

techniques in the exceptional context of a Chinese state working to consolidate power in an 

ethnopolitically contested region. On this point, table two is revealing: in terms of the 

relationship between regional development objectives and the socio-spatial logic of the city, the 

state of affairs in post-2009 Urumqi is most analogous to the period of urban expansion in the 

late Qing era. In both cases, the larger imperial/national project was to integrate Xinjiang with 

China proper. Yet, in both, the mutual hostilities among ethnic groups and the state’s distrust of 

Muslim minorities were so strong that populations were physically divided. Further, in both 

cases the disparities between the Chinese and Muslim cities were extreme, and the city took 

extraordinary measures to restrict (Qing) or monitor (post-2009) the movements of Muslim 

ethnic groups through space. It is also difficult not to find this parallel foreboding: the decades 

after the 1861 construction boom were, as Millward so vividly put it, “a chasm of rebellion and 

inter-ethnic blood-letting” (2007: 188). Yet whereas the contradictions of the Nationalist-era city 

could be redressed by the developmentalist (albeit heavy-handed) efforts of early CCP planners: 

the present promotion of private-sector growth and the retreat of the state from direct 

intervention in social life and community affairs significantly limits the ability of twenty-first 

century planners to make similar interventions.  
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Chinese-style liberalism, which involves the streamlining of bloated state-owned 

enterprises, the encouragement of a private sector and a market-based system of housing 

allocation, operates without either rule of law or the type of protections for workers that, in the 

US for example, would fall under the domain of the Civil Rights Act. Thus, the state has at once 

set up a heavy-handed system to integrate Uyghurs into the broader Chinese economy – and, 

arguably, into a Han-dominated ‘Chinese’ society – and created structural limits on its own 

power to either encourage integrated living spaces or enforce any fairness in the Uyghur pursuit 

of, if not integration, than at least equal opportunity. Indeed, it may well be that there is nothing 

different about urban and economic development planning ‘here’ – and that, given the 

heavy-handed integrationist discourse and social policies being simultaneously pursued 

throughout Xinjiang, is precisely the problem. 

 

  



 

 73 

CHAPTER TWO 

 

“CONTROL THE SOUTH TO DEVELOP THE WEST” OR “THE BANALITY OF 

ETHNOCRACY:” 

TECHNO-RATIONAL CHINESE PLANNING MEETS THE POLITICAL EXIGENCIES 

OF DEVELOPMENT IN TWENTY FIRST CENTURY URUMQI 

 

 

The overwhelming majority of the policy-oriented literature on state-led development in 

Xinjiang since the fin de siècle “Campaign to Open the West” (xibu da kaifa 西部大开发, also 

referred to as ‘Great Western Development’ or GWD) understands it to be essentially coercive: a 

technique of ethnic and territorial integration in service of the larger project of nation-building 

(Becquelin 2004, Goodman 2004). Other accounts highlight the localized and improvisational 

nature of development initiatives, in accord with the broader devolution of state power 

throughout the reform era (Holbrig 2004). In short, pre-riot development is portrayed as an 

attempt to deploy liberal techniques of governance for the sake of obscuring (though not very 

well, it seems) the center’s decidedly illiberal goals of assimilating minorities into a coherent, 

racialized social hierarchy and strengthening the dependency of minority-majority regions on the 

center (Barabantseva 2009). Further, what little writing has been done on Xinjiang’s 

development program since 2009 doubles down on this position (Roberts forthcoming). The 

consensus is thus that Chinese-style development in Xinjiang was always-already exceptional: a 

heavy-handed attempt to deploy liberal(ish) economics in service of illiberal social goals that are 

without parallel in Han China. The bird’s-eye perspective that this literature takes affords a view 
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of post-riot development planning in which the state is applying the same old solution, albeit 

more urgently, to a very old problem. 

Through a very close reading of documentary evidence of the spatial development 

principles and proposed plans put forth from competing levels of the state, this chapter provides 

a street-level view of inter-agency power struggles and the spatial outcomes held in the balance. 

It also presents a picture of the development process quite a bit different than that afforded by the 

view ‘from above.’ I find that, in the wake of the riots, Urumqi experienced a swift and 

simultaneous reconfiguration of bureaucratic power: a reassertion of the center vis-à-vis the city. 

However, this re-centralization of power took place not on orders from Beijing, but through the 

entrepreneurial efforts of the local organs of central power. In particular, the differences between 

the 2000 and 2011 Urumqi comprehensive plans and related planning documents offer strong 

evidence that the Ministry of Commerce and the Xinjiang Production and Construction Corps 

(XPCC) have been playing the long game in Urumqi, perhaps since the Great Leap Forward but 

certainly since the early reform era. The former seized upon an opening created by the post-riot 

power reshuffle to wrest (back) control of urban land from the city government; the latter acted 

in that same moment to try to monopolize revenues generated by value-added conversions of 

peri-urban land.  

 

The Political Imperatives of Twenty First Century Development in Xinjiang 

The first 250 years of Urumqi’s urban history serve as synecdoche for the broader 

relationship between China’s history and that of Xinjiang. As demonstrated in the previous 

chapter, many of the same thematic set-designs and, indeed, specific characters that play an 

outsized role in Xinjiang’s history would be entirely familiar to audiences in coastal China. 
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However, these national dramas - which always seem to reach Xinjiang a few years late - are, 

more often than not, foregrounded by some local development without parallel in the east. This 

was certainly the case in the 1990s: a decade in which the liberal experimentation of the early 

reform era rolled violently back from its high-water mark, and the nation entered a period of 

relative social illiberalism coupled with concerted state-led economic development. Despite the 

national significance of the 1989 student movement, it would be impossible to understand the 

specific changes in local governance and social policy in 1990s-era Xinjiang without reference to 

the Baren uprising: a reasonably well-organized and targeted act of violence against state 

agencies that took place in the rural borderlands between China and Afghanistan. To the broader 

imperative for nation-building evidenced by the student demonstrations, any understanding of 

1990s-era governance in the Region must also take very seriously the concerns of Beijing with 

the local effects of Soviet dissolution and the rise of fundamentalist Islam on Xinjiang’s borders.    

So it is in the twenty-first century. The Campaign to Open the West (GWD) was not 

limited to Xinjiang. In fact, that parts of the expansive ‘western’ region are geographically to the 

east of some coastal cities indicates that GWD is best understood as a means of engaging 

minority regions in a common development project (Barabantseva 2009). However, with the 

exception of Tibet, no other minority region in China has for so long resisted the state’s various 

attempts to effect what is either ethnopolitical integration or the passive acceptance of cultural 

assimilation, depending on one’s sympathies. One author, describing the twenty first century 

evolution of the PCC in Xinjiang’s hinterlands, could easily have been writing about the stakes 

and significance of urban development in the region: 

In 1998, Xinjiang was in every respect still undergoing a process of integration with the rest of 
China…Party leaders felt that it was necessary not only to retain direct control over Xinjiang’s 
political and economic infrastructure but to actively extend this control… The Chinese leadership 
recognized that…in the late twentieth century, economic power was accepted as a legitimate form 
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of control and power projection in a way that military force was not. (Cliff 2009: 88, emphasis 
added) 
       

Thus GWD, following on the heels of the Ghulja Riots/Massacre, marks a qualitative shift in the 

relationship between development and governance in reform-era Xinjiang: since 2000, 

development has been not only an economic project, but also a social experiment in 

re-engineering the everyday experiences, life choices, and, in time, the ethnopolitical sensibilities 

of Uyghurs. 

 Leaving aside questions of causation or mere correlation, we can say at least that it was a 

very short decade between the implementation of liberal-in-the-Chinese-sense urban and 

economic development interventions in Xinjiang and the 2009 Urumqi riots (often referred to as 

‘7-5’ for their June 5 start date). Although the riot itself was not the direct consequence of some 

local event, it was very much the result of forces unleashed by development. Most news accounts 

agree on the details that lead to the demonstration: a lack of police action in investigating the 

rape of a female Uyghur laborer in Guangdong and the brutal reprisals on those (male) Uyghur 

vigilantes who sought revenge for the rape (Jacobs 2009a). From here, while accounts diverge, I 

will provide one particularly sobering explanation of events by an eyewitness living near the 

epicenter of the first moments of the riot, on Yan’an Road. This individual told me that, when the 

news out of Guangdong reached Uyghurs in Urumqi, some students decided to hold a 

demonstration at Xinjiang University, in the heart of the Uyghur city. He personally knew of 

some students living nearby who decided to join in - despite this man’s pleas to avoid such a 

‘sensitive’ act. According to this witness, while these young people were peacefully 

demonstrating, they were sprayed with an indelible ink by national security forces who quickly 

arrived on the scene. The person I spoke with remains haunted by the consequences of this: he 
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described to me a twenty-something neighbor running through the housing complex, ostensibly 

marked for imprisonment or death, screaming ‘pray for us all.’ 

  How many of these students were in the mob that reached a critical mass near the 

university is an open question. So, too, is whether the earliest moments violence were a cause or 

a consequence of police actions. That said, most locals report that a very different population 

soon reached the university and joined with the students: residents of the informal communities 

and alleys in and around Saimachang, about a fifteen-minute walk from the university. It was a 

group largely composed of poor migrants from the more conservative areas of southern Xinjiang. 

Videos readily available online show what happened next: a sizable mob travelled north on 

Shengli Road and Heping Road and fanned out throughout the historic urban core (Bird 2009). 

Combined, the Uyghur-led riots of July 5 and the Han-led reprisals that came in the following 

days, lead to a massive amount of property damage and an official death toll of 197, mostly Han, 

and over 1,700 people injured (Jacobs 2009b).10 

 In the immediate aftermath of the July 2009 riots, Urumqi entered a state of exception 

from which it has not returned. When faced with the spectacle of social control in the post-riot 

city, one could hardly draw a less controversial conclusion: internet and mobile phone 

connectivity was suspended at the start of the violence and were not restored for eighteen 

months; tanks rolled into the city within days and, six years later, have not left. In fact, 

subsequent ethnic violence has led to a redoubling of revanchism and a complete abandonment 

of, if not rule of law, then at least rule of Chinese norms. Following a string of attacks in and 

beyond Urumqi, authorities introduced a suite of novel surveillance policies in 2014: facial hair 

                                                             
10 I learned from one interview with a particularly knowledgeable individual that, when the death toll from 

ethnic violence exceeds 200 people, the UN may begin to deploy international peacekeepers. This person, who was 
in the streets hours after the riot and personally saw the extent of violence, strongly believed the official death toll of 
197 to be a purposeful undercount by a state loathe to have external monitoring in the wake of its crackdown. 
Unfortunately, there is really no way of independently assessing this claim. 
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and religious dress became grounds for detention, a ‘stop and frisk’ policy for religious content 

on mobile phones became routine, and a formal registration process became required of all 

Xinjiang residents who wish to travel outside of their home city. Urumqi landlords were 

reportedly first told not to rent housing to families in which women covered their hair; they were 

later ‘advised’ not to rent to any Uyghur with a non-local hukou. These practices – and the fact 

that they are the new normal in what is arguably the most open and certainly the most privileged 

city in the Region – indicate that, if anything, urban Xinjiang now exists in a state of permanent 

exception.  

Let it never be said that Urumqi’s exceptional post-riot social controls lack flair: the 

pomp and circumstance of soldiers goose-stepping past an outdoor café in Dawan, the flourish of 

tanks cordoned off with velvet ropes at the Erdaoqiao KFC. Given this, and given and open 

brutality of the surveillance and summary detentions of those who display their religiosity, 

cataloging local social controls might seem a natural starting point for a study that seeks to assess 

this state of exception and understand the state’s changing answer to Xinjiang’s so-called ‘ethnic 

question’ since 2009.  

However, in order to trace the process by which state power was reconfigured and 

repurposed after the riots – to begin to see the state of exception in Urumqi not only like a 

resident, but also like the state itself – there are at least two compelling reasons to set aside the 

question of social control and instead take as a unit of analysis the techniques of spatial control 

that have been brought to bear on the post-riot city. First, because spatial development planning 

sits at the intersection of tightening social controls and economic ‘opening,’ it offers a rare and 

unobstructed view of development in Xinjiang as, first and foremost, a sorting process. A 

research focus on illiberal social controls (or, for that matter, economic liberalization) would 
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force an either/or analysis of something that is, at its core, both/and: city planning in Urumqi 

exemplifies the ways in which state power in Xinjiang is bound up in the calculation and 

implementation of plans that would simultaneously ‘make live’ certain spaces and ways of life – 

and, yes, entire populations – while letting others die (Li 2010). Put another way, it is impossible 

to study the creation of an entirely new city out of the barren dustscape at the fringes of historic 

Urumqi without appreciating (and rightly so) just how creative destruction can be.  

This chapter, however, exploits another, more practical advantage of foregrounding the 

control of space: access. Precisely because the local planning community views physical and 

land-use planning as both a point of pride and a dry, technocratic exercise far removed from the 

city’s exceptional ethnopolitics and the sorts of social controls that make international headlines, 

the process by which it has unfolded since the 2000 push to ‘Open the West’ is plainly knowable 

through readily-available speeches, work reports, policy documents, and, of course, the city’s 

ever-changing comprehensive plans. Moreover, that these publications are available from a 

number of different state-level stakeholders affords an opportunity to triangulate spatial 

development principles, rationalities, and plans both over time and across state units. Careful 

attention to the workaday world of planning thus offers a window into the machinations of 

bureaucratic politics – of the power plays among those different organs of the state with a vested 

(usually landed) interest in the specific form that local development takes and their effects on 

development outcomes. 

 

Urumqi’s 2000-2020 Master Plan and The Dual-Center City 

Ethnic self-segregation in the wake of Urumqi’s housing privatization breathed new life 

into the historic mapping of Uyghurs to the south and Han to the northern portions of the city 
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(Erkin 2009). Further, the on-the-ground differences in those spaces – in urban morphology, the 

people on the street, and even the music playing in the grocery stores – is so obvious that it is 

impossible to imagine the degree of willful ignorance required for fin de siècle planners (who 

may lack the disciplinary sensitivities of Western planners, but who, one would assume, 

sometimes walk down the street and/or buy their own groceries) to not notice this.  

So of course the favoritism of the north in the suite of economic development plans, 

land-use policies, and infrastructural projects that gave form to the ‘dual city’ (shuang zhongxin 

双中心) model of urban space can be read as illiberal development planning a full decade before 

the riots. Indeed, from the outside, it looks like an ethnocratic consolidation of power: a case of 

public goods and public-sector investment allocated in such a way that they benefit the dominant 

ethnic group (Yiftachel 2006). At the same time, it is also a ‘grammatically correct’ articulation 

of broader Chinese development principles by local city planners. The truth is that all of Chinese 

planning at the turn of the twentieth century can be read as illiberal by those who take seriously 

the role of planning in building a just city (Fainstein 2011). To find the plan exceptional would 

be to conclude that it is incompatible with the broader workings of Chinese urban and economic 

development at that moment. Yet a close reading of the plan does not support this. Instead, the 

content of the 2000 Urumqi comprehensive plan – both in terms of what it intends to accomplish 

and how the form and function of state power is affected by these would-be development 

processes – is thoroughly Chinese.  

Work began on the 2000-2020 Urumqi Master Plan (hereafter referred to as the ‘2000 

plan’) in 1994, with the first draft completed in 1996; it was then revised through 1998 and put 

into effect in mid-1999. Access to that first draft of the plan would confirm what can only be 

inferred from this timeline: that the focus on western development contained in the Ninth 
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Five-Year plan, approved by the CCP Central Committee in 1995 to guide the path and pace of 

national development between 1996 and 2000, informed significant revisions to the document.  

The plan intended to bring about Urumqi’s ‘big opening’ by leveraging the city’s 

locational advantages and cross-border ethnic affinities to build a hub of regional trade and 

investment. In fact, the guiding ‘purpose of preparation’ articulated in the 2000 plan was to 

“support the strategic goal of becoming a modernized city of international commerce and trade 

with ethnic characteristics through the construction of Urumqi” (§1.1). In order to do this, 

however, the city would have to modernize and Sinicize its urban infrastructure, providing 

buyers and investors the same business-friendly environment they might find in Shenzhen or 

Ningbo, while simultaneously preserving the historical built environment, with its Russian 

influences and Islamic architectural features, that makes Urumqi a more knowable, more 

pleasant – a seemingly more natural – place for Central Asian economic exchange.  

The 2000 plan would accomplish this by consolidating and formalizing already-existing 

growth patterns: specifically, the primacy of the N-S development axis and the division of ‘old’ 

and ‘new’ space that had informed urban planning since the Nationalist era. The plan calls for a 

‘dual center’ (shuang zhongxin) city with a ‘new center’ of finance, culture, and commerce at 

Weixing Square to complement the existing city center at Dashizi. Weixing Square, though itself 

not a relevant eponym to many Urumqi residents, is located on Beijing Road, the most important 

of the three N-S arteries built in Xinshi (literally ‘New City’) in the late 1950s. It is also the 

street that most Uyghurs now use as a synecdoche for the vast expanse of urban space to the 

north of Xinyi Road, where the ‘local’ city yields to an urban morphology and population that 

has been directly and rather recently transplanted from ‘mainland’ China (Toops forthcoming).11 

                                                             
11 ‘Mainland’ is a term that Uyghurs use widely (when speaking English, Chinese, and Uyghur) to refer to 

a place that is roughly co-terminus with ’China that is not Xinjiang.’ I remain fascinated by the curious use of a 
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While it is tempting to map this ‘dual’ center onto the north/Han, south/Uyghur duality that 

informs most residents’ understanding of the city, Dashizi (literally, ‘the big intersection’) was in 

fact the center of the walled Han city, in the northern reaches of present day Tianshan – which 

itself covers the entirety of the city’s built land in the Qing era. In other words, the two centers 

designated in the 2000 plan are those of the old Chinese city and the newer one, imagined by 

Soviet planners in the 1941 plan and realized only in the wake of GWD.   

The land-use plans that followed from this compartmentalization of urban space similarly 

represent something between inertia and a nostalgic reboot of the city’s Nationalist-era planning 

vision. Tianshan would remain the city’s center of business, finance, trade, and some public 

administration while Xinshi would grow to be a center of research, foreign affairs, high-tech 

industry, and manufacturing and the primary hub for public administration (§4.1). In-fill 

development and ‘adjustment’ in the south would ‘consider the special requirements of ethnic 

minority customs’ and thus allow the city to safeguard its provincial, multi-ethnic charm 

(§4.2.10). The north, in turn, would dazzle: modern, modernist infrastructure would evidence the 

city’s institutional and production capacity for increased trade. 

It follows, then, that urban expansion would favor the north: of the five new planned 

growth centers, four were north of Xinyi Road: two high-tech zones, a charmless but affordable 

residential area at Jiujiawan, and Nanhu, a space anchored by expansive new government 

buildings. Indeed, the plan calls for 964.6 hectares of new residential construction, “mainly in 

Xinshi, Shuimogou, and the two development zones” and a 145.1-hectare increase of ‘public 

service areas’ “mainly in the belt around Weixin Square and the Nanhu area” (§§4.3.1 and 4.3.2). 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
topographical term that implies that Xinjiang is an island. I tested several friends and informants on the limits of this 
term: does it include Tibet? Does it include Taiwan (where the same term is used to refer to the entire PRC) and/or 
Hong Kong? I did not receive a consistent answer. In any event, the common use of the term invokes Han-majority 
areas within the PRC. 
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In fact, this new residential and public-service/administrative space in the north – to say nothing 

of planned commercial and industrial development, which also heavily favored the north – 

accounted for 11.1 square kilometers, or 37 percent of the total urban expansion planned through 

2020 (Table 2.1). In contrast, the single expansionist project in Tianshan was centered in Dawan, 

a previously agricultural area that, by the mid 2000s, had become the most ethnically diverse 

space outside of the historic urban core and the location of most of the city’s Uyghur-occupied 

formal, private-sector housing developments (xiaoqu). No new green space or cultural facilities 

were planned for Tianshan; instead, the one new ‘public service area’ allotted to the district was 

a Region-level sports facility that, in 2016, remains unbuilt.  

The zoning guidelines and anemic growth projections for the city’s northeastern and 

northwestern districts (the E-W axis) underscore the ways in which municipal planners favored 

the N-S growth corridor in the late twentieth century. As planners attempted to rationalize 

land-use planning and reduce air pollution in heavily populated areas, Shuimogou, Dongshan 

Bay (now Midong District), and Toutanhe were to become the primary sites for polluting 

industry (class two and three industrial land). In fact, neither Dongshan Bay nor Toutanhe were 

zoned for any new residential space at all, instead serving wholly as production centers of coal, 

oil, chemicals, and building materials. Yet the plan called for only 289.6 hectares of new 

industrial land between 2000 and 2020; given the growth projections of all urban land in the 

same period, this would have been a net decrease in the proportion of land zoned for industry, 

from 18.24 to 16.37 percent of total built land in the city (§4.3.9). In other words, city planners 

were prepared to allow moderate expansion along the fringes of the E-W growth axis in absolute 

terms, but only insofar as the area became less important to the larger metropolitan area in 

relative terms.  
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Given Urumqi’s explosive growth in the first decade of the twenty first century, both in 

terms of population and total land under construction, one could be forgiven for assuming that 

the city was a proponent of breakneck development (Toops forthcoming, Millward 2007). 

However, the 2000 plan envisioned a relatively measured pace of development. 

 

Table 2.1: Variation in the Planned and Actual Size of Urumqi, 2000-2020 

  

Population: 
2000 Plan 
Total (in 
millions) 

Population: 
Actual 
Total (in 
millions) 

Annual 
Growth 
(Projected) 

Annual 
Growth 
(Actual) 

  

Built 
Land Area  
(建成区
面积): 
2000 Plan 
(km2) 

Built 
Land Area  
(建成区
面积): 
Actual 
(km2) 

Annual 
Growth: 
2000 Plan 
(%) 

Annual 
Growth: 
Actual 
(%) 

2000   1.82       NA     

2005 1.8 2.13 -0.2%* 3.7% 170 176     

2010 2 2.43 2.2% 4.3% 176 343 0.7% 19.0% 

2014 
(Not 
Given) 3.53  1.8%** 11.3% 

(Not 
Given) 412  1.4%** 5.0% 

2020 2.35      200      

(Sources: Urumqi Statistical Yearbook 2013, 2015) 

*Because the city based its population targets for 2005 on population figures available in the late 1990s, it is likely 
that the projected growth rate was in fact slightly positive.  

 
** These numbers are annualized estimates based on planned growth rates between 2010 and 2020 
 

Of course, it is impossible to know if the city’s demure growth projections were given in good 

faith (Table 2.1). What is clear, however, is that such modest increases in the anticipated growth 

rate reflect little appreciation for the effects of ministry-level investments in urban infrastructure 

(new university campuses, a massive new exposition center complex, etc.) or the liberalization of 

household economics (such as housing privatization, the rise of real-estate speculation, and 

changing hukou policies) in the 2000s. Further, the time lag between peak increases in urban 

land area (which occurred between 2005 and 2010) and population growth (which occurred 

between 2010 and 2014) suggests that while the breakneck speed of development between 2000 



 

 85 

and 2009 might have been ‘unplanned,’ it is also highly unlikely that it was uncoordinated: while 

some private Chinese firms might adhere to the ‘if you build it, they will come’ model of 

real-estate development, a 19 percent annual growth in built-land area between 2005 and 2010 

suggests a logic of development as untethered to the market as it was to the plan itself.  

 

The Time Between: Developing Beyond the Plan 

It is more than a bit out of the ordinary for a city to completely scrap its 20-year plan 

halfway through the planning period, as Urumqi did in 2011. It is also telling that the city created 

another comprehensive plan in 2015.12 This seems to confirm what even the casual observer 

might suspect: that the city’s evolving development strategies have more to do with the rhythms 

of the ethnopolitical violence that the city has witnessed, first in 2009 and then in 2014, than 

with the norms or statutory requirements of planning itself.  

Yet while the timing of the updates speaks to the local situation, periodic revision is part 

of the broader process of comprehensive planning for Chinese cities. In fact, obsolesce seems 

almost built into the system: the target planning period for comprehensive plans is 20 years, yet 

comprehensive plans are subordinate to local Social and Economic Development ‘five-year’ 

plans (SEPs), which are informed by the province-level SEP and, by extension, the national 

five-year plan for social and economic development (Tan 2005: Ch. 13). By their very nature, 

comprehensive plans represent a sort of brick and mortar strategic vision for how cities intend to 

meet their social and economic development targets. This explains why plans are required to be 

                                                             
12 The 2015 plan was approved by the State Council in November 2014. A press release was picked up by 

a number of publications in late May 2015, indicating that the plan would be soon published (Cao 2015). There was 
then no further information available until March 2016, when a planning news aggregator picked up an official 
notice on the Urumqi City Planning Bureau Website (Urban Planning Headlines 2016). The bureau announced that, 
in light of the new ‘One Silk Belt’ plan, the revisions would require revision. There was no timeline given for the 
publication of plan revisions meant to take effect in late 2014. 
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“reviewed and revised” – though certainly not completely rewritten – every five years (Yu 2014: 

137). 

Because of this relationship between SEPs and city comprehensive plans, one cannot 

simply compare the 2000 and 2011 plans as those from ‘before’ and ‘after’ the Urumqi riots 

without at least some perspective on the ways in which the local-level 11th five-year plan 

(released in early 2006) had already chipped away at the guiding vision of the 2000 plan. Not 

only would it be a misleading oversimplification, but to do so would be to lose the complexity of 

competing interests at work among the various municipal-level bureau offices tasked with 

economic development (in particular, the Urumqi Office of the National Development and 

Reform Commission, which is responsible for the local SEP, and the Ministry of Commerce 

Urumqi Office) and those city-level and local ministry offices directly responsible for city 

planning.  

That said, the substance of Xinjiang’s 11th five-year plan would not necessarily compel 

any significant changes to the city’s comprehensive plan. Much like the earlier push to ‘develop 

the west,’ the 2006 province-level SEP securitizes development, reasoning that “a stable 

Xinjiang is a flourishing Xinjiang (wen jiang xing jiang 稳疆兴疆). Stability, in turn, hinges on 

the material wealth of the population: one phrase found in the document’s preamble, ‘strong 

area, wealthy people’ (qiang qu fumin 强区富民), playfully recalls, but also subverts, the 

Chinese idiom ‘wealthy nation, strong people’ (guo fu min qiang 国富民强). This wealth is to 

be generated through the tried-and-true “breakthrough strategies” of industrialization (the 

document later makes clear that this is shorthand for resource extraction) and a form of opening 

that involves developing Xinjiang’s ‘comparative advantages’ in trade and cooperation with 

Central Asia, South Asia, Russia, and Europe (11th five-year plan).  
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Within the hierarchy of Chinese economic and social development planning, the 

province-level SEP should directly inform a city’s SEP (Yu 2014). In Urumqi, however, a 

Wu-Chang regional five-year plan (guihua 规划) was released in tandem with the Xinjiang 

five-year plan.13 The city-level planning document, a statement of the city’s ‘objectives, 

priorities, and major tasks’ (mubiao zhongdian he zhuyao renwu 目标、重点和主要任务), was 

not released until June, a full six months later. This document is subordinate to the regional SEP 

not only in name and release date, but also in content: the city’s primary “task,” as outlined in its 

preamble, is to “fully implement the Wu-Chang national economic and social development 

‘eleventh five-year’ plan and integrate the present city [into the proposed region].” There is thus 

evidence well before the riots that Urumqi’s urban development trajectory would be 

subordinated to a larger vision which imagined Urumqi at the center of a region that has two 

“subcenters” (fu zhongxin 副中心) that serve as the hubs for “two wings” (liang yi 两翼) that 

extended northeast and northwest.  

The 2006 Wu-Chang SEP is the first planning document to refer to what would, by 2011, 

become the primary principle guiding spatial development in Urumqi: ‘Control the South, 

Expand the North, First Extend West, Then Enter East’ (nan kong bei kuo, xian xi yan, hou dong 

jin 南控北扩, 先西延后东进) (hereafter referred to, through all of its slight variations of 

wording, as ‘NKBK’). Although the terminology is slightly different in the 2006 SEP, perhaps 

owing to the then-inchoate nature of the principle, the language is nevertheless clear: in order to 

“enhance the aggregation of the cities” of Urumqi and Changji, “Urumqi will continue to 

implement the policy of ‘northern city expansion, extend east, enter west’ (nan kong bei kuo, 

dong yan xi jin 城市北扩, 东延西进) urban construction.”  
                                                             

13 Wu-Chang is shorthand for the Wulumuqi Changji planning region; Changji is a small city to the 
northwest of Urumqi that, in successive plans, seems to grow ever closer to simply folding itself into Urumqi. 



 

 88 

As reflected in both its precise terminology and its substance more generally, the city’s 

June 2006 SEP-related document represents a sort of liminal moment in the evolution of 

Urumqi’s spatial planning principles. NKBK – a concept first articulated by the city in 2004 as a 

means of mitigating the impact of industrial pollution both on the south-to-north flowing 

groundwater and on the air quality of the densely populated urban core – is given priority as one 

strategy for constructing a more ‘livable city’ (Wei et al. 2015, Chen 2013). This also appears to 

be the first instance of the region-level NKBK model putting pressure on the city’s dual-center 

city model of spatial development. As part of the city’s effort to “construct a livable city,” the 

2006 document puts forward a “‘one city, many centers’ (yi cheng duo xin 一城多心) pattern” 

of urban development. Whereas the 2000 comprehensive plan imagined leveraging the 

advantages of the ‘old’ and ‘new’ city centers in service of a singular goal of export-oriented 

economic growth, the 2006 document not only imagines no role for the historic southern ‘center’ 

in the development project, but also pushes trade-related growth, once centered around Beijing 

Road, to the northeastern and northwestern fringes (the E-W axis) of urban space; the former 

northern center is, in fact, given less treatment than are the new ‘subcenters’ in Midong and 

Toutanhe Districts.  

Overall, however, and especially in the context of calls for ‘speeding up the adjustment 

and rationalization of the layout of industry” (jiakuai tiaozheng he youhua chanye buju 加快调

整和优化产业布局) by pushing heavy industry northward, this new vision for the city does not 

(yet) feel like a radical departure from that found in the 2000 plan, whose principle goals 

included rationalizing land use and building a more environmentally sustainable city. There also 

appear to be efforts at balancing urbanization in the north and south and enhancing the role of the 

latter in the city’s overall economic development: the city-level document calls for an “increase 
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in the transformation of the old city and strengthening of its commercial and trade-related 

services, tourism, and cultural functions.” These are the same functional land uses that were 

reserved for Tianshan district in the 2000 comprehensive plan. 

At the same time, however, a subtle but undeniable linguistic shift has taken place. 

Though the borders of the ‘old city’ (jiu cheng 旧城) were not defined in this document, the 

term represents a not-so-subtle disregard (旧 having connotations of ‘old’ in the sense of being 

backward, inferior, or outmoded) for what is surely the southern ‘center’ of the dual-center city 

and the home of the majority of Urumqi’s Uyghur residents: the area between Dashizi and 

Yan’an Road, which corresponds to the southern half of the Imperial Chinese walled city and the 

entirety of the walled Muslim quarter. It is also a first step toward a system of functional zoning 

based not on district borders, but on ‘centers’ that cross administrative boundaries. In the context 

of the post-riot reconfiguration of urban space, this seemingly small terminological change will 

take on a much larger significance.  

 

Subtlety, If Not Quiet, Before the Storm: The Ministry of Commerce and the War of Position in 

Urumqi’s Development Planning 

At the fifth meeting of the 13th People’s Congress in Urumqi, Mayor Neyim Yasin 

presented the 2007 government work report, a sort of ‘state of the city’ address that is given 

annually in cities throughout China. There was nothing exceptional about the structure of his 

report: Yasin began with a list of accomplishments and highlights of the city’s work in 2006 and 

briefly addressed, in a mere 435 Chinese characters, the city’s shortcomings and challenges for 

the year ahead. He then transitioned to the body of his speech: a six-point agenda that would 

serve as the focus of city government efforts in 2007. 
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For the purposes of understanding the spatial and economic development of the city, the 

first and fourth of these six points are particularly relevant. The first task for the city in 2007 was 

to “push forward Wu-Chang economic integration and further optimize the industrial layout.” He 

announced that there had been a “new breakthrough in industrial layout” (emphasis added). 

Midong and Toutanhe would be new urban subcenters, and highways 312 and 216 would form 

an “industrial development axis.” Thus, he explained, “gradually, Urumqi will form the center of 

a ‘one city, two axes’ spatial development pattern. In principle, the city center will have only 

demolition, no construction, and will focus on developing ecologically and in terms of trade, 

finance, science, education, culture, health, and so on.” The fourth task takes as a precedent the 

‘livable city’ construction agenda, first set in the 2006 SEP. Here, Yasin refers to NKBK as a 

technique of integrating Urumqi and Changji and then, in the very next sentence, states that “in 

the future, industrial projects will not be arranged in the city center… urban development and 

construction will be fully guided in three directions east, west, north, attracting the population to 

shift toward the new districts, gradually easing the pressures of high population density in the 

city center” (Yasin 2007). 

 It is worth carefully dissecting the language on NKBK and the idea of ‘one city, two 

axes,’ because the spatial transformation of Urumqi after the riots hinges on these development 

principles. Before the riots, every reference to NKBK made by representatives of the city 

government explains it as part of a regional plan – and a specifically industrial plan for the region 

– that harmonizes with the distinct, city-level efforts to rationalize land use, improve the 

environment, and create a more livable city. NKBK was not, at this stage, a broad-ranging spatial 

development principle to guide all planning at the city level. Neither had the city yet given itself 

over to the region: the ‘two axes’ refer to 1) the wobbly new industrial axis in the 



 

 91 

north/northwest (formed by Highways 312 and 216) and 2) the urban N-S axis that had defined 

the growth trajectory of the city itself since the 1950s, if not the 1750s. In short, NKBK and the 

dual-center city were complimentary spatial development principles pursued in the common goal 

of creating a more livable city – one made more economically sustainable by increased 

employment opportunities and, at the same time, more environmentally sustainable by relocating 

industry away from its Mao-era location near both the municipal water supply and the densely 

populated urban core.  

Days after the Mayor’s speech, the local office of the Ministry of Commerce (MOC) 

published a summary of what it called the ‘spirit’ of the 2007 Urumqi government work report. 

The selection of detail that emerges in this approximately 2500 character article creates a much 

dimmer view of the city’s 2006 efforts than one would gather from the initial report, perhaps 

because the small discussion of challenges and shortcomings (two percent of the total character 

count in the original document) became a bolded, stand-alone section of the MOC document 

representing over seven percent of its total character count. The section enumerates six problems 

with the city: five are related to urban finance and economics, and one takes direct aim at city 

planning, quoting the mayor’s own admission that the city’s “urban planning, construction, and 

management level is not high.” Well ahead of the riots, the MOC had already begun to promote 

itself as the government unit willing and able to address the shortcomings of the local city 

planners. In the process, it also positioned itself to override their vision for urban and economic 

development at the city level in favor of a more regionally-oriented approach. 

Urumqi’s 12th five-year plan was released in January 2011, two months ahead of the 

publication of the 2011 Urumqi comprehensive plan. Given this, and given the fact that a city 

comprehensive plan is, formally, informed only by the local SEP and local environmental 
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protection and land-use/land-conversion policies, it would be reasonable to assume a relatively 

static vision for Urumqi’s spatial development planning between 2006 and, at the very least, the 

July 2009 riots. However, a series of publications by the MOC – an organ of the central 

government that has no statutory role in the urban planning process – makes clear that, between 

2006 and 2009, a subtle but unmistakable war of position was taking place among the levels of 

the state charged with development planning.  

In particular, three MOC documents published between 2007 and early 2009 leave little 

doubt that the Ministry was a vigorous supporter of, if not the outright driving force behind, 

regional planning efforts to re-image Urumqi less as a city than as the service center of a 

sprawling region-level industrial hub. An English-language investment guide published in 2007 

introduces the “stress of development” in Urumqi as a singular commitment to industrialization 

and notes that the local government intends “to carry out the strategy of ‘industry powering the 

city.’” This turn of phrase is not found in any city-level documents. Further, the “layout of 

development” in this period is largely regional in scope. The Ministry’s Chinese-language 

‘Investment Environment Reports’ for 2008 and 2009 place Urumqi at the center of the ‘one city, 

two axes, one primary [center], many subordinate [centers]’ (yi cheng liang zhou, yi xhu duo fu 

一城两轴, 一主多副) regional development pattern. While some of this language is new 

(particularly the reference to ‘many subordinate [centers]’), overall it does not deviate from the 

spirit of the SEP.   

As for the city itself, however, both the 2008 and 2009 MOC reports affirm the 

dual-center city development model with Dashizi and Weisheng Plaza as the city’s respective 

southern and northern centers. Yet the MOC reports note that “Urumqi city’s layout assumes the 

‘dual center, group style’ pattern (‘shuang zhongxin zutuan shi’ “双中心、组团式”) pattern.” 
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Nowhere in the 2000 plan does the word ‘group’ appear as part of what it refers to as the 

‘dual-center’ structure (‘shuang zhongxin’ de jiegou “双中心”的结构). Although this might 

appear to be a casual re-phrasing of the city’s development plan, it will become extremely telling 

in the context of the 2011 Urumqi Comprehensive Plan.  

While each rests on a subtle linguistic reformulation rather than an overt revision of 

existing urban planning principles or policies, four distinct spatial development concepts 

emerged from the local office of the Ministry of Commerce between 2006 and 2009. The use of 

the ‘group’ concept of urban space, the reframing of the urban core as ‘the old city,’ the revision 

of the dual-center city to one with one primary and many subordinate centers, and the paramount 

role of industrialization as a driver of development each offer some evidence of the war of 

position that was being waged against the city before the riots.  

 

The Urumqi Riots as a Sea Change in the Balance of Bureaucratic Power 

The July 2009 riots were a diluvian moment in the city’s history: an event that everyday 

people use to separate the present from the time before. Of course, the riots triggered a dramatic 

response from the central state in the form of tanks and soldiers, mass arrests, and centralized 

control of the flow of communication. It would make sense, then, that the changes that took 

place at the city level were also a result of Beijing’s attempt to gain direct control of urban space 

and safeguard against future mistakes in the medium- and long-term development of Urumqi – a 

project that, after the riots, became a matter of national security. It is a tidy narrative: the 

population was subject to a disciplinary mode of state power – but so, too, were the local 

officials under whose watch the riots took place. This would explain the special May 2010 

Xinjiang Work Meeting, in which eleven of twenty-five Politburo members met with State 
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Council members and top military and national security leaders in Beijing to develop a ‘new 

deal’ for the Region. It would also explain why the highest-ranking attendee of that meeting with 

on-the-ground experience, Xinjiang Party Secretary Wang Lequan, was removed from his post 

just before the meeting (Zhang 2010). Yet the documentary evidence indicates that it was local 

actors – specifically the local offices of the MOC and the XPCC – who, very soon after the riots, 

set in motion a dramatic revision to the city’s development plans. Two months ahead of the 

Xinjiang Work Meeting and a full year ahead of the publication of the 2011 Urumqi 

Comprehensive plan, the MOC published its annual Investment Environment Report, outlining 

in conspicuous detail an entirely new model to guide city-level planning – one in which the 

trajectory of development all but ignored the existing city in favor of intensive urbanization of 

XPCC-controlled land far to the north and west.   

The 2010 Investment Environment Report reads, in many ways, as a statement of present 

fact on the spatial model that had not yet been approved by the State Council (as this is generally 

the final requirement for releasing a plan and is done very shortly before its publication). It 

re-imagines Urumqi as composed of two basic units: a “city center” – composed of all four urban 

districts and home to over 80 percent of the city’s urban population in 2009 – and a “peri-urban 

area” comprised of Midong and Toutanhe districts (statistical yearbook 2010). According to the 

MOC report, the city center is the hub of the city’s service economy and the peri-urban area is a 

development center for industry. 

The division of urban space reads like a Frankenstein’s monster of spatial metaphors: 

“Urumqi’s city layout is ‘one axis, two wings, two nuclei, many centers, three belts, three 

wedges, eight major partitions’ (emphasis added).” Explication of this model is given below: 
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Table 2.2: Spatial Principle for Guiding Urumqi City’s Development, 2011 Plan 

One axis (yi zhou  
一轴) 

“The one axis is the main axis of urban living space and service 
expansion.” 

Two wings (liang yi  
两翼) 

“The two wings are the main axial directions for expanding industrial 
space and transport.”  

Two nuclei (shuang he 
双核) 

“In the plans, a dual core will be formed by two integrated municipal 
service centers in the old city and Xinshi district.”  

Many centers (duo xin 
多心) 

“In the plans, many professional public-service centers will be built in 
Sanping Pian Qu, Gaotie Pian Qu, Hongshan Guang Pian Qu” 
 

Three belts, three 
wedges (san dai san xie 
三带三楔) 

Not defined in the document 

Eight major partitions 
(ba da fenqu  
八大分区) 

Tianshan District, Saybagh District, Xinshi District, Shuimogou 
District, Midong District, Toutunhe District, economic and 
technological development zones, high-tech industrial development 
zone. 

 
 
In a subsequent section on the city’s business environment, the investment report notes that 

“from 2009, Urumqi City will invest 15 billion RMB to build a ‘beautiful border town’ within 

two years… [In 2010], to strengthen the urban planning and construction management and to 

create a good living environment for the city’s residents, the city will continue to promote the 

‘Extend the East, Enter the West, Control the South, Expand the North’ strategy. In principle, the 

central city will only have demolition, not construction.” In other words, the goal of building a 

livable city for Urumqi’s own residents was rendered defunct, replaced by a sensitivity to the 

aesthetic sensibilities of trade-related visitors. At the same time, NKBK became a city-level 

development policy.  

Though the Mayor’s 2007 statements allowed for ambiguity, city-level actors always 

introduced NKBK in the context of ‘constructing a livable city’ and rationalizing land use; the 

scope of the ‘only demolition, no construction’ policy for the historic urban core was implicitly 
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limited to industrial land uses. Yet the 2010 MOC report states that Urumqi City will ‘control 

the south’ and implies there will be no construction of any type in the city center. It also again 

refers to the historic city center in Tianshan district as the ‘old city’ (now laocheng 老城) 

foreshadowing an ossification of the southern portions of the city center that would be fully 

realized in the 2011 comprehensive plan.  

The anti-south bias of the MOC spatial development model does not, however, imply 

favoritism of the Han-majority northern half of the existing urban core. The entirety of Xinshi 

District is re-designated as one nucleus on par with ‘the old city:’ together, they are to form two 

halves of a public-service area. In fact, the ‘many centers’ are predominantly new-build areas in 

the far west and northwest. Midong and Toutanhe, once imagined as sparsely populated centers 

of resource extraction and polluting industry, are now fully urbanized, self-contained sub-centers 

of Urumqi: in both districts, the city will “accelerate the development of real estate, tourism, 

education, health, culture, entertainment, residential and other consumer services.” Taken as a 

whole, these statements essentially regionalize the city and transform what was once an 

industrial plan into a prototype for the city plan itself.  

Whether the Ministry of Commerce launched its war of maneuver before or just after the 

riots, it had certainly won a quick and decisive victory ahead of the May 2010 Xinjiang Work 

Meeting. It seems that, in the chaos of the months following the worst ethnic violence in the 

reform era – at the same moment in which the liberal turn in state-society relations abruptly 

reversed itself – the local organs of central power seized an opportunity to piggyback on 

Beijing’s disciplinary impulses to bring about a parallel form of ‘illiberalization:’ a retrenchment 

of central power in the development process vis-à-vis the local/territorial government.  
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The 2011 Master Plan Revision: ‘Controlling the South’ in Post-Riot Urumqi  

The exact point at which the Ministry of Commerce’s vision for Urumqi overtook that of 

the City Planning Bureau is unclear: although work began on the 2011 Urumqi City Master Plan 

(the 2011 plan) in 2008, both the 2011 plan and the revision of the 2011 Urumqi City Master 

Plan (the 2011 revision) were released to the public in March 2011.14 That said, the substance of 

these plans indicates a nearly complete ability of the MOC to direct the post-riot planning 

process. In the 2011 plan, Urumqi is imagined less as a city unto itself than as the urban portion 

of a sprawling regional node connecting coastal China to Almaty and beyond (Wulumuqishi 

Chengshi Zongti Guihua Bianzhizu 2011a). This is evident in the reworking of the ‘urban system 

structure’ from an underdetermined “spirit of organic linkages” (2000 Plan, §3.8) between 

Urumqi city and distinct, nearby population centers in the 2000 plan to the carefully delineated 

vision of an integrated region consisting of ‘dual axes, one city, one region, two groups, and 

multiple points’ (2011 Plan, §3.4.17). Of these, only the first two have even a partial basis in the 

urban core: the ‘one region, two groups, and multiple points’ are scattered pockets of sparsely 

populated land in the peri-urban fringes slated for focused development efforts. The urban core is 

given passing consideration as part of the urban system’s ‘one city,’ which calls for 

agglomerating the “city center” and a number of dispersed villages and towns. Further, as 

indicates, the direction of development exceeds the administrative borders of Urumqi county in 

every cardinal direction, effectively re-centralizing regional development by putting it beyond 

the jurisdiction of the local/territorial government.  

However, it is in the ‘dual axes’ that the scope of change in regional planning is made 

plainest. The primary city and town development axis (zhuyao chengzhen fazhan zhou 主要城镇 

                                                             
14 I will grant that it is clear to somebody; it is not, however, clear to me. 
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Figure 2.1 Map of Regional Spatial Planning Principles for Wu-Chang. The red circle 
is not labeled ‘Urumqi’ but, instead ‘Urumqi Urban Center,’ an odd turn of phrase that 
de-emphasizes the formalized land divisions of Urumqi City. The blue lines indicate 
the ‘dual axes’ of the Wu-Chang region (Wulumuqishi Chengshi Zongti Guihua 
Bianzhizu 2011a) 

 
 
发展轴) is a wobbly, L-shaped corridor formed by two international transit arteries: the Lan-xin 

railroad, which barely enters the northern fringe of the urban core (in Xinshi) but connects the 

outlying districts of Midong (in the northeast) and Toutanhe (in the northwest) as it links 

Lanzhou to Kazakh rail lines via Ghulja (Yili), and National Highway 312, the ‘mother road,’ 

which skirts the extreme western reaches of the Urumqi (briefly serving as part of the Second 

Ring Road) on the journey from Shanghai to the Kazakh border at Khorgas. The “secondary city 

and town development axis” (ciyao chengzhen fazhan zhou 次要城镇发展轴) axis is State Road 
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216 (Hetan Road), the N-S highway that was constructed in the mid-1990s on the drained 

riverbed of the Urumqi River to connect the northern and southern centers of the dual-center city 

(Figure 2.1).  

At the city scale, the 2011 plan replaces the ‘dual-center city’ model with a formulation 

of NKBK as a blueprint for urban spatial development. Article 56 of the 2011 plan explains 

“Control the South, Expand the North, First Two Extensions, then Advance East” (nankong 

beikuo, xian liang yan hou dong jin 南控北扩，先两延后东进) as:  

strict control of the southern part of the city, mainly in order to optimize and remediate it; the north part of 
the city is the main direction of development; there will be moderate expansion in the western part of the 
city (Western Mountain Farm Area [xishan nongchang 西山农场]), under the premise of protecting 
ecological and geological security and a strengthening of the eastern part of the city (Midong District) and 
the city’s northern region, set aside space for coordinated development” (2.56). (Parenthetical notes in 
original) 

It is likely that either Article 57 or 58 of the 2011 plan precisely defines the terms ‘north’ and 

south’ (indeed, Article 58 is entitled ‘Urban Land Growth Boundary’). However, because both 

are redacted from the public version of the plan, Article 59 offers the only available elaboration 

of NKBK. It defines the ‘urban spatial structure’ (this differs from the ‘urban system structure’ 

of Chapter 2, which is regional in scope) as ‘one axis, two nuclei with many centers, six groups’ 

(yi zhou, shuang he duo xin, liu zutuan 一轴、双核多心、六组团). The 2011 plan thus 

combines portions of the model of urban space outlined in the 2010 MOC Investment 

Environment Report (particularly, its ‘one axis, two nuclei’ vision for the city center) with the 

‘group-style’ model for expansionist development found in its pre-riot reports. 

A map included in the 2011 revision makes clear that two of the six ‘groups’ are planned 

sites of export-oriented manufacturing and extractive industries: Midong District and Ganquan 

Bao Industrial District, marked in blue, will work in concert to ‘expand the north’ and, if all goes 

to plan, expand the economic base of Urumqi from one of trade-related services to one that 
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encompasses both production and export (Figure 2.2). The three new-build groups designated in 

orange, however, are far more ambitious in scope. These ‘comprehensive functional groups’ 

(zonghe gongneng zutuan 综合功能组团) include a high-speed rail manufacturing district 

designed to attract export-oriented multinationals (gaotie xinqu 高铁新区), a new district that 

would integrate the nearby town of Changji with Urumqi and help realize the plan for developing 

a larger Wu-Chang Region (sanping xinqu 三坪新区), and a portion of the inhospitable 

Yamilike Mountains whose most significant economic activity, by all popular accounts, had 

previously been burial site land-leasing (xishan xinqu 西山新区). As first articulated in the 2010 

MOC Investment Environment Report, these ‘groups’ (they were previously referred to as 

‘centers’) are imagined as self-contained sub-cities, complete with residential and commercial 

spaces. They are also all located on land controlled by the XPCC: as Figure 2.2 indicates, 

Sanping New District is on land once known as Sanping Farm (sanping nongchang 三坪农场), 

Xishan New District was formerly Xishan Farm (xishan nongchang 西山农场), and the 

High-Speed Rail New District was the center of the 104th corps of the XPCC. All three of these 

spaces are part of the XPCC’s Eleventh Agricultural Division, Urumqi City (nong shiyi shi, 

wulumuqi shi 农十一师， 乌鲁木齐市).  

The sixth group, designated ‘the old city’ and marked in red, is essentially the city itself! 

It includes not only the entirety of the Uyghur-majority built area (from Nanmen to the southern 

terminus of Yan’an Road and from the western fringes of Dawan to the easternmost point where 

Hetan Road forms the barrier that the river once did), but also much of the Han-majority city. 

Specifically, it includes the downtown commercial high-rises and high-end malls at Hongshan 

and Youhao Road, the new-build administrative, residential, and recreational spaces in 

Shuimogou, and the mixed-ethnicity university area at Xinyi Road. To be clear: the rendering of   
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Figure 2.2 Map of the City-level Spatial Planning Principles for 
Urumqi in the 2011 Plan. The red circle is the ‘old city.’ The orange 
circles are designated ‘Urban Mixed-Use Groups,’ and the blue 
circles represent ‘Urban Industrial Groups’. (Wulumuqishi Chengshi 
Zongti Guihua Bianzhizu 2011a) 
 

 
 
this space ‘old town’ is not the functional equivalent of creating Xintiandi in Shanghai: these are 

not simply a few streets whose historic value and quaint vernacular architecture can be restored 

and marketed as a consumer-friendly dash of local flavor. Instead, the illocutionary force of 

labeling this vast territory the ‘old city’ is to ossify the whole of the twentieth century city.  

In name, the ‘one axis, two nuclei’ portion of this model appears to parallel the older 

‘dual-centered city’ model, yet the axis now tilts from northwest to southeast: the ‘nuclei’ are 

defined not as urban sub-centers, but as ‘comprehensive municipal service centers’ in Sanping 

Xinqu and the Old City, and the ‘many centers’ are composed of smaller “public service centers” 
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and “district-level service centers” predominantly in the new-build ‘groups’ (2011 Plan, 

§§4.2.59- 4.2.59.2). Thus, the impetus to ‘control the south’ not only renders the southern center 

of the dual-center city a living museum, but also willfully neglects what was once imagined as 

the northern city center. In fact, the consideration afforded Beijing Road and the larger area of 

reform-era growth between Xinyi Road and the airport (near-in Xinshi) is conspicuous in its 

absence; this area, not mapped into either the old city or the new growth ‘groups,’ is left, quite 

literally, in a underdetermined grey zone. Further, on the axis formed by Sanping Xinqu and the 

Old City, near-in Xinshi is demoted from a ‘center’ to just one point on an elongated line – while 

Shuimogou in near-in northeast (Nanhu Road in particular), which was rapidly becoming a 

center of municipal and province-level public administration under the 2000 plan, is no longer 

part of the growth plan at all.    

In addition to reworking the explicit spatial logic which organizes urban growth, the 2011 

plan also contains a subtle, but equally telling, shift in its own organizational logic: whereas land 

use was previously subordinated to and divided among they city’s administrative districts, the 

2011 plan instead organizes land use by the functional divisions that exist among China’s various 

ministries. In both the 2000 and 2011 plans, land use planning for the urban core is treated 

primarily in chapter four. In the former, this chapter, entitled ‘Land Use Planning and Spatial 

Layout’ (tudi liyong guihua he kongjian buju 土地利用规划和空间布局) contains three 

articles. The first, ‘Land Functions’ introduces nine zoning areas: six are co-terminus with 

administrative districts in the city and three are transit-oriented spaces within the various 

administrative districts carved out for special consideration (the airport district, the northern rail 

district, and the western rail district). For each area, a number of permitted land uses are 
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specified; this is the portion of the 2000 plan that operationalizes the ‘dual-center city’ 

framework through functional zoning.  

The subsequent two articles of the 2011 plan deal with ‘land adjustment.’ Section 4.2 

outlines the principles by which land will be adjusted (for example, municipal water sources 

should be far from polluting industry), and Section 4.3 enumerates the changes in existing land 

use that should follow from these principles. This final article is organized by functional land 

use, with ministry-level ‘public service areas’ such as ‘commercial and financial sites,’ ‘cultural 

and recreational space,’ and ‘education space,’ among others, given just one or two sentences of 

express consideration; their respective subsections generally offer a single key project or a 

primary location for growth involving that land-use type. In short, land-use planning in the 2000 

plan is written from the point of view of the city government: the city (including the four core 

districts and the three outlying districts) is treated as a cohesive geographical unit, and functional 

land uses are divided among (and made legible by) their location in Urumqi’s various 

administrative districts.  

 In contrast, the parallel chapter of the 2011 plan reads as if it were written by consensus 

at a meeting of ministry secretaries. The ‘Downtown Master Plan’ (zhongxin yuqu zongti guihua 

中心域区总体规划) is clearly not intended to be a comprehensive land-use guide comparable to 

what was found in the earlier plan: Section 4.1 defines the chapter’s scope: zoning restrictions in 

the 2011 plan cover a modest 440 sq. km of built land within ‘downtown,’ a space defined not by 

the districts that are typically thought to comprise it, but by its overall size (1,435 sq. km of the 

city’s 13,787 sq. km total planning area) and several landmarks (including villages and roads as 

well as entire urban districts) that form its outer limits (§2.1.3). In contrast, the 90 percent of the 

planning area left unregulated is to the far north and west of downtown, where the XPCC 
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controls large swaths of land. Section 4.2 then introduces both the principle of NKBK and the 

‘one axis with two nuclei with many centers, six groups’ model of growth derived from it. 

Together, these build a justificatory framework for the content of Section 3, ‘Urban Area 

Regional System Plan’ (shiyu chengzhen tixi guihua 市域城镇体系规划).  

Each of sixteen articles in Chapter 4.3 contains multiple detailed subsections, making this 

perhaps the most fully elaborated section of the publicly-available plan (§§4.3.61-4.3.77). Unlike 

the earlier plan, in which ministry-level land needs and land use were neatly divided among 

territorial units, the 2011 plan outlines land use in such a way as to make clear that geography is 

now subordinate to the needs and planning vision of the ministries. This is nowhere clearer than 

in the articles themselves, outlined in the table below.  

 

Table 2.3: Treatment of ’Downtown Land Use Planning’ in 2011 Plan (§§4.3.61-4.3.77) 

Article 
Number Article Title Relevant Ministry 

61 and 
62 

Overall layout and location of 
administrative land  

63 Commerce and finance Ministry of Commerce, Ministry of Finance 

64 Culture and Recreation Ministry of Culture 

65 Sports Ministry of Culture 

66 Health Ministry of Health (now defunct) 

67 Education and Research (High Tech) Ministry of Education; Ministry of Science and 
Technology 

68 Other public facilities (all related to 
social welfare, eldercare, etc) Ministry of Civil Affairs 

69 and 
70 Housing Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural 

Development  

71 Industrial Land Ministry of Industry and Information Technology 

72 Warehouse space  

73-77 ‘Green space’ and ‘green system’ 
planning Ministry of Environmental Protection 
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If the stand-alone sections on water management and transport land-use planning are included, 

then these three sections address the land-use needs of 12 of the 22 ministries extant in 2011. 

Further, within these chapters, there is comparatively little reference to administrative districts at 

all: new projects are much more likely to be located within a ‘group’ (i.e., the ‘old city’ or 

‘Sanping New District’) or on a major street (i.e., Youhao Road) – both of which tend to cross 

district boundaries – as they are to be expressly assigned to a district. In short, then, both in form 

and substance, the process of development planning appears to have been completely usurped by 

ministry-level interests in the 2011 plan and revision. More importantly, however, the strategies 

outlined in these documents work in concert to build a city that is not, strictly speaking, 

controlled by the city.  

 

Unpacking the Real-World Consequences of Unexceptional Planning in an Exceptional 

Space 

To those who would prefer to set aside questions of institutional intentionality in favor of 

a purely academic analysis of the mechanisms by which particular arrangements of power 

generate, and in turn are generated by, particular development outcomes, I offer a 

straightforward conclusion: the long-term vision for development in Urumqi established by 

ministry-level interests is far more ethnocratic than anything imagined by the city before 2009. 

Specifically, the location (in the Han super-majority corridor between Urumqi and Changji) and 

form of development (extractive industry and manufacturing, both of which spur in-migration of 

unskilled Han laborers from the poorest provinces of central China) favored by the plan, in 

combination with its aggressive disinvestment in the Uyghur-majority ‘old city,’ do everything 
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possible to obstruct any path to upward mobility in Urumqi that is not utterly and unequivocally 

Chinese.  

The choice that Uyghurs increasingly face - to move into the monolingual, monocultural 

north and be nearer to white-collar employment or to remain in Tianshan and trade cultural 

familiarity for a livable commute - defines the post-riot revanchism of governance in urban 

Xinjiang. Beyond the tanks and the surveillance sweeps of informal neighborhoods, it is this that 

makes development in Xinjiang exceptional. In the twenty first century, the state has revoked its 

permission for any Uyghur to participate in the sort of ‘government of the self’ while also taking 

pride in one’s ethnicity and culture by salting the earth on which individuals might position 

themselves normatively as both ‘good/modern’ and ‘Uyghur.’ That these disciplinary 

socio-spatial controls are generated with and by a concomitant re-centralization of state power 

vis-à-vis the city reveals Chinese-style liberalization to be an irreducible double helix: a spiraling 

devolution of authority from top to bottom that operates simultaneously at the level of 

state-society relations and center-local intra-state relations. It also reveals the utter fragility of 

this process, which proceeds at the pleasure of the center and is subject to sudden reversal.  

To leave the analysis here, however, would be to tell only half the story. Those who 

argue most persuasively against probing intentionality in development planning exclusively 

study projects funded by development banks and NGOs and supplied with multinational (often 

Western) technical expertise (Ferguson 1994, Li 2007). Perhaps in these cases, the search for 

ulterior motives would feel uncomfortably like the work of a conspiracy theorist. Within 

Xinjiang studies, however, the working theory is that the entire development project is a 

conspiracy, albeit a poorly concealed one. It is tempting to let the data speak for itself – to 

remain theoretically pure while affirming the conventional wisdom on local governance – 
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because, make no mistake, I thoroughly agree that the ‘what’ of urbanization in twenty-first 

century Urumqi is pure ethnocracy. Of those highly educated Uyghurs fortunate enough to find 

professional work, for example, most will commute hours each day to and from the Chinese part 

of town, perhaps subjecting themselves to a militarized checkpoint on the way home in order to 

enter the halal supermarket before taking an illegal private taxi back to the populous but 

transit-poor Uyghur suburb. In other words, yes, even among the most privileged segments of 

urban Uyghur society, the experience of everyday life has more in common with that in the West 

Bank than it does that of their Han neighbors in Xinshi.  

Taking seriously the project of seeing like a state, however, means asking both ‘where are 

we?’ and ‘how did we get here?’ And how Urumqi has come to this place is not through an 

intentional, explicitly ethnocratic governmental calculation. Instead, the street-level documentary 

evidence consistently points to the fact that the exceptional socio-spatial outcomes in Urumqi are 

a product of ordinary Chinese bureaucratic politics at work in an extraordinary context. 
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CHAPTER THREE  

 

HEARTS, MINDS, AND FEET:  

AN ANALYSIS OF SOCIAL CONTROL ON MULTIPLE SPATIAL SCALES 

 

 

Amina’s house was as inviting and cozy and faintly smelling of onions as that of the 

woman who watched me after school in the pre-gentrification Brooklyn of my youth. Perhaps it 

was the uncomfortable, seemingly custom-moulded plastic covering on the ‘special’ couch 

(forbidden to me then, but now my place of honor) that created such a deep sense of familiarity. I 

could imagine her delighting in the Capodimonte floral arrangements that dotted the homes of 

Canarsie pensioners in the 1980s - their shared love of crocheted doilies was, at any rate, beyond 

question. One bedroom, its occupant long since moved away, had been converted into a spacious 

prayer room; this, too, seemed reasonable - even demure - to someone accustomed to the 

omnipresent displays of saint figurines and novena cards filling ever corner of her own Italian 

grandmother’s living room.  

The home’s comfortable, lived-in quality belied the family’s considerable financial 

resources. This was not the result of any careful aesthetic balance. In fact, for years, the small 

family had been carefully building and almost instantly converting its wealth into other forms of 

capital far from Urumqi. Her grandson, now a teenager, had not seen his mother in five years; 

she was working in an Arab capital, and (here I am reading between fairly obvious lines, as 

Amina would never explicitly state something so sensitive) while returning to visit might have 

cost her some savings, the reason that Amina’s daughter did not visit was because of the very 
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real, post-riot danger of having her passport seized and thus being denied re-exit by Chinese 

officials. In that time, Amina’s daughter had saved enough to invest not in the country that she 

temporarily called home, but in Turkey, where a sizable business interest and a Uyghur-friendly 

immigration system would nearly assure her (and, by extension, her mother and son) citizenship. 

By 2014, her efforts had begun to bear fruit: Amina would send her grandson abroad to study 

English that summer and, if all went to plan, he would enroll in a Turkish high school in the fall. 

As he had already dropped out of school in anticipation of a future that did not require Mandarin, 

this would be a great improvement, his grandmother thought, over the past year, when he spent 

his days watching English-language movies and parkour videos on Youku. I wondered how a 

sixty-year old woman would adjust to an empty nest, but Amina seemed quite content. She 

would winter near Turpan and summer in Urumqi, enjoying friendships in both places and the 

best weather that each city had to offer. She was too old to start over, she said - but too young, I 

thought, not to value her own forthcoming Turkish passport as an insurance policy, to be drawn 

upon if the local situation became truly unlivable.  

Patigul had far fewer resources available to her, but the well-decorated home in she kept 

in central Kashgar, tucked neatly into a danwei compound important enough to keep the 

rosebushes green amidst citywide water restrictions, afforded her a sense of permanence and 

dignity. These served her well as she moved into a prematurely-aging apartment in Urumqi, 

hastily appointed by a Kazakh landlord and obviously unloved by its previous occupant. There 

would seem to be nothing remarkable about Patigul ending up in Jinkun, a string of sprawling 

xiaoqu just off Dawan Road and just shy of the median in terms of both building quality and 

perceived quality (suzhi) of its residents; her sensible, dark clothes and sing-song Kashgari 
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accent fit right in among the other so-called south-north migrants (nanbei liudong renkou 南北

流动人口) who left southern Xinjiang for something different. 

But this was not how it was supposed to be. She had been a professional herself, and her 

husband had an advanced degree at a time when almost nobody, Han included, had such training. 

The days of their retirement were going to be filled with leisurely lunches and doting care for 

their eldest daughter’s child, a baby girl whose mother maintained a hectic work schedule in 

Urumqi. But less than a year into this arrangement, Patigul’s husband suffered a massive stroke; 

he lingered for months but never regained consciousness. With her heart broken and both her 

savings and guanxi exhausted (anyone less important, I was told, would not have had access the 

intravenous nutrients that bought her husband time and some hope of recovery), Patigul 

remained just long enough to allay the whispers of those who would condemn the too-hasty 

departure of a widow from her family home. Her son lived in Kashgar, but she wanted to be near 

her daughters - women with post-graduate degrees whose careers would have been limited by 

rigid gender norms had they returned after university. Her daughters thought that she was in no 

state to be the sole caregiver of a toddler. Anyway, one of them confided in me that they had 

made a pact: whatever the cost, they would not allow the backwardness of Kashgar’s health-care 

system to prematurely take both of their parents.  

* * * 

I thought to begin this chapter - one that is essentially a chronicle of restlessness, 

dissatisfaction, and the sort of aggregate change that takes place when so many life choices are 

made against the backdrop of an oppressive, assimilationist state - by offering the reader a 

security blanket of sorts: a portrait of two Uyghur grandmothers. Because despite that reserve of 

placid ferocity forged by lives negotiated between the patriarchy of Islam and the paternalism of 
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Mao, these women are, of course, still grandmothers. They possess a wellspring of patience and 

an unending supply of snacks for children and ethnographers alike. They plod through the city’s 

alleys with bad knees and complain too loudly about the price of meat, and for all of this, they 

are afforded a wide berth and kindly disregard by soldiers, pickpockets, and the general public 

alike. Their sure presence was for me, as for the families whom I grew to know best, a source of 

immense comfort.  

I will admit that this is a rather depressing security blanket. Well, perhaps these stories do 

not comfort; certainly they do not soothe that low-grade panic borne of the vague sense that 

everything is not ok. This is because everything, in fact, is not ok. There is no happy ending here; 

nothing is yet ended, and almost as little is happy about the public lives, at least, of Uyghurs in 

Urumqi. Instead, what comfort I can offer is an assurance that people still care - and 

grandmothers still care a lot. In fact, their steady presence and love of family is also an - and 

sometimes the - indispensable, though often overlooked, resource that spurs action among those 

young and self-assured enough to will discontent into change. Rather than offering a saccharine 

corrective, though, the takeaway here is itself a bittersweet paradox: the bottom-up changes that 

make everyday life in Urumqi an increasingly hostile, dismal proposition - in particular, the 

socio-spatial segregation among ethnic groups, the increasing polarization of public identities 

within Uyghur society, and the massive flight of those with the means to all points beyond the 

border - are largely the result of the care and love that binds Uyghur families and the will to 

shield the family from those very changes, imposed from above, which cannot be fought.  

This chapter is an attempt to capture both the top-down re-engineering of space in Xinjiang 

and the push-pull factors created in its wake. It examines the suite of socially illiberal practices 

the state employs to discipline Uyghur bodies, as well as the uneven application of these 
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practices across Xinjiang. Further, it offers some insight into the near impossibility of something 

approaching a uniformed application of the biopolitical techniques of economic liberalism 

precisely because liberal economic development works through private hands - and within a 

massively discriminatory Han-dominated private sector. The ‘success’ of illiberal social control 

in estranging portions of the Uyghur population from the state combined with a liberalization of 

policies that once restricted the personal movement has resulted in a massive in-migration of 

more traditional, conservative Uyghurs from southern Xinjiang to Urumqi. At the same time, 

while liberal economic interventions have ‘succeeded’ in eroding the Mao-era institutions that 

encouraged ethnic integration (danwei), they have also resulted in widespread employment 

discrimination and the embitterment of many of those who once considered the prospect of 

buying into state-sponsored development project a palatable one. Together, the particular paths 

by which social illiberalism and economic liberalism came to Urumqi have led to a burgeoning 

ethnic economy - one in which those spurned by the state’s development project are able to forge 

a path to respectability and upward mobility that is untethered to the state-sponsored normative 

framework for Uyghur identity.   

 

The Paradox of Economic Liberalization in a Space of Exceptional Social Illiberalism 

As part of their combined effort to build a theory of peace-building in divided societies 

that privileges the city scale, Morrissey and Gaffikin offer a useful taxonomy of contentious 

urban politics. They distinguish sovereign contestation from the pluralist forms of contestation 

found in cities such as Chicago or Paris, where urban unrest, however deep-seated its cause or 

violent its manifestation, is fundamentally limited to “disputes about imbalances in power, 

welfare, and status between the distinctive rival groups” (2006: 874). Within sites of sovereign 
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contestation, the fight for equity is also present, but it is “interlocked with an ethno-nationalist 

conflict about the legitimacy of the state itself” (874). If one accepts that the essential grievance 

of Uyghurs is that they are forced to participate in a system that is not theirs, it becomes 

impossible to speak of the current state of ethnopolitics in Urumqi without appreciating the 

distinct but tightly woven threads of these two different forms of contestation. The system is not 

theirs, first, in the sense that it does not belong to them; it was not made by them. This is the stuff 

of sovereign contestation, set to allegory and whispered in ethno-nationalist poems and songs 

that the state views as seditious (Smith Finley 2013: Ch. 4). Neither, however, does the system 

work for Uyghurs; it is not theirs in the sense that they are not invited to participate in it fully and 

without qualification.  

That the central state recognizes the presence of both forms of discontent locally is 

obvious: the urbanization and militarization of Urumqi have taken place not only concomitantly, 

but also at an equally increasing pitch since the late 1990s. To be sure, some observers may wish 

to wave away the development project as nothing more than an attempt to lure Han capital and 

Han bodies to Xinjiang - essentially folding urbanization and militarization into a singular, albeit 

two-pronged attack on the risk-reward calculus of those who would participate in sovereign 

contestation. However, I argue that the attempt to address the root causes of would-be pluralist 

contestation through liberal-in-the-Chinese-sense economic development is both distinct from 

and as earnest as efforts to forestall sovereign contestation through brute, disciplinary force. 

Thus what might appear to be an application of competing techniques of governance - the 

invisible hand and the vice-grip fist - in service of a singular goal can, from another angle, be 

viewed as an attempt to simultaneously manage the threats to stability caused by pluralist and 

sovereign contestation, respectively.  
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The problem, treated more fully in the first half of this chapter, is that only one of these 

techniques works - and it only works on the surface, and only for now. In fact, if one were tasked 

with building an urban system that nurtures the root of both sovereign and pluralist contestation, 

one would be hard pressed to design a more effective suite of policies and practices than 

presently exists in Xinjiang: the top-down changes effected by economic reform and 

development in Urumqi have proven just as instrumental in othering and marginalizing Uyghurs 

as the late-night checks on identity cards that are commonplace in Uyghur-majority 

neighborhoods. With regard to social control, the state does far too much, far too directly, far too 

discriminately. Meanwhile, the sorts of economic reforms that have enhanced the party-state’s 

legitimacy in coastal China not only exacerbate inequality in multi-ethnic Urumqi, but they also 

circumscribe the ability of the state to intervene in and mitigate glaring and growing economic 

injustices. Thus with regards to fostering the sort of inclusion and equity necessary to obviate 

pluralist contestation, the liberal-in-the-Chinese-sense state does far too little, far too indirectly, 

and far too indiscriminately.  

It is worth describing this rather dismal state of affairs, but not as an end itself. In fact, it 

is more interesting as the first step in understanding the mutually constitutive relationship 

between the strategies of individuals (or, more often, individual households) for building a life 

less dismal and the urban landscape in which these choices are made. This is the level on which 

the bottom-up effects of reform (defined both and at once as the slightly less visible hand and the 

much more tightly closed fist) are realized. Figure 3.1 considers the universe of social and  
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Figure 3.1: Four scenarios for the future of contentious  
ethnopolitics in Xinjiang. 

 
socio-spatial outcomes possible when the present tactics of social control intersect with the 

present course of Chinese-style economic development. The first half of this chapter will offer 

some nuance to the general statement that the Uyghur population is ever more backed into the 

upper left-hand corner of this chart. The rest of the chapter will then be devoted to understanding 

the urban condition that results from so many people of such different segments of Uyghur 

society making use of the only option that reform affords: exit. With increasing frequency, they 

leave; they pack up and move. The verb choice here is not casual. Housing, and specifically the 

privatization of housing that began in 1998 - at the very same moment that surveillance and 
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social policies began to tighten throughout Xinjiang in response to the Ghulja riots - is the key to 

understanding both the feasibility of the exit option and the effects of exit on the city.  

On the Region scale, large numbers of people with the resources to do so have moved 

from south to north and from north out, to all points west, rending Urumqi a node - a way station 

on the path to anywhere else that is not also part of China. On the city scale, not only are 

southern Xinjiang migrants moving in, but much of the native Uyghur population (Urumqilik) is 

also moving from danwei housing, largely located in the relatively expensive and once integrated 

urban core. Some will leave and maintain no property ties to the city, but others will purchase 

commodity housing in the rapidly ghettoizing southern suburb of Dawan - using the net gains 

from this transaction to invest in overseas connections (be they in terms of education, housing, or 

business) for themselves or their children. This polarization of urban space, in turn, feeds back 

into the nodality of the Uyghur city. As Tianshan ghettoizes in the wake of socio-spatial 

self-segregation, both deteriorating inter-ethnic relations and the intra-ethnic tensions and 

cultural changes wrought by an influx of Uyghur migrants from the move conservative parts of 

Xinjiang serve as push factors further compelling exit among those Urumqilik with sufficient 

financial, educational, and linguistic resources.  

Most city residents, when asked, do not hesitate to link both the current degree of 

socio-spatial segregation within Urumqi and the rise of conservatism and religiosity in the 

Uyghur city with 2009 riots. However, the data indicates that these trends were both set into 

motion a full decade earlier and correlate with flexibility and freedom of movement affording by 

housing reform and the decline of danwei employment. Thus, whatever role 

liberal-in-the-Chinese-sense development may have in remedying rising inter-ethnic hostilities 

and deteriorating state-society relationship among Uyghurs, it must first be acknowledged as the 
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very thing that precipitated these forces. Before analyzing these dual processes of polarity and 

nodality - processes that together, and especially in combination, have utterly remade Urumqi in 

the space of fifteen years - it is worth taking some time to understand their underlying physics: 

the novel suite of push-pull factors that explain the movement of those well-enough positioned to 

take advantage of the opening afforded by reform and buy themselves a bit of breathing room.  

 

The Uneven Geography of Social Illiberalism in Xinjiang 

The somewhat-less-than-benign neglect of Uyghur spaces in Urumqi and other 

Han-majority cities is qualitatively unlike the techniques of government - both in terms of local 

policy prescriptions regulating religion and education and in the surveillance and policing 

strategies used to enforce these policies - employed in ‘the south.’ In the everyday use of the 

term among Uyghurs and Han alike, southern Xinjiang is a constellation of spaces (with urban 

centers at Kashgar, Hotan, and Aqsu) less defined by latitude than constructed with reference to 

contemporary demographics and normative sensibilities. It is not incorrect to say that, among 

officials and the much of the Uyghur public alike, the south is imagined - and readily spoken of - 

as the conservative/closed/traditional/Uyghur foil for the modern/open/cosmopolitan/multiethnic 

north. Yet the unqualified use of words like ‘imagined’ and ‘constructed’ here would be a 

disingenuous hedge: the south is, as a point of fact, poorer and more Uyghur than the population 

centers north of the Tarim basin (Leibold and Deng 2016).  

It is also place where social norms are more conservative - where Uyghur women who 

wear jeans or uncovered hair, for example, do so in defiance of the whispers and menacing 

glances that follow them through the streets (personal observations). Throughout the south, 

religion has (or has had, until recently) a much more pronounced role in setting the rhythms of 
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everyday life (Rudelson 1998, Thum 2014). In turn, in a sort of call-response pattern, the 

surveillance of and ever-tightening restrictions on religiosity, too, have a much more pronounced 

role in trying to disrupt/reset these rhythms. It is this gap - the difference between the Huxleyan 

experience of life in the north and the Orwellian tones that color existence in the south - which 

motivates and molds the migration patterns that inform Urumqi’s nodality, pushing southerners 

north and, in turn, northerners out.  

To fully treat this gap would be a worthy project in itself, but here two broad examples 

will serve to explain the seductive power of exit for south-north migrants generally and 

especially among the most devout believers. Restrictions on religiosity among high school and 

college students is just one of the myriad ways in which local governments control religious 

practice, yet the divergent techniques of control applied in different spaces space is telling. 33 

was among the first to participate in neigaoban (内高班), a post-GWD program that sends 

academically talented Uyghur youth (particularly those from the rural south) to coastal cities for 

education at elite boarding schools. She spoke of the relative religious freedoms she enjoyed as a 

student: the fact that her teachers were aware of, but did not interfere with, morning prayers in 

the dormitory, for example. When she matriculated into a top-tier coastal university, there was a 

similar administrative tolerance of her religious practices, and she reported a surprisingly (to her, 

although I admit to me as well) respectful curiosity among her Han classmates about her beliefs.  

There could be any number of reasons for this permissiveness - least of which among 

them, of course, is that it is generally bad form to wield an assimilationist stick when the carrot is 

already working quite well. Nevertheless, the contrast with dormitory life in Urumqi is stark. 

Multiple interviewees reported that, as university students in both the pre- and post-riot city, their 

morning activities were strictly controlled: most days, hall monitors began their work at 4 am. 
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They walked the darkened corridor between rooms looking for a telltale crack of light from the 

doors - a sign that someone was awake for prayers. During Ramadan, extra monitoring would 

occur throughout the night and especially before dawn in an effort to catch those who would try 

to keep the fast. One young woman told me that she and her roommates had a secret pact to 

evade detection by laying out their meal at night and eating in the dark before dawn. But there 

was risk in this, too: had one of her friends been an anonymous informant, of which there were 

certainly some, she would have faced expulsion (65:4).  

What in the north is accomplished through negation (policing to enforce restrictions and 

prohibitions on certain actions) is, in the south, forced through active interventions. Two 

interviewees with family ties to Kashgar, for example, described forced lunches in schools - 

something that, in Urumqi, is only reported to happen among some government employees 

(32:22, 34:22, 65:2). They also both cited the burdensome and humiliating requirement of 

students and teachers to return to school at the time of morning prayers on both Eid holidays to 

participate in elaborate ceremonies that include flag-raising and the singing of patriotic songs 

(34:22, 65:2).15 There, too, some students were anonymously employed as informants, but rather 

than monitor activity, they instead reported their teachers and fellow students for inactivity: not 

participating - or not participating with sufficient enthusiasm - in required performances.  

Similarly, the ramifications of corporeal displays of religiosity - in clothing (for women) 

and facial hair (for men) - are evidence of disparate techniques of control. In Urumqi (before 

2014, at least), it was not strictly against local policy for men to keep beards or for women to 

wear niqab. Instead, the security apparatus took full advantage of the city’s relatively permissive 

                                                             
15 Ramzan Eid and Qurbani Eid are official holidays in Xinjiang of one and three days, respectively. 
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sartorial policies by using them as probable cause for search.16 One man bitterly recalled the 

way the security bureau used his impressionable teenaged sister as part of its human dragnet. She 

was paid to bring those wearing a beard or niqab off the street and into a security station, where 

an interrogator would then question and search their phones for illegal religious content (65:7). 

Another Uyghur woman, herself part of the security apparatus, confirmed this as a standard 

surveillance procedure; she further noted that, by the summer of 2014, even wearing a hijab had 

become grounds for detention and search among younger women, although light colored, loose 

scarves that do not cover the neck remained permitted. Furthermore, any religious content found 

on one’s mobile phone (“even a picture with the word ‘Allah’ on it”) was grounds for arrest and 

trial in a special national security court, where private-sector lawyers were not permitted to 

represent the accused (65:15).  

As perverse as this may sound, there is a certain liberalism in these policies, albeit one 

that only that becomes apparent in light of the policing practices in the south. For example, a 

common complaint among Urumqilik is that the city feels much more religious, more 

conservative now than it did in decades past. Much of this feeling owes to the visual, almost 

visceral effect in ‘open-minded’ Urumqilik seeing Uyghur women in Arab-style clothing. I tried 

unsuccessfully to assess whether this perception of increased religiosity would hold true in other 

parts of urban Xinjiang, or if this was an assessment/critique of change limited to Urumqi; in the 

end, restrictions on religious dress in the south meant that religiosity there had become largely 

invisible. I asked one woman who had come to Urumqi from Aqsu:  

Compared to a decade ago, do you think people in Aqsu now wear more conservative clothing? 

                                                             
16 I use the term ‘security apparatus’ because on-the-ground security work involves some degree of 

coordination between gongan ju (literally ‘Public Security Office’ but essentially the local police force) and the 
guojia anchuan ting (which translates as ‘The Office of National Security’). While the latter has uniformed officers 
and maintains street-level stations in Uyghur-majority areas, to call these people ‘police’ conflates two very 
different parts of the security apparatus. 
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I can’t say for sure about this question, because now people will be detained for wearing [this 
style]. 
Previously they would not have been detained? 
Before … [the government] would not let them wear that especially long, especially conservative 
style [niqab]. Now they all won’t let them wear that style of black headscarf [hijab]. Many 
migrants like Urumqi just because, in Urumqi, there is more freedom. (8:13) 
 

Another interviewee made a similar observation:  

For me, in Urumqi like… almost 80 or 90 percent women don’t cover. Maybe 5 or 10 percent they 
cover traditionally, just the head. Maybe two percent – a very small group – cover the whole head, 
like this – only the face is showing [hijab]. But few of them – maybe not like one percent, they try 
to cover the whole face – only eyes open [niqab]. But nowadays in Southern Xinjiang, they cannot 
accept this. It’s illegal or, you know, forbidden. But in Urumqi and northern Xinjiang cities, they 
have much more freedom. People don’t care. The government doesn’t care about this.  
Yeah, that is interesting to me – how the policy can be different from city to city.  
It’s different. People - all Uyghurs think that the policy is much more… the policy has… gives 
much more freedom to people in Urumqi or Karamay, those more developed cities. (30:10) 
 
These disparate forms of regulating Uyghur bodies in the north and south are paralleled 

in the differing ways in which the respective local officials regulate and control public space. In 

Urumqi, there are myriad and ever-changing policies designed to prevent the formation of 

crowds in open areas. For example, one bar owner bemoaned the losses his business would incur 

because of a sudden policy change that restricted al fresco seating to under 100 total seats 

(65:14). He had invested heavily to secure exclusive rights to the courtyard of a property that 

was, in fact, developed by the city: Wujie YOHO guangchang (无界YOHO广场, which 

ironically translates as ‘Without Limits YOHO Plaza’), a defunct industrial complex that had 

been rebuilt and rebranded as an upscale culture and nightlife destination. However, in the wake 

of the 2014 train station attacks and Renmin Gongyuan bombing, a use of space that had seemed 

quite reasonable to those who approved the development plans just months before had since 

become too great a security liability. Similar concerns explain the closure of of most vegetable 

markets within the Uyghur city after the unrest in the spring and summer of 2014. One 

middle-aged man spoke of the closure of the morning bazaar near Erdaoqiao:  

The morning bazaar is closed. No more. Everywhere in Urumqi… no more. For example, in the 
front of Dabazaar, there was a night market. You know, I’ve lived in the city 15 years – it’s a lot 
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of history. It was established in 1983, maybe. I think about that…. They don’t want too many 
people in one place.  
Yeah – I went to Erdaoqiao to buy an Atlas [silk] dress, and it was … the whole area all 
around was very quiet.  
Yeah, walking is no problem. It’s more safe! Safer than before. It’s getting safer! [laughing]. Do 
you like these safe areas? [laughing]. (12:15) 
 
It is impossible to know the degree to which this closure of markets was intended to 

forestall the sort of political contestation that begins with a crowd - or to protect the crowd itself 

from acts of violence. The latter, though, is highly likely, given that the closure of the markets 

followed a deadly attack at a morning vegetable market on the Han-majority street Gongyuan 

Bei Jie, which happened just moments before a larger attack on a crowd of mostly elderly 

neighborhood residents doing morning exercises in the nearby park. It would also explain why 

the local government is especially weary of allowing crowds at a haram (forbidden by Islam) 

establishment with a majority Han patrons. Nevertheless, even the least charitable interpretation 

of these restrictions is that they essentially forestall action. They block; they prohibit. By design, 

they deaden street life in the name of security. 

It is the same sort of chilling effect created by what might best be termed ‘panoptipods:’ 

small, portable enclosures built of black metal grating in which teams of 3-5 anti-riot 

paramilitary are stationed. These pods were set up throughout what might have passed for public 

space in the urban core of Tianshan: on the large sidewalk between the Yanghang Mosque 

(Norai Mashut) and the Arman supermarket at the entrance to Consulate Street, for example 

(Figure 3.2). The city also began to experiment with the use of landscape architecture as riot 

and/or crowd control in the wake of the 2014 spring/summer terrorist-style attacks. In once open 

spaces, massive planters and, in some cases, elaborate topiaries replete with patriotic symbolism 

were used to restrict pedestrian flows; on the once broad sidewalk in front of Renmin Gongyuan, 

a hastily erected brick wall was only visible for days before it was covered over with a lattice of 



 

 123 

plants so dense that, in the end, the wall itself appeared to be merely decorative (Figure 3.3). The 

overall effect of all of these spatial controls renders Urumqi a sort of city-scale aquarium: a place 

where movement feels free and unrestricted until the moment at which one bumps up against the 

glass.     

The spectacle that I witnessed in Hotan’s People’s Square (Renmin Guangchang 人民广

场) in July 2013 was about a very different sort of control: it was an offensive, rather than 

defensive, display of Han power. It seemed designed to prove that, however inflamed tensions 

may be (indeed, however much the state had a clear and direct role in fanning tensions), any 

decision to act would be met with overwhelming and probably deadly force. I visited Hotan on 

the final three days of Ramadan: a time when the evenings should have a celebratory air in what 

is widely considered to be the most conservative and most religious city in Xinjiang. Those 

nights, there were far more armored vehicles on patrol than one might see in a northern city, and 

their increased presence at dusk was hardly a subtle display of official power. But then, the 

following Ramadan, a squadron of soldiers goose-stepped past an outdoor cafe in Dawan where I 

joined some friends to break their fast. In short, taken in isolation, the fact that tanks were being 

used as police cruisers felt different only in degree from the controls that might be found in 

Urumqi. 

The tango dancers, however, were something special. Hotan’s People’s Square pointedly 

repeats the form of every People’s Square in every Chinese city: beyond a vast open space 

centered around a small stage, children play simple carnival games or run through the fountain 

while the adults talk amongst themselves on shaded benches at the periphery, all under the 

watchful eye of a golden Mao Zedong. The evening I visited, Uyghur families were indeed 

making use of the space, though they exclusively occupied the edges of the square; the mood  
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Figure 3.2 (above): A Panoptipod. Rarely 
empty, even more rarely open. To the left 
is Arman grocery store; to the right, 
directly across the street, is Yanghang Si 
(Norai Mashut), a Qing-era mosque that 
remains the largest in Tianshan. 
(Photograph by Author) 
 
 
 
Figure 3.3 (below): Dramatic Narrowing 
of the sidewalk in front of People’s Park. 
The metal fence was lowered once the 
plant stand had been built into the new 
brick, creating a decorative flower façade. 
(Photograph by Author) 
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was tense, and even the children seemed subdued. On the raised stage, a small troop of 

paramilitary police, all Han, stood at lazy attention; some had riot gear and each carried an 

automatic weapon over his shoulder. Around them, over a hundred Han couples - most squarely 

middle-aged and with that sallow pudginess that comes from a life in the Chinese bureaucracy - 

danced the tango in formation, as if they were doing morning exercises (Figure 3.4).  

It is impossible to understate the aggressive incongruity of a sensual Latin dance being 

performed by joyless Han cadres in this deeply religious city during Ramadan. The amount of 

skin the female dancers displayed, coupled with the fact that the exclusively Han performers 

outnumbered exclusively Uyghur audience by a dozen to one - in a city that is 90 percent Uyghur 

- added to the disquieting absurdity of the event.17 The spectacle almost begged to be labeled 

cultural imperialism, but this is not quite right: those who organized this display of power chose 

to import a sexier culture with which to build their empire - and anyway, cultural imperialism 

generally does not happen at gunpoint. Each choice made by the event’s planners seemed 

designed to inflict the greatest possible insult to the general population; the overall effect was 

something at once surreal and deadly serious.  

This, quite simply, would not happen in Urumqi. Whereas control there centers on 

prohibition and restriction, public space in Hotan is used productively to demand acceptance of 

an entirely new set of social norms. Much like the forcing of schoolchildren to sing and dance 

during the Qurban Eid and for women to bare their necks when walking down the street, 

compelling users of a public park to watch a haram dance is a technique of government that 

attempts to align Uyghur bodies to Han norms - it is something more than just the suppression of  

                                                             
17 It is not impossible that the dance itself was compulsory, mandated by the work units to which almost 

all Han in Hotan belong. Certainly, more of the men sported buzz cuts than would be expected simply by prevailing 
fashion trends. Unfortunately, it seemed unwise for me to probe this issue. 



 

 126 

 
 
Figure 3.4: Tango at Gunpoint. Han make defiant use of public space, aided by a highly militarized police and 
special operations force. Unphotographed are the Uyghur users of public space, who are literally marginalized. 
Hotan,Summer 2013 (Photograph by Author). 
 
 

Uyghur norms. The latter, to those who would be the objects of such active corporeal 

interventions as are found in the south, seems downright liberating.  

So liberating, in fact, that it explains why so many Uyghurs from southern Xinjiang have 

made their way north in the brief period of fifteen years since housing privatization made such a 

move possible. The very few who managed to accumulate wealth in the early reform era through 

business or trade arrive in the enviable position of being able to purchase outright a new-build 

home and, with it, an Urumqi hukou for themselves and their children.18 Others, especially 

                                                             
18 From several interviews with real-estate agents, I was able to piece together local practice regarding real 

estate and hukou conversion. Cash purchases, at least before 2015, essentially guaranteed an Urumqi hukou to the 
buyer at the time of purchase. Mortgages for any non-Urumqi buyer (whether their hukou was somewhere else in 
Xinjiang or from another province) required significant payment into a mortgage insurance fund. While second-hand 
home purchases technically allow the buyer to obtain an Urumqi hukou, the buyer will have to have paid mortgage 
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financially comfortable civil servants, might sell their own home upon retirement. More 

commonly, middle-aged bureaucrats will sell an investment property purchased through their 

work units at below-market rate to fund a purchase in Urumqi: housing in Kashgar and Hotan is 

approximately one-third the cost of a comparable property in Urumqi, meaning that the proceeds 

of a sale in Hotan provide just enough for the down payment on a modest unit in Urumqi.19 I 

knew of at least two highly educated young Uyghurs from southern Xinjiang whose parents 

purchased them homes (and, by extension, Urumqi hukou) in this way. The vast majority of 

south-north migrants, it is worth emphasizing, do not fit in either of these elite categories. For 

them, there is no path to official Urumqi residence: with little savings and limited or no 

Mandarin proficiency, they almost exclusively rent housing in Tianshan and work in the informal 

sector. 

For a Uyghur south-north migrant, there are unique advantages to possessing an Urumqi 

hukou: not only can they take advantage of local social benefits and enroll their children in a 

local school, as would be true of any migrant who converts his/her hukou, but those from the 

south who become official Urumqi residents are then much more likely to be granted a passport. 

Holders of hukou from Kashgar, Hotan, and especially Aqsu find it almost impossible to obtain a 

private passport, even with hefty bribes. Thus, before southerners can move out, they must first 

move north.  

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
insurance steadily for 36 months - effectively creating a waiting period to switch one’s residence with a second-hand 
home (and hindering what would otherwise be a tempting strategy of taking a mortgage, getting the hukou, then 
getting a passport, moving abroad, and defaulting on the mortgage). New-build buyers may elect to pay the three 
years’ insurance into a fund in one lump sum at closing and thus begin the process of converting their hukous on day 
one. 

19 This proportion might have fluctuated over time; I have not studied historical housing prices outside of 
Urumqi. However, in 2014, the price per meter in Hotan, for example, was between RMB 2000-2500; a modest, 
second-hand walk-up (louceng 楼层) in Tianshan, which is what both of my informants in this position purchased, 
could be bought for RMB 7,000 per meter. 
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Opening the West to Revanchism: Economic Development, Employment Discrimination, 

and the Spatial Logic of Urumqi’s Ethnic Economy  

The unevenness of social controls across space does much to explain the arrival of 

Uyghur migrants from southern Xinjiang to Urumqi, and their arrival does much to explain the 

ethnic polarization of space described by many interviewees and borne out in the district-level 

demographic data: south-north migrants move to Tianshan because it is the milli - the Uyghur 

city - and Tianshan is the milli for historical reasons, yes, but also because so many newly 

arrived Uyghurs move there (Erkin 2009). That said, in-migration is only one factor contributing 

to the ethnic polarization of space that began in the early 2000s; equally important is trend 

among long-time Urumqi residents to relocate from other areas within the ethnically integrated 

urban core to Tianshan, and specifically, to the comparatively more segregated new-build 

suburban areas within Tianshan.  

The origins of this latter phenomenon lie not in the heavy-handed role that the state 

assigns itself in forestalling sovereign contestation, but in the relative relaxation of state controls 

over economic activity and the laissez-faire position of reform-era governance vis-à-vis the most 

powerful force fueling pluralist grievances among Uyghurs since GWD: employment 

discrimination. To secure and maintain work in twenty-first century Urumqi, Uyghurs are faced 

with a choice: endure the discriminatory and often humiliating treatment that comes with 

precarious employment at a Han-owned firm, endure similar treatment at a stable job in the 

public sector, or join the growing ethnic economy. The first option, however, is not a serious 

option: stories of the repeated and overtly racist rejections received even by Shanghai- or 

Beijing-educated min kao han job applicants is such a frequent topic of conversation that very 
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few consider a professional career in the mainstream private sector.20 Although both of the latter 

options remain viable, the balance between their respective levels of feasibility and desirability 

has quickly and dramatically shifted since GWD. This, in conjunction with housing privatization 

and the untethering of residence to workplace, does much to explain the self-segregation among 

even those with long-established ties to the spaces outside of the milli. 

Since GWD, the de facto (if not de jure) elimination of ethnic quotas in the public sector 

has lead to a precipitous decline in the proportion of Uyghurs working within the state sector and 

a concomitant narrowing of what was once the most assured path to upward mobility and 

middle-class gentility among urban Uyghurs. Not only is this not a secret, but it is also, in fact, a 

trend with such potentially dire social consequences that Beijing has allowed it to receive critical 

and public scrutiny. Ma Rong, a Hui sociologist whose work is known both popularly and among 

policy elite, explicitly framed his study on employment trends among minorities in the context of 

the 2009 Urumqi riots and the 2008 ‘3-14 Riots’ in Lhasa. Ma’s sense of problem demonstrates 

that he has little difficulty seeing like the state; he asserts that, if social mobility were to exist 

among minority populations at the same rate that it does among Han, “then [ethnic minorities] 

would be able not only able to achieve personal goals … but they could also serve as an example 

to other members of their group and encourage other members to make an effort to develop 

within the system, enhancing [the minority group’s] level of acceptance within the nation and 

mainstream society” (2013: 2).21  

                                                             
20 Min kao min (民考民, lit. ‘ethnic test ethnic’) is a now defunct system in which education was done 

entirely in the native minority language, and the university entrance exam, gaokao, was given in that language. Min 
kao han (民考汉, lit. ‘ethnic test Han’) is the term for minority students who attended Mandarin-language classes 
alongside Han students. By their teen years, the latter students will speak Mandarin with the same fluency as any 
Han classmate. Since 2002, the ‘bilingual education’ policy has changed the minority-language program so radically 
that it now no longer makes sense to call graduates min kao min. 

21 It would be tempting here to devote at least some consideration to Ma’s positionality - which he himself 
pays surprisingly little attention, given his doctoral work was done at Brown University - and the relationship 
between his published positions and the evolution in official positions on and policy prescriptions for minority 
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However, there is not only a conspicuous gap between the levels of social mobility (as 

measured by occupational category, at least) among Han and minority populations, but this gap 

has also widened in the first decade of western development (Table 3.1). Ma cites census data 

indicating that employment in the party and political structure (dang zheng jiegou fuze ren 党政

机构负责人) declined from .84 percent to .47 of the total (nation-wide) Uyghur population 

between 2000 and 2010: “a real-world decrease from 37,730 people to 25,550, or 32 percent” 

(4). While the decline in Uyghur personnel filling elite political positions is stark, Ma’s own 

point is made more emphatically when considered in the context of professional, white-collar 

public-sector employment more generally. 

 

Table 3.1: Changes in Uyghur Proportion of Various Occupational Categories between 
2000 and 2010 

 
 
 
 

 

Size of Uyghur Workforce 
in this Occupational 

Category (Percentage of all 
Uyghurs Employed in this 

Category), 2000 

Size of Uyghur Workforce 
in this Occupational 

Category (Percentage of all 
Uyghurs Employed in this 

Category), 2010 

Net Gain/Loss of 
Positions (% change) 

Party and Political Structure  
(党政机构负责人) 

37,730 (.84%) 25,550 (.47%) -12,180 (-32%) 

Professional and Technical        
Personnel (专业技术人员) 

241,530 (5.36%) 232,750 (4.24%) -8,780 (-4%) 

Office Personnel (办事人员） 87,850 (1.94%) 105,930 (1.93%) + 18,360 (+21%) 

Agriculture, Forestry, Animal 
Husbandry, or Fishing 
Workers (农林牧渔劳动者) 

3,622,100 (80.35%) 4,536,670 (82.74%) +914,570 (+26%) 

All Occupational Categories 4,507,840 5,482,940 +975,100 (+22%) 

Sources: China 2000 Census Data, China 2010 Census Data (Zhongguo 2000 nian renkou pucha ziliao, Zhongguo 
2010 nian renkou pucha ziliao) 

 
                                                                                                                                                                                                    
development. However, these very issues are covered in careful and contextually rich detail by Bovingdon 
(forthcoming). 
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As shown in the first three rows of Table 3.1, in none of the census’s three public-sector 

occupational categories did the change in employment levels exceed the overall growth rate of 

the Uyghur workforce: whereas the labor force increased by 22 percent between 2000 and 2010, 

the number of Uyghur professional and technical workers decreased by 4 percent. In other 

words, a decade after the first GWD reforms took place, there were over 22,000 fewer Uyghurs 

holding political, professional, and/or technical positions - the vast majority of which, in 

Xinjiang, are public-sector. In fact, the only occupational category in which Uyghur participation 

rates outpaced the growth rate of the workforce by more than .5 percent is both the lowest paid 

and that which offers the least potential for social mobility: primary-sector employment in 

agriculture, forestry, animal husbandry, and fishing. Whereas overall participation in these 

occupations declined from 63 percent to 46 percent of the Han population during this decade, it 

grew among Uyghurs - from 80.35 percent to 82.74 percent of the total Uyghur workforce. 

Further, in light of the fact that both censuses count over 99.3 percent of the nation’s total 

Uyghur population as residents of Xinjiang, there is little question that these ‘national’ trends 

speak directly to the state of the Uyghur workforce within the Region (Zhongguo 2010 nian 

renkou pucha ziliao). 

Employment discrimination is not subtle in Xinjiang, and the often-traumatic experience 

of attempting to secure employment in Han-owned or Han-majority workplaces has spurred 

growth within Urumqi’s burgeoning ethnic economy. At his parents’ request, 16 begrudgingly 

returned to Xinjiang to find a wife and settle down after attending university in Shanghai. He 

spends much of his free time window-shopping at Maison Mode and the other high-end shops 

along Youhao Road; it is a poor imitation of Shanghai’s Huaihai Road, he told me, but it 

nevertheless affords a bit of glamour to his otherwise dusty new hometown. 16 possesses that 
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indomitable spirit of optimism common to entrepreneurs, which at least partially explains his 

seemingly contradictory statements about employment opportunities for Uyghurs:  

My worry about the future is maybe about the Uyghur people. Now they are changing – Uyghur 
people are having more opportunities to find a good job, and they can do good business. I was 
worried before that Uyghur people didn’t get a good education. But now things are changing.  
Do you feel like in the job situation … that there is some discrimination? 
Yeah! Yeah, sure!  
You say that without hesitating. But you think it’s getting better?  
I don’t think it’s getting better. You know in China, they hire people also by guanxi. Sometimes if 
I like these people here and I don’t like that one, I’ll just tell them ‘You’re not qualified’ or I can 
tell them directly ‘I don’t want to hire Uyghur people, I want Han people.’ That’s what I was told 
a few years ago - I went to the private school, and we had an interview and I was good… and then 
the next day, that one teacher called me and said that the parents of the students, they don’t want a 
Uyghur teacher. ‘I’m sorry, blah blah.’ I think: ‘It’s ok. It’s not my loss; it’s your loss.’ I’m a good 
teacher. I can teach very well. I don’t care about that. 
But then in the end, you and your wife started a private business together?  
Yes. Yeah. (16:16) 
 

Although he was a min kao han student with a degree from one of Shanghai’s top universities, he 

quickly found that there was no avenue for professional growth outside of the milli. He and his 

wife have spent the past three years growing a small business-services firm in which he consults 

exclusively for Uyghur-owned small businesses. This itself speaks to the growing ethnic 

economy, but it also affords him a unique perspective on the ways in which the growth of even 

small-scale business in Tianshan has broadened the horizons and expanded employment 

opportunities among young Ugyhurs:     

I want to ask if you feel like, in the city, people are changing?  
Yeah – people are changing. Like, life quality is changing. Like, more people can buy good 
clothes and good cars, and see the movies… and have a better education. They go out, they go to 
the mainland much more than before. Like ten years ago, it was just a few people I think. Now, 
it’s hundreds or thousands of kids are going out to see the outside world – Shanghai or Beijing, or 
even to the United States. That’s why our lives are changing. And we have Herembag, the 
beautiful restaurants, beautiful food… the young people are enjoying this different life.  
Ok. So this is pretty new – even ten years ago, there weren’t such nice restaurants?  
No. And we have our own Uyghur electronic companies, computer companies.  
I guess you would know, because you are working with a lot of the small businesses?  
Yes, yes.  
Let me ask you, in the Uyghur small businesses… is it mostly like Uyghur small businessmen 
hire Uyghur employees – it’s not as mixed? Like most of the companies are mostly Uyghur?  
Yeah. All of them are Uyghur. What I saw is that.  
That they hire all Uyghur employees?  
Yes. (16:11) 
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This turn to the ethnic economy is not limited to recent college graduates: for some, 

decades of personal slights and career stagnation have made once prestigious, highly secure 

positions within even top danwei intolerable. This was very much the case with 15, an Urumqilik 

in his early 40s and the son of someone whose work afforded the family improbably high levels 

of both cultural and political capital. After several friendly meetings and a fair amount of tea, 15 

wanted to talk. I obliged his suggestion to do so on the top of a mountain an hour outside of the 

city, in a pay-by-the-hour party yurt. After a few drinks and an obligatory round of karaoke, we 

left our phones (both of which, for different reasons, were likely bugged) with my assistant and 

his friends and went for a walk. There, in a place that was literally above it all - where the only 

way that our conversation were being recorded is if someone had wiretapped a mountain goat - 

we talked.  

Fifteen had been at his job for 17 years. At first, he worked hard: earnestly and with equal 

care fulfilling both his official job duties and all of the guanxi-seeking tasks that were an 

unofficial part of the job for those who desired promotion. He spoke in tones of disgust with his 

old self, ashamed to admit that he once painted his superior’s house in hopes of cultivating good 

relations. Yet he was passed over time and again for promotion. Five years earlier, a Han 

technician had been hired to his office from outside of Xinjiang. Despite their comparable 

performance and frequent collaborative work, that man had already been promoted to a 

leadership position - and now treated 15 with the same patronizing disregard as did other Han 

bosses.  

He described an incident with this new boss that demonstrated both his own relatively 

powerful position vis-à-vis other Uyghurs and the absolute impotence of Uyghurs within the 

system writ large. Fifteen was applying for a driver’s license, a complicated and expensive 
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prospect in China, for work purposes. He carefully prepared the paperwork and presented it to 

his boss for a signature, but the man rejected the application with a cursory glance and a vague 

reply: ‘no good’ (bu xing 不行). He revised the application and resubmitted it day after day, but 

this had become an amusing game to his superior, who dismissed each request with a simple ‘bu 

xing.’ One day, after about ten attempts to complete the required paperwork, 15 flew into a rage: 

he tore up the application and threw it around the room. He threatened to take the matter to a 

senior official within the work unit, but this, too, was met with a content smirk of superiority. It 

was only when 15 said ‘You’re right, this is really a matter for so-and-so in the Personnel Office’ 

that the man acquiesced, quietly agreeing to handle the matter without further delay.22 

The petty power plays of lower management, the need to name-drop personal 

connections to settle conflicts… certainly none of this is without precedent in the Chinese (or 

any?) workplace. But the point of 15’s story was not that he had triumphed over a petty tyrant. 

This was all set-up; his actual message was what came next: “Out of 100 Uyghurs, only one 

could even go the Personnel Office and have anyone take them seriously.” He pointed toward my 

trilingual assistant in the yurt: “she could not go.” He pointed to his friend, who was wandering 

toward the car in search of more wine: “he could not go.” This, I found surprising: his friend 

spoke fluent Russian and owned a thriving cross-border trade company. He had a late-model car, 

a spacious home in Jinkun, and the freedom and means to get drunk on French wine in a Kazakh 

yurt on a weekday afternoon. This was not someone on the margins of society. He was well 

travelled and well respected; he was financially more than comfortable, and he had powerful 

friends. Yet he would be unable to protect himself from the predatory whims of a bad boss, never 

                                                             
22 This was not an HR department within his own work unit. He was referring to a contact at ren shi guan 

人事管, part of the Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security. 



 

 135 

mind those of a barely competent official, a disproportionate number of whom work in 

Xinjiang.23  

Fifteen was not raging against a corrupt system - in fact, the corruption was entirely 

normalized, and the system itself was not exactly the object of his scorn. What he wanted instead 

was nothing more than equal protection under the… well, not law exactly, but at least under 

Chinese norms. To put it another way: his grievance was not with the game or the heavily 

stacked deck, but with the fact that Uyghurs - even when they are able and willing to ante up - 

are not dealt cards.  

Whereas younger men - those whose parents weren’t quite as old, or whose wives 

weren’t quite as attached to local friendships - might go abroad, 15 exited the system while 

remaining in the city. He had long since become inured to the state of affairs within his work 

unit, biting his tongue while on the clock and investing his energy instead in growing his own 

business. Like 16, he lived in Dawan to be nearer to his clientele. Of course, most of his 

clientele, if pressed, would say that they lived in Dawan because it was the hub of commercial 

and retail services catering to Uyghurs. Thus, employment discrimination serves to 

simultaneously push long-time Urumqi residents out of the ethnically integrated spaces inhabited 

by danwei and pull them toward the heart of the growing ethnic economy.    

Toward the end of my fieldwork, I arranged a semi-formal roundtable discussion with 

several Uyghur planners, architects, and scholars of urbanization. This was a recorded 

conversation, and neither questions nor answers strayed into ‘sensitive’ territory. Nevertheless, 

the three responses given to the question ‘Why do so many Uyghurs live in Tianshan?’ work 

                                                             
23 The scores required to pass the civil service examination vary with the desirability of the posting, such 

that only the best and brightest (and most well-connected) test-takers are competitive for positions in wealthy coastal 
cities. Those desperate to join the state sector but unable to earn above the median test scores can do so by electing 
to work in places like Xinjiang. A similar sorting process broadly explains the general quality of mainland Chinese 
students in the universities of Xinjiang. 
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together to form a single, coherent statement about the self-perpetuating relationship between 

employment discrimination, housing privatization, and self-segregation:  
It’s mainly cultural differences. Tianshan District is the center for Uyghur food culture, cultural 
clothing, weddings, etc. It is more suited to Uyghur customs. 
 
If you’re speaking about danwei residential compounds, they might have both Han and Uyghur. 
But now the danwei houses are less and less; more and more it’s commodity housing. And 
everyone likes it when their neighbors are of their own nationality. For example, if our parents 
came [to visit], they would have no way to communicate with Han neighbors, so we prefer to live 
in Tianshan. 
 
In recent years, the proportion of jobs in the government units held by Uyghurs is less and less. 
Many government departments have migrated north, but the number of Uyghurs in the unit work 
less and less. We have no need to live in the north, so we will not buy a house in the north. And at 
many large enterprises and private company, they are not hiring locals. 
 

These statements could be read in reverse order and the progression of ideas would be equally 

logical. However, the relationship between discrimination and self-segregation is no ‘chicken or 

egg’ paradox. To be sure, the fact that Imperial-era city planners located the infrastructure most 

central to Muslim urban life - the largest mosques, the most important bazaars - beyond the Han 

city’s south gate does much to explain where Uyghurs have chosen to move in the twenty-first 

century. However, both city-level statistical data and my own survey of housing and employment 

trends support the conclusion that the why of polarity and nodality is rooted in a much more 

recent history. 
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CHAPTER FOUR  

 

POLARITY, NODALITY, AND THE UYGHUR CITY 

THE ROLE OF MIGRATION IN REDRAWING THE SOCIOCULTURAL MAP OF 

URUMQI  

 

 

Slowly, Then All at Once: Housing and the Centrifugal Nature of Market Forces 

Conventional wisdom holds that the end of danwei system of land allocation was a large 

and important first step in rationalizing urban land use in China, bringing commercial and 

service-sector economic activity into the high-value city center and pushing production toward 

the peri-urban fringe, where land values are lower. For example, in one of the earliest articles 

written by a Western planner and land-use specialist on the state of Chinese cities at the 

beginning of reform, Dowall (1993) describes the deep dysfunctionality of Tianjin, where 

sprawling low-rise and low value-added industrial sites occupied most of what should have been 

be the central business district. However, the economic base of Mao-era Urumqi made it unlike 

its coastal counterparts. Whereas manufacturing justified the existence of the latter in the Mao 

era, when the central government did little to hide its anti-urban bias in Han-majority areas, 

Urumqi was always a relatively small administrative center charged with overseeing a vast 

‘frontier.’ It was a place where extractive industry supplied eastern China, but manufacturing 

served mostly local needs. Thus, while there were agriculture and mining (principally coal) 

operations in the far north and a massive cement factory in the far south, comparatively little 

industrial activity took place in what is now the urban core.  
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With the notable exception of a large tractor factory near Nianzigou (Yangzijiang Road), 

those work units in or near the historical urban core with the largest footprints in the early reform 

era were, to borrow an anachronistic but useful formulation, much more white collar than blue. 

The Xinjiang Autonomous Regional offices of the Departments of Agriculture, Education, and 

Foreign Trade are located near Consulate Street, at the heart of the imperial-era walled Muslim 

city, whereas the Departments of Finance, Construction, and Culture are a short walk to Dashizi, 

the center of the imperial walled Han city. Many units were a bit south of the imperial walled 

cities, squarely within what is now the Uyghur city: the Department of Transportation and two 

post-secondary institutions (including the sprawling Xinjiang University) front Yan’an Road 

heading south toward the Xinjiang Broadcasting Station, which occupies the southeastern fringe 

of the 1990s city in what is now squarely suburban Dawan. Other units were slightly north of the 

imperial city center: the Department of Water Management abutted the Xinjiang Daily 

Newspaper in near-in Saybagh, for example, near Hongshan. Most of the more technical or 

industrial units were located in the far north, true to the Soviet-era city plan that heavily 

influenced Mao-era urban growth. That said, some of the administrative units that oversaw them 

were also part of what is now considered downtown: the Department of Industry and Information 

Technology and the Petroleum Institute are located on Youhao Road, not far from Hongshan, for 

example. This is obviously a very small sample work units in Urumqi, and it mainly highlights 

large ministry-level landholders; mapping of all universities, hospitals, and city and Regional 

government offices in the city prior to land reform would be daunting and, in the end, would 

roughly accord to the map sketched above.  

This divergence from the Mao- and early reform-era land-use patterns found in 

Han-majority cities is key to understanding to the unique forms of socio-spatial change in 
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Urumqi in the wake of land reform and housing privatization. To take just the two most 

highly-published cases, the narrative so often told about land use Beijing and Shanghai in the 

1990s and 2000s is one in which laid off or retired industrial workers, people whose work units 

were downsized or bankrupted by reform, or those whose jobs were made irrelevant as a former 

manufacturing unit essentially became part of the state-sector rentier class were evicted from 

their centrally located danwei homes and pushed to the urban fringes for the purposes of 

commercial and high-end residential redevelopment (Lin 2009, Wright 2010, Zhang 2004). In 

Urumqi, by contrast, space for urban expansion is far more abundant than it is in cities to the east 

and most prime real estate was until very recently occupied by a combination of administrative 

danwei and informal (pingfang) neighborhoods, often in close proximity. As such, there has been 

significantly less dislocation/relocation of long-time Urumqi residents than has occured 

elsewhere: the danwei residents who remain are too important to relocate, and the pingfang 

residents are too ‘sensitive’ a population to force out. 

What has happened instead is that land reform and the privatization of housing - both of 

which officially began in the late 1990s but were not relevant agents of urban change until the 

mid-2000s - had the effect of privileging an entire class of Han and Uyghur bureaucrats with 

deeds to centrally-located homes in compounds that were part of a rapidly expanding 

administrative presence in Urumqi. After all, whereas liberal reforms were disastrous for, say, a 

state-owned shoe factory in Shanghai, the imperative to ‘open the west’ was a windfall to units 

like the Departments of Water Management, Transportation, and Foreign Trade, which exist to 

coordinate and oversee Regional development. In short, even if these danwei were not already 

important enough to withstand redevelopment pressures (which they were), the particular path of 
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development in Xinjiang strengthened their hold on the land - which certainly did not hurt home 

prices and, at the same time, made the threat of forced eviction all the more remote.  

Between 2000 and 2009, many of those new Urumqilik homeowners took the money and 

ran; those who hesitated before the riots had all the more reason to do so after, as inter-ethnic 

neighborhoods grew tense, inter-ethnic workplaces grew ever more hostile, and, somehow 

through all of this, house prices continued to rise. At the same time, the privatization of housing 

occurred along with changes to hukou policies, so that Urumqi citizenship was available to 

anyone willing and able to buy in: specifically, to anyone who could afford to purchase a home 

in one of the city’s sprawling new xiaoqu. Thus even before the riots - but much more 

precipitously since - the massive transfer of state assets into private hands that came with the 

privatization of housing bought the state not loyalty, but exit. 

This chapter triangulates data from a range of sources, each limited to some degree, in 

order to provides the best possible macro-level spatial analysis of the relationship between the 

privatization of housing in Urumqi and the resulting patterns of residence change among 

Uyghurs. I begin with district-level data about changes in population by ethnicity from both the 

2000 and 2010 Chinese censuses and annual statistical data collected by Urumqi city. To gain an 

understanding of these same changes in greater detail - both in terms of spatial resolution and in 

demographic details of those who move apart from just ethnicity - I also map spatial data 

collected in a social media survey that I conducted among city residents. Taken together, this 

data strongly indicates that the process of ethnic self-segregation began well before the 2009 

riots, the factor cited by most respondents as the common-sense explanation of the palpable 

ethnic segregation in present-day Urumqi. In particular, it began as early as 2000 but gained 

momentum in the mid-2000s, with the first boom in Urumqi’s private housing market. This 
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offers provocative evidence to support the argument that 2009 Urumqi riots were not the cause 

of the tensions that led to urban segregation; the riots, instead, were the effects of these tensions 

– tensions which, themselves, were greatly exacerbated by the privatization of housing in the 

city.   

 

A Quantitative Assessment Socio-Spatial Segregation from Chinese City-Level Data 

The ability of non-local residents to obtain an Urumqi hukou by purchasing a home in the 

city coupled with the transfer of housing stock from danwei control to workers at the turn of the 

twenty-first century marked the beginning of the end for ethnically integrated residential space in 

Urumqi, as market forces slowly but surely revealed themselves to be centrifugal. This is all 

rather difficult to show, however, on account of both the limitations of the existing statistical 

data and the even more severe limitations on gathering large-n social science data in Xinjiang. 

Nevertheless, although each is imperfect, combining data available through the Urumqi 

statistical yearbooks with my own social-media survey on housing provides compelling support 

for the broad themes of polarity and nodality repeated in semi-structured interviews and informal 

conversations with Uyghur of different ages, educational backgrounds, and places of birth. 

 The city-level statistical yearbooks reproduce data collected by the local Public Security 

Bureau (PSB, gong an ju 公安局), which itself counts only the portion of the city’s actual 

population that is registered locally (Urumqi hukou holders). Further, these publications 

disaggregate some social and economic indicators by district and others by ethnicity; the only 

data that is disaggregated by both district and ethnicity is total population. Therefore, while it is 

possible to use this data to assess the total number of Uyghur Urumqi residents, for example, 

living in Tianshan in 2004, it is not possible to derive from it the percentage of those people 
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employed in a particular sector or living in a particular housing type. It is also, of course, not 

possible to assess their relative size vis-à-vis the total de facto Uyghur population in the same 

space, nor is it possible to disaggregate the native-born Urumqi residents (Urumqilik) from those 

who recently converted their hukou to the city.  

The obvious workaround to these limitations might seem to involve data from China’s 

decennial census, which provides detailed information on every physical resident of a particular 

space (both local and non-local hukou holders). Unfortunately, the only district-scale 

geo-referenced data in the census disaggregated by ethnicity is the total population. It is thus 

impossible to get a clear picture of the residential or occupational patterns of Uyghur migrants 

into Urumqi using (published) census data. The problems with any attempt to combine these 

sources or deduce trends by cross-referencing data from the census and the PSB are well 

documented (Zhou and Ma 2005, Chan 2007). Furthermore, because the situation on the ground 

has changed so much, so quickly in the years since housing privatization that a simple 

comparison of indicators in 2000 and 2010 would be far less useful than annual data in 

understanding the nuanced process of socio-spatial segregation in the city. This, combined with 

the fact that the census itself offers no greater insight into demographic changes among the 

Uyghur population in this decade, means that the city’s statistical yearbooks offer the best 

available contextual data for my own survey findings.   

* * * 

Figures 4.1 - 4.4 show the district-level population data for Han, Uyghur, Hui, and 

Kazakh city residents, respectively, in the twelve years since housing reform and the push to  
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‘Open the West.’24 Although the majority of this discussion will focus on changes in the Han 

and Uyghur demographics of each district, two trends within the data about other ethnic groups 

stand out. First, the growth of the Hui population of Xinshi represents one of the largest 

percentage increases of any population in any district over the twelve-year period since housing 

reform/GWD. As a percentage increase, Hui population growth is greatest in Xinshi (209 

percent) and Shuimougu (85 percent), with more modest change Saybagh (50 percent). This data 
                                                             

24 Data here and in subsequent population charts are provided only for the four near-in urban districts. This 
was done primarily because the borders of other districts have undergone multiple and significant changes since 
2000, frustrating attempts to observe demographic trends in peri-urban Urumqi. 



 

 145 

mirrors the arrival of Han to these three districts and stands in contrast to the percent increase of 

both ethnicities in Tianshan, which hovers around 25 percent. These population changes make 

sense in light of the fact that most non-Uyghur migrants to Urumqi are laborers from Gansu and 

Sichuan - places that also have sizable Hui populations (Toops forthcoming). The similarities in 

residential patterns are evidence that Urumqi’s newly arrived Hui residents regard and use urban 

space in much the same way as do their Han counterparts.  

In contrast, other minority groups have a relationship with the city that parallels, in 

important ways, that of Uyghurs: the population of all other non-Hui minorities in Tianshan 

nearly doubled between 2000 and 2012; their increased presence in parts of the Han city, 

however, is decidedly unlike the residential trends found within the Uyghur population. Much of 

the growth in Kazakh and other minority populations can be attributed to intra-Regional 

migration, and ease of communication in Turkic languages (Kazakh, Uzbek, and Uyghur are 

mutually intelligible) for many would certainly make life in Tianshan more attractive. The gap 

between Hui and Turkic minority residential patterns offers compelling evidence for the 

argument that any ‘clash of cultures’ which may exist locally owes less to religious difference 

than to place of origin and the shared cultural sensibilities and linguistic competencies that 

follow from that. 

 

Housing Privatization, GWD, and the Ghettoization of Tianshan  

Much more can be said about the ways in which in-migration changes the feel of each 

district over time when total increases in population are considered with reference to their effect 

on the demographic composition of the district itself. Therefore, Figures 4.1 and 4.2 are best 

understood in the context of Figures 4.5 and 4.6, which indicate the ethnic composition of each 
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of the four near-in districts in the same time period. What emerges from an analysis of Figure 4.1 

in the relation to Figure 4.5 and Figure 4.2 in relation to Figure 4.6 is a view of change - both in 

terms of the polarization of urban space and the net migration patterns of the respective ethnic 

groups - that has occurred in three distinct stages.  

 

Phase One: Enter the Market 

One interviewee, a Uyghur man who began selling real estate in 2002 and has since built 

his own agency, offered a great deal of insight into the early years of the local housing market. 

He noted that, in 2001, there were only three ‘private’ firms (all of which had close personal ties 

to and stakeholders among local party elites) testing the waters of residential real-estate 

development and only one large-scale xiaoqu - Hong Shiyue, on the grounds of the former 

tractor factory - had been built. Still, at that time, buyers would not consider second-hand homes, 

and the concept of a mortgage was viewed as something between shameful and dangerous. Three 

years after fully-privatized housing became national law, Urumqi life beyond the danwei gates 

remained a strange and foreign prospect.  
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In the first five years of the GWD era (2000-2004), Han in-migration was rapid, but Han 

newcomers settled throughout the city roughly in proportion to the existing demographic 

composition of each of the four districts: as indicated in Figure 4.5, the percentage of Han in 

each of the near-in districts was fairly stable during this period. That Shuimougu and Xinshi 

received the majority of Han migrants in this period - a period in which the largest xiaoqu were 

located in the urban core in Saybagh and Tianshan - speaks to the city’s efforts to create a 
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‘dual-center city’ with a new urban core in the north and the concomitant increase in 

Han-dominated public-sector jobs in these newer-build areas.  

Between 2000 and 2004, the overall rise in the number of Uyghur holders of Urumqi 

hukou was modest (Figure 4.2). That said, this was also the period in which formal private-sector 

employment became a serious option, and the earliest hints at the rise of an ethnic economy and 

ethnic segregation of space can be found in the data in Figure 4.2. In this period, the number of 

Uyghurs in Shuimougu and Xinshi remained constant: this implies not only that those 

public-sector employees long established in Urumqi largely stayed in place at that time, but also 

that few of the new public-sector positions being created were filled by Uyghur in-migrants. 

Those districts with an increase in the Uyghur population are the older parts of the city: those 

zoned for commercial, residential, and trade-related land use in the 2000 master plan. It is 

possible that newcomers moved to these areas because they already felt more familiar and 

Uyghur-friendly, but it is also likely that these areas offered the greatest prospects for 

employment in the city’s - and especially in the Uyghur city’s - emerging private sector.  

 

Phase Two: The Market as a Centrifugal Force 

Beginning in 2005 and peaking in 2007 or 2008, housing fever hit Urumqi - and nowhere 

was it more intense than in what was quickly becoming the Uyghur city. In a very short period, 

Dawan essentially expanded the southeast edge of urban Tianshan, and the former agricultural 

belt beyond Xinjiang University took the form that it has today: a sprawling suburban area 

composed of one major traffic artery (Dawan Road), a half-dozen mega-xiaoqu sandwiched 

between alleys full of informal, multi-purpose concrete buildings - the equivalent of Uyghur row 

houses - and little in the way of public cultural or recreational facilities. Changle Yuan was the 
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first private xiaoqu in Dawan in 2002; large Chinese characters atop the main entrance to the 

xiaoqu announce ‘Dawan Real Estate’ (Dawan fangchan 大湾房产) so conspicuously that they 

recall the original novelty and sales-pitchy style of the Hollywood sign in Los Angeles (Figure 

4.7). Lantian Phase I was built in 2005; by the time Phase II was complete in 2008, it was 

competing for buyers with Jinkun A, B, and C (built between 2006-2007), Heshun (2006-2007) 

and Qingdao Huayuan (2008). The upscale xiaoqu came just a bit later: Hengchan Phases I and 

II were built in 2007 and 2008, respectively, but were soon eclipsed by Edinburgh (2009), which 

as of 2014 remained the most expensive xiaoqu in Dawan.25  

Demand, however, outpaced the burgeoning supply. Developers offered pre-construction 

pricing for most xiaoqu; one real estate agent noted that people “jumped at this lucky chance” 

(48:6). For buyers, this meant literally standing in line, sometimes for days, to secure a numbered 

ticket: there were far more applicants for pre-construction contracts than there were available 

units. Some purchased for themselves, but many interviewees reported that the homes purchased 

in this period were intended to satisfy the future needs of children: in Urumqi at least, Uyghur 

men who do not own their own home are considered unsuitable for marriage by the families of 

‘proper’ women. Thus, the well-heeled parents of even teenaged boys saw the Dawan housing 

boom as an opportunity to invest in their families’ futures - and to do so in a manner that would 

pay considerable yields, if real estate pricing trends in coastal China held true locally. That said, 

the generation gap in enthusiasm was palpable. One young man told me that his parents 

purchased his home in 2006, but he refused to live there until his future marriage requires it; he 

now rents an apartment closer to his job in Xinshi. Even without the commute, though, he would 

                                                             
25 Halifa, which is directly in front of Edinburgh on Dawan Road, completed construction in 2015 and, 

although only three buildings in size, is quite a bit more expensive than the much larger Edinbugh xiaoqu. 
According to sales agents, its rarified air is ensured by the developer’s decision not to accept private mortgages for 
the units. Only cash buyers and those with state housing funds (gongjijin 公积金) and government-backed 
mortgages will be invited to purchase, so as to guarantee high ‘quality’ (suzhi) neighbors. 
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Figure 4.7 ‘Dawan Real Estate.’ The novelty has worn off, but the memory of early excitement for 
commodity housing remains (Photograph by Author).  

 
 

have had no desire to live to Dawan: “I didn’t even go to see it for three or four years. I didn’t 

want to buy a house there – there was nothing there. Just countryside. Now there’s people and 

things there, it is more bustling (re nao 热闹) (38:12).    

The data in Table 4.1 bear this out: between 2005 and 2009, the Uyghur population in 

Tianshan increased much more quickly than it had in the first phase, both in absolute terms and 

as a percentage change. The Uyghur population in Tianshan increased by 16% between 2000 and 

2004; in the five years of ‘housing fever,’ the total rate of increase more than doubled. In light of 

the fact that these numbers only represents those newcomers able to obtain an Urumqi hukou in 

this time period, the ability of the housing market to attract wealthy southern Xinjiang migrants 
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is as clear, as is their preference for housing in Tianshan. In essence, in the first nine years of 

housing privatization (2000 to 2009), the ‘local’ Uyghur population increased by half, or just 

over 109,000 people; at the same time, the in-migration to Tianshan and Saybagh was 49,303 

and 22,856, respectively, and together accounted for 66 percent of the city’s net increase in the 

Uyghur population. In contrast, Xinshi and Shuimogou, the two districts dominated by danwei 

housing and, increasingly in this second period, Han-majority xiaoqu, gained only one-fifth of 

the city’s net increase in the Uyghur population during that decade (20,976 of 109,398). By 

2009, only 25 percent of the Uyghur population lived in one of these latter two districts, yet they 

accounted for 32 percent of all Urumqi residents.   

 
Table 4.1: Percentage Increase in the Uyghur Population and Han Population Before and 
After Housing Privatization  

 
Uyghur Population 
Increase, Citywide 
(% Change) 

Uyghur Population 
Increase, Tianshan 
(% change) 

Han Population 
Increase, Citywide 
(% Change) 

Han Population 
Increase, Tianshan 
(% change) 

2000- 
2004 

31,398 (16%) 10,061 (13%) 250,567 (22%) 48,997 (17%) 

2004- 
2009 

78,000 (34%) 39,242 (45%) 369,966 (25%) 11,071 (3%) 

Source: Urumqi Statistical Yearbook, 2001-2010 

 

 Han did not exactly move out of Tianshan in this second phase of post-GWD urban 

growth, but neither did they move in at anywhere approaching either the rate of Uyghurs or the 

citywide rate of Han in-migration more generally. Whereas the total number of Han in Urumqi 

increased by 55 percent between 2000 and 2009 (from 1.13 million to 1.75 million), the Han 

population of Tianshan grew by only 20 percent in the same period. Yet even this understates the 

rate at which urban space became segregated in the four years before the riots: Thus the 



 

 152 

ghettoization of Tianshan in the years leading up to the riots (Figure 4.6) was largely a result of 

so few Han newcomers moving to the district that attracted so very many of the Uyghur 

newcomers.  

 Of course, because this data represents only net population changes, it is not possible to 

determine exactly how many long-time residents moved out compared to the numbers of 

newcomers who moved in - this is true for all ethnicities. However, interviews with long-time 

city residents and real-estate agents alike confirm a qualitative shift in the demographic 

composition of Tianshan after the riots. 23 is a twenty-something Urumqilik who was living in 

Guangzhou during 2009 but had since moved back to Urumqi; he spoke of the culture shock 

upon returning to find his hometown so utterly changed: 

Before everywhere had Uyghur people. But now it’s just like, they put them in one area. They call 
this area Uyghur area.  
Was it like that before?  
Noooo!  
When you were a teenager?  
Noooo. Noooooo! My mom has lots of Chinese and Kazakh and Hui friends. They’re my mom’s 
friends. No matter what, they cannot give each other up, you know what I mean? They love my 
mom, they come to this place [a compound in Nanmen]. And even I call them ‘mom’ too. Because 
they know Uyghur, they call me balam [my child] – because they are my mom’s friends, you 
know what I mean?  
They saw you grow up. 
They fed me when I was young! They are still good friends.  
You were saying that in reference to the thought that this was not originally a Uyghur area. 
Did they live in this area before, and now they don’t?  
Before everyone lived everywhere. This was just the downtown. People came to do business. 
Yan’an Road, these places were like [Shanghai’s] Huaihai Road, Ruijin Road, Shaanxi Road. It 
was just like that. But after this city became more [developed], there were lots of [new] streets 
built. And then maybe after that happened, in 2009, lots of Chinese people moved from here, you 
know? They moved out. And now a lot of Ugyhur people moved back to here. I don’t know what 
happened, I guess they’re scared of each other. (23:6) 

  
 

Phase Three: Difference Becomes Division 

For the purposes of this project, the most frustrating limitation of the publicly-available 

Chinese statistical data is the way in which it doubly under-represents the nodality of the city. 
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That is to say, if 5,000 Urumqilik move abroad and 10,000 Uyghur migrants come to the city and 

locate their hukou in Urumqi in a given year, the data reads simply as a net in-migration of 5,000 

people. This, of course, undercounts both exit from southern Xinjiang and the exit of Urumqilik 

from the city. At the same time, it is impossible to discern from the district-level data the 

proportion of in-migration into Tianshan, for example, that came from the Han city and the 

proportion that came from southern Xinjiang. Yet these tandem phenomena are at the heart of the 

third phase of housing privatization, which began at the precise moment of the riots. In this 

phase, ethnic differences became deep, openly hostile divisions and revanchism came to define 

what are now inarguably ‘the Han city’ and ‘the Uyghur city.’ 

One middle-aged Urumqilik with whom I had a close relationship - the sort of woman so 

fashionable that I felt compelled to blow out my hair before our meetings - explained the current 

situation over tea at Herembag, the ‘it’ restaurant in the Uyghur city. House prices were the same 

in Turkey as they were in Urumqi, she said, and so many locals had simply left. She waved 

around the room dismissively; 80 percent of ‘them,’ she said of the twenty-something wait staff, 

were from outside of Urumqi (60:1). This sense of exasperation was all the more keen among 

fashionable local women of marriage age. As Nisagul, a thirty-something polyglot whose parents 

were both civil servants, explained: “You can’t find a really nice man in Urumqi because they 

are all abroad. [Here] they’re all outsiders, they’re from [the countryside], from Kashgar, really 

traditional. They don’t want you to wear really short skirts or something. Even my mother said, 

it’s been ten years, and she can’t go out when she wants, as she wants, because there are a lot of 

outsiders. A lot of religious people came” (20:9). Within six months of our discussion, she, too, 

had moved abroad. 
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If not for nodality, one could imagine the property market bottoming out in Tianshan: a 

glut of Han sellers would be eager to move north at the same moment as local Uyghurs would 

want to sell to move abroad. However, I interviewed one real-estate agent days after ethnic 

violence at the Urumqi train station in May 2014, and I asked him if things like this would make 

it harder to sell houses in Tianshan. He said no, it would have no effect. The influx of southern 

Xinjiang migrants keeps prices stable and “this area is suitable for minorities” (53:2). A younger 

agent, less schooled in the ways of double-talk regarding ethnic relations, explained the situation 

more bluntly: 

Basically, our customers are people who will be getting married soon, and business from 
south-to-north people is developing more. Like, the local people, if they have even a little bit of 
ability, they are considering buying a house abroad. There are also a lot of them buying houses in 
the mainland, but minorities usually all will choose to buy in Turkey, Dubai, Greece and other 
countries. There is also a type of person who has a lot of houses, about fifty or sixty years old - 
they want to change their environment and will consider buying abroad. 
This third type, is it people who sell their house here, then go abroad and buy a house? Or 
do they keep the house here, and buy another house while in a foreign country? 
They keep the house here and then buy a house in a foreign country because they want to come 
back after they are old and want to be able to still live here. 
Are your customers mostly ethnic minorities? 
Because this is Tianshan, it’s mainly ethnic minorities. Well, seventy percent of people selling 
their houses are Han. But among those buying a house, eighty percent are minorities. Because 
those things happened before, now south of Nanmen, it’s mainly Uyghur. North of Nanmen, 
which is the north of the city, there are more Han. (54:1) 
 

Given that the city’s yearbook data does not count the so-called floating population and doubly 

undercounts those new Urumqi hukou holders who have replaced Urumqilik abroad, the degree 

of spatial polarization that the data does show is shocking. 

 

Mapping Residential Patterns Before and After Housing Privatization: A Spatial Analysis 

of Survey Data 

Almost as frustrating as the inability to ascertain with precision the movement of 

sub-populations within each ethnic group is the inability to quantitatively analyze demographic 

change below the district level. As I grew to knew the personal situations of various families, it 
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became obvious that, for statistical information about Uyghur residential patterns to be 

meaningful, it would have to be geo-coded more precisely than by district and linked directly to 

demographic data other than simply ethnicity. The case of 20’s family here is instructive: when I 

interviewed her, her family of four was living in a comfortable but modest two-bedroom rental 

property near Nanmen. Months earlier, her parents sold their danwei house near People’s Square. 

They could have used the proceeds to purchase a new home outright, but instead they took a 

mortgage on a new-build home at pre-construction prices south of Consulate Street. Except for 

the required down payment, the proceeds of the sale were to be used as seed money for 20’s new 

life in the West. Though they would have preferred to sell their danwei home after construction 

and decoration of their new home was completed, this was not an option: so many people had 

sold their danwei homes between 2010 and 2013 that the work unit announced that it would soon 

placed new restrictions on home sales to stem the tide of employees leaving the danwei 

compound26. In short, this family sold its danwei home in the high-priced, mixed-ethnicity city 

center in the north of Tianshan, and move to commodity housing in the Uyghur-majority 

southern suburbs of Tianshan. 

Thus, while the data contained in the city’s annual statistical yearbooks clarifies certain 

trends, it completely misses the polarization of the city that occurs when intra-district moves like 

this become commonplace. Further, there has been some definite qualitative change in the 

Uyghur city - and here I do not mean to imply that it is for the better or for the worse, but 

certainly there is a change. For example, 20 is a quadrilingual, Urumqi-born, and 

Beijing-educated woman whose English was good enough to laugh when I explained the concept 

                                                             
26 Although housing itself is privatized, and 20’s parents held the deed to the property, the danwei retains 

leverage over its employees in more subtle ways. In this case, if a sale occurred after the new policy went into effect, 
the seller’s pension would be reduced from several thousand to only a few hundred RMB per month for the entirety 
of his/her retirement. 
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of a ‘whale tail’ and who had enough confidence in her sense of style to own it as a sartorial 

choice. Twenty leaves Tianshan and is replaced by a Uyghur college graduate from Hotan, who 

is smart enough, persistent enough, and resourceful enough to have landed a formal-sector job in 

Urumqi and, with it, a local hukou. It was the desire to better capture this city-scale change, a 

change located the in highly personalistic but broadly similar strategies of dozens of people 

whom I knew and tens of thousands more whom I did not, which led me to undertake survey 

work on residential choices before and after privatization (see Appendix A for survey and 

interview methodology as well as the demographic composition of respondents). 

The geo-coded data gathered through social media surveys and in-person interviews 

affords a wealth of opportunity to understand the individuals’ residential choices at the street 

level. Figures 4.8A-4.8F show the location of residence by ethnicity among Han and Uyghur 

respondents. Figures 4.8B and 4.8C indicate the extent of residential moves in Urumqi after 

reform but before the privatization of housing. The greater number of points in each relative to 

Figure 4.8A is only partially explained by the distribution of ages among respondents; it is also 

the case that people moved less frequently in the Mao era. That said, Figure 4.8A suggests that 

the Uyghur population was distributed fairly evenly throughout city: the one point well outside 

of urban space is in the mining region of what is now Midong, and while Figure 4.8A contains 

no points among the industrial or technology-focused danwei then located around Beijing road 

(specifically, rail and telecommunications), there are too few points to make any definitive 

statement about what this might mean for employment/residential segregation in the pre-reform 

period. In general, the points in Figure 4.8A offer a fairly accurate representation of the extent of 

densely-populated space in that period.  
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Figures 4.8E-4.8F: Residential Location
by Ethnicity, 2005-2014
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Reform expanded the scale of urban space and, as Figures 4.8B and 4.8C demonstrate, 

the distribution of Uyghurs in Urumqi. Among Han who moved in these periods, they were just 

as likely to live in Tianshan as in the north: indeed, the two Han residences in Figure 4.8B are on  

Xinfu Road and Yan’an Road - roads which, in the twenty-first century, are considered central 

thoroughfares in the Uyghur city. Figure 4.8D, which counts moves that took place in the first 

years of housing privatization - when few people had begun to purchase housing on the open 

market - broadly shares the pattern of residential distribution by ethnicity found in the maps of 

the early reform era. Although the survey only recorded two moves by Han households in those 

five years, one is in a then relatively new-build industrial area of Toutanhe and one is deep in 

Tianshan. In the same period, there were 13 moves by Uyghur households to locations outside of 

Tianshan - mostly along the N-S (NW-SE, to be precise) axis that connected the ‘dual-center’ 

city - and ten moves within Tianshan.  

In contrast, between 2005 and 2009, when real estate prices soared and the demand for 

commodity housing reached a fevered pitched, the survey records eight moves in districts other 

than Tianshan and twenty six moves in Tianshan among Uyghur respondents. It is true, though, 

that this period is characterized more by addition than subtraction, as Uyghurs continued to move 

north and Han continue to buy in the south. However, among Uyghurs, the period-on-period 

increase in moves to Tianshan is 160 percent (a 32 percent annual increase), while the rate of 

increase in moves within other districts is -38 percent (a 7.6 percent annual decrease). This is 

largely in line with data from the Urumqi statistical yearbook indicating that the ethnic 

polarization of urban space began well before the riots and correlates most clearly not with 

ethnic violence or feelings of insecurity, but with the widespread adoption of commodity 

housing.  
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That said, the trend toward self-segregation grew far more pronounced after the riots. 

Between 2010 and 2014, ten Uyghur respondents moved to housing outside of Tianshan and 41 

moved to new housing within Tianshan. Further, of the ten moves that took place outside of 

Tianshan, only four were to housing north of Xinyi Road, to communities squarely within the 

Han city; five of the other six were located within the historic urban core in near-in Saybagh and 

Shuimogou. Further, of the eighteen total Han respondents, thirteen report moving after the riots: 

four within Tianshan and nine to areas farther north. In addition, of the nine respondents who 

moved to residences outside of Tianshan, seven moved north of Xinyi Road. The mean and 

median age groups of these respondents are both exactly between 25-29 and 30-39, and more 

than half (seven) of these moves were not first-time homes within Urumqi. Combined, this 

demographic data helps corroborate the observations of multiple Tianshan real estate agents: a 

significant proportion of the established, mid-career Han in Urumqi sold their Tianshan homes 

and moved north very soon after the riots. 

Figures 4.9A-4.9F isolate the period after privatization and offer a clearer understanding 

of the different locational patterns among residents of danwei and commodity housing. Figures 

4.9A and 4.9D offer a comparative view of residential locations by housing type between 2000 

and 2004. While there is not enough data from Han respondents to assess the degree of Han 

self-segregation in this time period, the locational choices of Uyghur moving into commodity 

housing (Figure 4.9D) are not dissimilar to those of Uyghurs whose homes were provided by 

their work unit. To the extent that it is possible to use residents of danwei housing as a control 

group with which to understand the significance of the choices made by those with, well, choice, 

there appears to be little evidence of self-segregation among Uyghur households in this period.  
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Figures 4.9E-4.9F: Residential Location by
Ethnicity and Housing Type after 2000
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In both Figures 4.9A and 4.9D, the city’s NW-SE axis is clear, as is the tendency for 

people in this period to move into new-build spaces.  

This roughly equal favoring of residential space either well north or well south of the 

urban core (roughly according with the ‘V’ shaped space where Saybagh, Tianshan, and 

Shuimogou meet, as well as some of the westernmost portions of Tianshan) provides evidence 

that, in the early years of privatization, the most relevant binary markers of space were not 

‘Han/Uyghur’ but ‘old/new.’ Expansionist development pushed the limits of urban space both 

northward and southward in this period, and the preference for first-hand homes among early 

buyers explains much of the overall locational trends prior to 2009. This is very much in line 

with the sentiments of one woman I spoke to, a mother of two who moved into danwei 

compound off Yan’an Road before the riots: “Before 2009, we seldom thought about ethnic 

groups, or different communities. When we bought a house, we thought about which area was 

more like, more beautiful or more like, the construction is newer, or things like that. But now 

they always think which area has a certain community.” 

A comparison of Figures 4.9B and 4.9D, however, reveals, if not the beginnings of 

self-segregation, then certainly an ominous foreshadowing of this process as early as 2005. Of 

the six moves by Uyghur households to danwei housing in this period, three moved within 

Tianshan, one in the Hongshan area of near-in Shuimogou, and three to danwei clustered within 

the northern ‘center’ of the dual-center city, near Weixin Plaza along Beijing Rd. In fact, Figure 

4.9B is as clear of a representation of the dual-center city as any map found in the 2000 

comprehensive plan. Figure 4.9E, in contrast, makes plain the preference of Uyghur buyers for 

homes in the southern ‘center,’ with its urban space around Nanmen and its suburban space 

extending along Dawan Road and its feeder alleys. Again, there are too few data points for Han 
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households to draw any definitive conclusions; however, the two Han buyers found in Figure 

4.9E both purchased homes in Dawan. This corroborates data from the statistical yearbooks that, 

in the five-year period before the riots, Tianshan was becoming more Uyghur not as much 

through the process of ‘Han flight’ from the district as through the relocation of so many 

Uyghurs from other parts of Xinjiang into the area. 

The radical divergence of Han residential patterns in Figures 4.9C and 4.9F, however, 

offers strong evidence of Han flight from Tianshan in the wake of the riots. Figure 4.9F contains 

only three Han moves into market housing in Tianshan after 2009. All three are located on 

Xinhua Road, an important and long-developed N-S artery of Urumqi and one that is either on 

the border or just west of the Uyghur city.27 In contrast, six of the ten commodity houses 

purchased by Han respondents after 2009 are north - and most are well north - of Xinyi Road. In 

the same space, only two Uyghur respondents purchased commodity housing; while a fair 

number of Uyghur respondents purchased housing within the urban core in that period, the vast 

majority purchased in Dawan.  

There are several ways to interpret the data in Figure 4.9C. First, of course, it remains 

that case that most public-sector workers in Urumqi are Han - this map only captures the move 

of one Han household to Xinfu Road, an E-W thoroughfare where military and local 

security-related work units have a large footprint. That 13 of 14 respondents represented in 

Figure 4.9C are Uyghur is, of course, a matter of non-representative sampling. That said, the 

differences between Figures 4.9C, on the one hand, Figures 4.9A and 4.9B, on the other hand, 

point to a larger employment trend among Uyghur civil servants: there are far fewer new Uyghur 

                                                             
27 Xinhua road is west of the historic walled Muslim quarter. In fact, it is the western terminus of 

Consulate Street - a road with great historical significance to the city and particularly to Uyghurs, as it was the 
location of several Eurasian consulates in heady years prior to 1949. The eastern terminus of this fairly short road is 
Shengli Road, one of the major N-S thoroughfares in the Uyghur city. 
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hires in (and thus far fewer new Uyghur residents of) the industrial and high-tech work units that 

are disproportionately located in the north. Among respondents to this survey, those danwei 

providing new housing to Uyghur workers after 2010 are largely related to education and local 

administration. For example, when the points in Figure 4.9C are not disbursed, it is obvious that 

several of the ‘scattered’ points near Yan’an Road are, in fact, all located within the grounds of 

Xinjiang University.   

 

Toward an Understand of Nodality through Mapping 

The growing ethnic polarization of space is readily assessed and mapped with a survey of 

residential patterns in Urumqi and their change over time. With regards to studying nodality, 

however, many of the most important questions concern those individuals who have moved 

abroad: who they are, when and why they left, whether they moved alone or with the entire 

family, etc. This survey was designed and expressly framed as an attempt to collect direct 

behavioral data with regards to respondents’ residential choices over time; questions about their 

aspirations to move abroad or about the movement of their family members abroad would have 

been far too sensitive to include in such a project. Thus, insofar as the available pool of 

respondents was entirely composed of people who lived in Urumqi at the time of data collection, 

this mapping project essentially offers a good deal of information on the control group - or, at 

any rate, those who have made the choice not to leave Urumqi - and no direct data at all on those 

who have chosen otherwise. (While this project did make use of social networks, and overseas 

Uyghurs do use Wechat, none of the responses came from outside of Xinjiang.) Granting these 

rather daunting limitations of survey design and data collection, nodality is nevertheless a 

two-part process: Uyghurs from southern Xinjiang move into Urumqi as many of those able to 
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do so - mostly, but not exclusively Urumqilik - move abroad. By analyzing data on newcomers 

and their residential choices, it is possible to directly understand, at least, the former half of this 

process. And by putting this data in the context of the district-level data found in the city’s 

yearbooks, it is possible to make some inferences about the latter component.  

Figures 4.10A-4.10F show the degree to which changes in residential location among 

Uyghur respondents vary with their place of birth. Figures 4.10A and 4.10C, which offer a 

comparative view of residential locations between 2000 and 2004, show slight variation in 

residence by birthplace: prior to the widespread adoption of commodity housing, Urumqilik were 

clearly more often located near administrative danwei in near-in Tianshan or near the research, 

high-tech, or industrial danwei along Beijing Road and northward toward the airport. At the 

same time, a greater number of non-native respondents were clustered near the multiple 

educational institutions along Yan’an Road - an indication that, as late as the early 2000s, the 

surest path from southern to northern Xinjiang was through post-secondary institutions.  

In the years since the housing market gained traction in Urumqi, however, there appear to 

be no dramatic differences in the residential patterns of native-born and non-native born Urumqi 

residents. Figures 4.10E and 4.10F have points along Xinfu Rd, whereas Figures 4.10B and 

4.10C do not; this generally conforms with the views expressed by some Urumqilik, especially 

women, that the area has a more transient population and is best avoided for safety reasons. 

Figures 4.10B and 4.10C, in contrast, have far more points in the historic urban core than do the 

maps of non-native moves in the same periods. After 2005, slightly more non-native Uyghur 

respondents moved north of the milli than did Urumqilik - a finding which almost certainly says 

more about the sample than about the population as a whole - but among both sub-groups, the 

majority of moves cluster in Dawan and along Yan’an Road. Figures 4.10A-F suggest that  
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whatever the relevance of an ‘us/them’ division of the city’s Uyghur population between native 

and non-native - a division that is widely accepted both popularly and, at least to some degree, 

by scholars who argue for the continued relevance of so-called ‘oasis identities’ - this distinction 

is not borne out spatially among highly-educated, professional Uyghurs (Rudelson 1998).  

By examining the same data on a longer time horizon and particularly in terms of the 

order of the move within a respondent’s personal history of residential changes within the city, 

Figures 4.11A-4.11H suggest that, although local and non-local born Uyghurs might occupy 

roughly the same spaces in any given time period, the paths to these spaces and the implication 

of these moves on the city writ large are very different. Figures 4.11A-4.11D show moves by 

local-born residents as a function both of the year in which the move took place and the order of 

the move in that respondents’ housing history. Mostly composed of the childhood homes of local 

residents, Figure 4.11A not only contains the oldest data points, but is also the only map in which 

the number of points outside of Tianshan approaches parity with the number of points within 

Tianshan (16 versus 13, respectively). Subsequent moves (Figures 4.11B-4.11D), which are 

increasingly likely to have taken place after privatization, are much more likely to be into 

housing in Tianshan and, more specifically, into new-build residential units in Dawan, in the 

southeast corner of the map’s populated space.  

Further, in the progression from Figures 4.11A to 4.11D, there are increasingly fewer 

moves within the urban core, and fewer still when only post-privatization points (those ranging 

in color from yellow to red) are considered. Citywide, the number of moves is roughly split 

between pre- and post-2000 (with 40 combined points before 2000 in Figures 4.11A-4.11D and 

46 combined points in the same maps after 2000). However, before 2000, the moves were evenly 

split between Tianshan and non-Tianshan housing (20 and 20). After 2000, there were twice as  
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many moves in Tianshan as in all other districts combined (31 and 15, respectively). Taken 

together, these trends indicate an overall pattern of respondents cashing in - recall that any 

assigned housing prior to 2000 simply became deeded housing after 2000 - and moving 

south/southeast.  

In contrast, Figures 4.11E-4.11H make clear that there is no parallel process of cashing in 

for non-local born Uyghur residents: very few, at any point in their residential history in Urumqi, 

ever lived in the urban core. Although this group, at all time periods, is more likely to live in the 

milli, it is also true their first home (Figure 4.11E) is, as was the case with Urumqilik, far more 

likely to be in a Han-dominated area than is any other subsequent home. That said, the 

overwhelming majority of non-native born Uyghurs in Urumqi make their first home in Tianshan 

- particularly along Yan’an Road and into Dawan - and remain in the district. Of course, unlike 

what was found among Urumqilik, migrants to the city are far more likely to have come after 

privatization (with 9 combined points before 2000 in Figures 4.11E-4.11H and 64 combined 

points in the same maps after 2000). Still, before privatization, one in three lived outside of 

Tianshan (3 of 9 pre-2000 data points); after privatization, it was less than one in four (17 of 54 

post-2000 data points).  

The demographics of this survey’s sample of non-native-born Uyghurs make them 

among the most likely of all Uyghur migrants to live outside of the milli. Many of these 

respondents are bilingual and highly educated - many within the Chinese-language school system 

as min kao han students - and a vastly unrepresentative number have post-secondary degrees and 

are employed in the state sector, which has pushed farther and farther north over time. Given 

this, while it is impossible to extrapolate anything approaching a reasonable estimation of 

Tianshan’s total in-migration since 2000 based on this data, it is also quite reasonable to infer 
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that these maps under-represent its scale. Even so, when considered in light of the data compiled 

from the statistical yearbook, it is clear that a very large piece of the puzzle is conspicuously 

absent. The yearbook data indicates that the citywide number of Uyghur residents with a local 

hukou grew by 64 percent between 2000 and 2014, and the number of those residing in Tianshan 

doubled. Yet there is no way in which to present the spatial data collected in this survey - not 

broadly by ethnicity, nor sub-divided by birthplace, housing type, or the order of housing - such 

that the change over time even approaches the gradual and relatively modest growth of 

Tianshan’s Uyghur population found in the city’s statistics. Setting aside the notion of some sort 

of vast conspiracy among statisticians to under-report the growth of the Uyghur population, 

nodality is only explanation for this discrepancy.    
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

STUCK IN THE MIDDLE:  

IDENTITY POLITICS IN THE UYGHUR CITY 

      

 

 In the face of overwhelmingly illiberal social policies and surveillance practices that have 

been disproportionately applied to Uyghur-majority urban centers of Xinjiang, it is not difficult 

to understand Urumqi’s nodality as a consequence of Xinjiang’s twenty-first century economic 

liberalization. With the establishment of a housing market and, in particular, with the Urumqi 

hukou available to anyone with the means to purchase housing in the city, a significant 

proportion of wealthy southerners have moved north in the same period as locals have taken the 

opportunity to ‘cash out’ and move abroad. In other words, Urumqi itself has become a node for 

Uyghurs connecting southern Xinjiang and all points beyond the Chinese border. As a result of 

increased in-migration, the Uyghur city becomes unlike it was before: the median might be just a 

bit more conservative, but the wide and widening distribution of sensibilities - or dispositions, to 

use the language of Bourdieu - is entirely new. There is an ‘us’ and there is a ‘them,’ and the 

distinction is growing.  

 That there is a line connecting these the two developments - and, moreover, that the line 

is fairly straight and not very long - is hardly a question. But while understanding the 

implications of mobility and migration are necessary for unpacking identity politics in the 

Uyghur city, it is not at all sufficient. Consider the ideas expressed by one thirty-something 

Kashgari man who has built an extremely successful business in Urumqi. 
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It seems like a lot of the Urumqi people are saying ‘things are changing in the city,’ and it’s 
like this because… 
‘Because…’  
And then when I talk to…  
The outsiders?  
Sure, the outsiders. Their friends are all from the city they’re from. Even if they’ve lived 
here ten years. Whatever friends they have – maybe they’re not all from Kashgar, for 
example, but they’re from Kashgar and Aqsu. But it seems like you don’t have that 
situation. You have friends from everywhere.  
I do. And that’s a big trick – well, it’s not a trick. I think for you it’s a puzzle. I think when you 
look at things, when you write your thesis – it’s a thesis, right? – when you look at those answers, 
you have to be careful with those answers. Like, when you come to a conclusion. It’s very 
sensitive. What’s sensitive … ok, the people who were born in Urumqi and things change, like, 
‘how do you see festivals’ they might answer you like ‘in the old times, we were so close, and 
things were so much happier because there were not these people from outside. Now they came 
from all Hotan, Kashgar, this and this, and they have ruined us – they have ruined the city.’ But 
when someone gives this answer, there is this very big flaw in the answer itself. And the person’s 
views are not only the views, but the person’s education background, the worldview, everything… 
it’s so, how do you say… it’s very low-end stuff that they are talking about. […] 
But you hear that kind of talk too, right?  
Yes, I do. But I just erase that person from my memory. Because that person is not worth talking 
to. And it’s also… it’s not good to come to conclusions with that answer. Like, it’s just an answer. 
(31:16) 
 

In other words, though many Urumqilik will claim and insist otherwise, distinction within the 

Uyghur city is not co-terminus with a ‘south-north’ divide - the pidgin terminology of the 

once-robust language of ‘oasis identities.’ Taste, as Bourdieu so neatly put it, “classifies, and it 

classifies the classifier” (Bourdieu 1984: 6). In the cosmopolitan Regional capital, the act of 

referencing one’s hometown as a primary marker of identity itself marks one’s identity. As this 

businessman notes, it is ‘very low-end stuff’ and it speaks as much to the individual’s 

educational background and worldview as to his or her birthplace.  

If this is beginning to sound more like a hybrid tension informed as much by class as by 

regionalism, then at least the discussion has moved from simple and deterministic to something 

more appropriately complex and fluid. After all, the man quoted above has, after a decade 

speaking Chinese with Han co-workers and socializing with Uyghur professionals from different 

parts of the Region, become someone for whom ‘they’ feel more like ‘me’ than do those whose 

only point of connection is the same small hometown. But class alone - at least, insofar as it is 
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involves a taxonomy of earning power or consumption patterns within a society - takes us only 

part of the way in understanding the reconfiguration and, more precisely, polarization of 

sensibilities within urban Uyghur society. 

This chapter begins by establishing a framework for understanding social change 

informed by Bourdieu’s concept of the social world as constructed of numerous interrelated 

social fields organized within a larger field of power. By translating his model of late twentieth 

century French society into the context of the twenty-first century Uyghur city, a picture emerges 

of a mechanism that mediates between top-down development and bottom-up social change in 

Urumqi. Specifically, as liberal, export-oriented development grows, a path opens upon which 

the accrual of economic and social capital is not dependent on prior reserves of political capital. 

In other words, development allows Uyghurs to turn away from the state and the state institutions 

(education and the civil service, among others) that, prior to development, were the gatekeepers 

of middle-class respectability. That there are now parallel tracks upon which equal amounts of 

two very different forms of symbolic power can be accrued opens up the space for social 

polarization. In a very short period of time, what has emerged in Urumqi is a competing set of 

dispositions – ideas about what it means to be a ‘good’ and ‘modern’ Uyghur, as well as 

ethnopolitical sensibilities about the place of Uyghurs in China and the world.  

 

Bourdieu Revisited: Theorizing the Nature of Symbolic Resistance in Urumqi 

 The debate that continues to simmer between Marxists and neo-Marxists on the nature of 

class - whether it is a function of one’s relationship to production or to that of buying 

power/consumption - does not moved beyond an understanding of difference rooted in the 

relationship between social agents and things. As Bourdieu observed, it has little to say about the 
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relationships between social agents themselves, either in the formation of these relationships or 

in the potential of these relationships to transform the social world. To Bourdieu’s now fairly 

well-worn twentieth century critique of a materialist understanding of class, another must now 

surely be added: it also remains stubbornly hierarchical and impossibly horizontal. Not only is 

there a top, middle, and bottom, but these classes also exist on a rigid, linear continuum. If this 

were a reasonable representation of social reality, it would be difficult to imagine a case in which 

the middle were yanked from its place in line (or more precisely, on the pyramid) and set in 

opposition to whatever geometry remained.  

 Yet there is no more succinct a description than this for state of identity politics in the 

twenty-first century. This holds true whether the space in question is part of the global North or 

South - whether it is liberal(ish) or authoritarian. In the US, the stubborn persistence of a 

nineteenth century model of political identity-making created a 300+ page New York Times 

bestseller that finally arrives at a fairly obvious solution to the titular paradox: voting patterns 

certain segments of low-income voters align against the middle class and with economic elite to 

support a political party whose policies runs counter to their own economic interest. This occurs 

because that party long ago discovered tools to both harness and re-engineer social and cultural 

differences in American society that transcend (and actually contradict) a basic Newtonian 

physics of class (Frank 2005). In Urumqi, political identity is more fraught still: not only are the 

stakes much higher, given the outsized place of the state in the practice of everyday life, but the 

sympathies, sensibilities, and the senses of self from which spring action are formed and 

re-formed with a speed unparalleled in the West. As such, there is simply too urgent a need for 

ink elsewhere to spill it in pursuit of fine-tuning and thus keeping alive a two-dimensional, 

materially determined model of identity.  
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 To adopt Bourdieu’s concept of social space is to move from a flat model that structures 

social relationships by their respective relationships to things and toward a three-dimensional 

model that constructs and is constructed by the relationships of agents to one another across a 

number of distinct but deeply inter-connected social fields. At the broadest level, Bourdieu’s 

social world “can be represented as a space (with several dimensions) constructed on the basis of 

principles of differentiation or distribution” (1985: 724). Distinction, a term that will be 

oft-applied to the case of urban Uyghur society in the twenty-first century and one so central to 

Bourdieu that it entitles his longest published work, is precisely this ‘differentiation.’ It is the 

distribution of agents in a social field such that ‘they’ are recognized as ‘not us’ by applying 

“schemes of construction that… are the product of the internalization of the structures to which 

they are applied” (1985: 731). Simply put, that ‘we’ are refined and ‘they’ are boorish speaks as 

much to the distance between social groups as to the power of symbolic capital to order and give 

meaning to that distance.  

 Thus the social world is doubly structured: “On the objective side, it is socially structured 

because the properties attributed to agents or institutions present themselves in combinations that 

have very unequal probabilities: just as feathered animals are more likely to have wings than 

furry animals, so the possessors of a sophisticated mastery of language are more likely to be 

found in a museum than those who do not have this mastery. On the subjective side, it is 

structured because the schemes of perception and appreciation… express the state of relations of 

symbolic power” (1989: 20, emphasis added). The relations of symbolic power, however, should 

not be conceived in any given time or place as having reached some sort of restful state of 

equilibrium. On the contrary: “every field,” Bourdieu writes, “is the site of a more or less overt 

struggle over the definition of the legitimate principles of division of the field” (1985: 734). In 
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this, his break with Marx could not be clearer: insofar as classes exist ‘on paper,’ recognizable as 

“sets of agents who occupy similar positions and who, being placed in similar conditions and 

subjected to similar conditionings, have every likelihood of having similar dispositions… and 

therefore of producing similar practices,” they are not to be imagined either in fixed, rigid stasis 

or open revolution/class warfare, but instead as groups of agents engaged in a mutual (sometimes 

common, sometimes less so) symbolic struggle to “impose their vision of the divisions of the 

social world and their position within it” (1985: 732). 

 This form of symbolic struggle, in which agents work to “transform categories of 

perception and appreciation of the social world, the cognitive and evaluative structures through 

which it is constructed,” is at the heart of political struggle, a topic which Bourdieu comes to by 

different roads in a number of different writings and lectures (1989: 20). The state generally, not 

just (or even primarily) in an authoritarian context, “produces the official classification;” in a 

play on Weber’s concept of the state, it is understood to be the holder of “a monopoly of 

legitimate symbolic violence” (1989: 22).   

 Those who do engage in political struggle employ strategies that sit somewhere between 

the poles of “official nomination,” in which an agent of the state itself puts forward a “symbolic 

imposition that has behind it all the strength of the collective, the consensus, the common sense,” 

and “insult,” in which the agent works to put forth a subjective order that competes with the 

official one at his/her own peril (1985: 732). That said, those who are successful in achieving 

transformations of the schemes of perception that organize the social field “put into action the 

symbolic capital that they have acquired in previous struggles and which may be juridically 

guaranteed” (1989: 21). Put another way, “the power to impose upon other minds a vision, old or 

new, of social divisions depends on the social authority acquired in previous struggles” (23). 
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Thus, while the position taken in the symbolic struggle may be heterodox, the agent taking these 

positions - insofar as he/she is legitimately able to contest the status quo - must possess such a 

degree of orthodoxy that he/she was able to, consistently and not in the too-distant past, work 

well enough within the system as to have built significant reserves of social capital within it.   

 

Challenging the Rules versus Changing the Game: Reconfiguring the Field of Power Itself 

The most radical changes in the subjective structure of the social world take place within 

the field of power itself. The field of power, in Bourdieu’s model of the social world, is “the 

space of the relations of force between the different kinds of capital or, more precisely, between 

the agents who possess a sufficient amount of one of the different kinds of capital to be in a 

position to dominate the corresponding field” (1998: 34). The symbolic struggles between these 

dueling agents (or groups) reach their most fevered “whenever the relative value of the different 

kinds of capital is questioned” (34).  

A very simple but stark example will serve to clarify a concept that may feel, at this 

point, hopelessly abstract. Consider the disposition of a typical high school history teacher in the 

United States and her likely reactions to two very different developments a particular social field: 

education. It is not difficult to imagine that she might look with dismay on the growing trend 

toward standardized testing that privileges mathematical and scientific knowledge and the news 

that history was recently made an elective course in a hypothetical school district. However, the 

same woman will read the about the latest kidnapping of female pupils by Boko Haram with an 

abject sense of horror and dread for the future of that region, if not the entire world. To be sure, 

the difference in her reactions to these two developments is, in no small part, due to physical 

violence committed by Boko Haram. That said, it is also true that Boko Haram had committed a 
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far more radical act of symbolic violence than did those administrators who made optional the 

study of history: her reaction will be simultaneously one of ‘Those poor girls!’ and ‘What kind of 

monster targets students!’ 

While both developments challenge the subjective value of a Western-style education in a 

particular subject, the former does not challenge the privileged role of a secular, public-school 

education in generating cultural capital for its graduates. In other words, while the STEM craze 

in secondary school education may challenge the symbolic power of history and the humanities, 

it does not at all challenge the underlying structure of a field of power. Boko Haram, in contrast, 

represents a direct attack on the existing field of power - one in which Western education accrues 

to its Nigerian recipient a significant amount of cultural capital which, in adulthood, is 

convertible to economic capital.  

Reconfigurations of the field of power are as rare as they are radical. In a 1989 lecture 

delivered in East Berlin, Bourdieu discussed a form of capital uniquely found within states in 

which clientelist ties to the regime are “the source of the observable differences in patterns of 

consumption and lifestyles.” In places where “private appropriation of public goods and 

services” is near total, political capital “guarantees its holders a form of private appropriation of 

goods and public services” (1998: 16). In the Soviet context, where access to other forms of 

capital was minimal, political capital functioned in a manner not unlike those forms of social 

capital more common in liberal regimes: it was the “primordial principle of differentiation” and, 

though earning it required a great deal of time and energy, it could also be acquired “through 

networks of family relations” (1998: 16).  

In a seemingly off the cuff observation, Bourdieu mused that the “recent changes in 

Russia” (17) could be traced to rivalries between holders of political capital (the nomenklatura) 
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and the holders of academic capital - the technocrats and intellectuals who, while they came 

partly from within the nomenklatura, were separate and subordinate to it in the existing field of 

power. Fourteen days after lecture was delivered, the Berlin Wall - and, with it, the field of 

power that organized social space throughout the Soviet sphere of influence for half a century - 

was being pounded to rubble. 

Such moments of complete (if never particularly clean) break with that which came 

before are few because the pre-conditions of what Bourdieu calls a ‘power of construction’ are 

both onerous and largely self-contradictory. Here, it is worth quoting at length: 

To change the world, one has to change the ways of world-making, that is, the vision of the world 
and the practical operations by which groups are produced and reproduced. Symbolic power, 
whose form par excellence is the power to make groups … rests on two conditions. Firstly, as any 
form of performative discourse, symbolic power has to be based on the possession of symbolic 
capital. The power to impose upon other minds a vision, old or new, of social divisions depends 
on the social authority acquired in previous struggles. …Secondly, symbolic efficacy depends on 
the degree to which the vision proposed is founded in reality. … Symbolic power is the power to 
make things with words. It is only if it is true, that is, adequate to things, that description makes 
things.” (1989: 23).  
 

It is given here that the state, as the holder of the monopoly on symbolic violence, is, everyday - 

in ways great and small - actively engaged in maintaining the existing field of power and, with it, 

the ways of ordering and making sense of any number of social fields. The greater the reach of 

the state in a particular society, the more numerous the agents and agencies that carry out the 

work of ‘official nomination.’ The university degree is emblazoned with a golden state seal; the 

bank deposit is ensured by federal deposit insurance. The performative speech act committed 

when two people speak the words ‘I do,’ in fact, also has the perlocutionary effect (side-effect) 

of affirming the state as the sole agent empowered to name these people ‘married.’  

The symbolic power required to launch an offensive against such a system is tremendous, 

though not unthinkable. Those who would ‘change the world’ must begin with a war chest of 

capital reserves, however, and this requires active, sustained, and successful participation within 
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some social field. Herein lies the dilemma: those who would pose a credible threat to the existing 

field of power must have already benefitted considerably from engagement with one or more 

social fields (structured, of course, by the existing field of power), yet simultaneously find 

themselves in utter contempt of the structure of the existing field of power. In short, those best 

positioned to engage in successful political struggle “are also, on the whole, those least inclined 

to do so” (1985: 731).  

Further, contesting an existing social order does not move beyond the level of mere 

critique unless it is simultaneously able to 1) put forward an alternative logic for the production 

and organization of groups that 2) resonates as ‘real’ with those for whom the existing reality is 

also found wanting. This is the work of alliance-building: the requisite ability to create 

homologies among various positions in different social fields “based on a more or less conscious 

misunderstanding” of - or, perhaps, willingness to creatively re-imagine - social distance (1985: 

737).  

 

Tilting the Field of Power: Development and Social Struggle in Urumqi  

The latter of these two pre-conditions has, for some time, been easily within reach of 

those who would engage in ‘world-making’ within Uyghur society. After all, while there have 

been historical moments in which relatively laissez-faire social policies implied that CCP 

governance was more or less committed to respecting the cultural and religious differences of 

Uyghurs, these were followed - not only in the same lifetime, but often in the same generation - 

by protracted periods in which the primary work of severely illiberal social/religious policies and 

practices intended to erase difference by force instead functioned to ingrain a sense of otherness 

onto Uyghur bodies and minds. The mid- to late-1990s, for example, was one such period: the 
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Baren Riots of 1990 came in the wake of the nationwide student movement of June 198928, and 

the decade that followed was once in which thousands of mosques were razed and religious 

education was forced underground. Not unlike the ‘closed’ period of the Cultural Revolution, 

which followed the more ‘open’ policies of the Great Leap Forward, the nationwide period of 

relative illiberality in the 1990s had such a brutal local flavor that a re-configuration of social 

distance away from rich/poor, educated/uneducated, or even urbanite/farmer to 

Uyghur/non-Uyghur would have little trouble achieving what Bourdieu calls ‘symbolic efficacy’. 

That is to say, it very easily spoke to something ‘real’ for Uyghurs across social fields. 

In short, if repressive social policies and state practices alone were sufficient to effect the 

sort of cleavages that have come to define the social landscape of the Uyghur city, then there is 

no explanation for why they have widened so precipitously in the twenty-first century. These 

features of Chinese governance in Xinjiang have long since been present. While they are 

arguably more unbearable now than at any other point in the reform era, they also have long 

since reached the minimum threshold of symbolic efficacy. What has changed since the effort to 

effect Chinese-style development in Xinjiang began in earnest in 2000, and not just in degree but 

also in kind, is the ability of a certain group within urban Uyghur society to meet the first 

pre-condition of world-making.  

Prior to liberal-in-the-Chinese-sense development and economic reform in Xinjiang, the 

state had a near monopoly on the supply of symbolic capital in circulation within Uyghur 

society, and it existed almost exclusively in the form of political capital. Holding political capital 

in Xinjiang in the early reform era necessarily meant that one also held educational and thus a 

                                                             
28 The student movement of 1989 is one for which ‘Tiananmen Square’ often misleading serves as 

metonym; one informant made clear that there were active student protests in Urumqi at the same time, not at the 
university but in the city’s People’s Square, and they regarded themselves and their participation as part of a national 
movement. 
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certain form of cultural capital. This was not the 1960s, after all, when barely-literate farmers 

were precisely those deemed to have the ‘correct background’ for government work. Indeed, one 

forty-something Kashgarlik woman I interviewed reported that, when she attended Xinjiang 

University in 1990, it was correctly assumed that all graduates would be assigned positions 

within the Regional bureaucracy. Thus, as late as the early 1990s, the overwhelming majority of 

those who would have access to multiple forms of symbolic capital were also those who owed 

their capital accumulation (and thus their social status) to the state. Given this, it is not difficult 

to conclude that these people were in no position to become the vanguard of symbolic struggle.  

In his work on distinction in late-twentieth century France, Bourdieu created what is, by 

now, a fairly widely-known schematic representation of social space in his place and time 

(Figure 5.1). As the figure indicates, it contains not only the occupations, but also the hobbies 

and consumption patterns that mark distinction for various social groups; it is arranged according 

to both the type of capital held by those variously positioned (type of capital is given on the X 

axis, with cultural capital set in polar opposition to economic capital) and the aggregate total of 

all types of capital held (Y axis, with relative positive and negative values arranged from top to 

bottom, respectively). It is simple but, as most things that move from the pages of an 

academic-press publication into those of freshman-level sociology textbooks, it is good to think 

with.    

Translating this same schematic to the occupational categories of twenty-first century 

urban Uyghur society yields a startling visual representation of just how profoundly the 

introduction of economic capital as a form of symbolic power in urban Uyghur society has 

transformed the social field (Figure 5.2). Perhaps more importantly, it also indicates the degree 

to which new reserves of symbolic capital have accrued to those who would challenge the state’s  

  



 

 191 

 
 

Figure 5.1: Bourdieu’s mapping of the social field in late twentieth century 
France (Bourdieu 1979). 
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Figure 5.2 Mapping of the social field in twenty first century Urumqi. The relative size of each box represents the discursive 
importance of that job by my own approximation. Occupations listed in red pre-date the late reform era. Occupations listed in blue are 
new to this period. Those in purple existed prior to point at which liberal-in-the-Chinese-sense development came to Xinjiang, but they 
have been greatly expanded in this period.
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monopoly on world-making. Arguably for the first time in the history of modern China, these 

cultural nouveau riche are well-enough positioned to have their competing ‘vision of the world’ 

pose a clear and present danger to the officially-sanctioned field of power and the resulting 

rulebook for structuring social fields.  

Of course, Figure 5.2 is not an exhaustive mapping of occupations in Urumqi. It does, 

however, represent the work of a large majority of urbanites, including all of the four dozen 

people with whom I conducted extended personal interviews. Those occupations listed in red 

represent jobs that existed in relative abundance before the concentrated efforts to effect 

Chinese-style development in Xinjiang. Those in purple existed prior to 2000, but they have 

subsequently become much more common as certain industries or institutions have expanded 

with development. Finally, those occupations listed in blue are almost entirely new to the Uyghur 

city - some, like ‘cross-border trader’ obviously existed prior to 2000, but these jobs were not 

held in numbers significant enough to make this occupational category relevant within Uyghur 

society. Further, each occupational category is given a relative size based not on some objective, 

census-type count of the number of people it employs, but rather, by the relative symbolic power 

held by the respective occupations. Thus, for example, the more time one spends chain smoking 

in cafes with worldly young Urumqilik, the more one is convinced that there is a horde of 

Hotanluk jade dealers with virulent virgin-whore complexes roaming the city, demanding strict 

norms of Islamic dress on women by day and partying with hookers by night. Their actual 

numbers might be quite small, but their presence looms large in the minds of the general Uyghur 

public.29 

                                                             
29 In a version of this diagram presented at a Uyghur studies conference in 2015, at least one 

well-informed audience member took issue with its lack of consideration of religious occupations. This is a fair 
criticism; to be sure, they would certainly belong on a complete listing of all-important occupations in Uyghur 
society. However, the direct discussion of religion was so fraught for my informants that, when it came up even in 
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Of course, the stark color-coded divisions between new and long-established 

occupational categories are not themselves particularly surprising: none of the jobs that yield 

primarily economic capital existed in significant numbers before 2000, so one would expect that 

the occupations in quadrants I and IV (the right-hand side of the diagram) would be all or almost 

all indicated in blue. What might not be obvious yet, but will be very soon, is that the distinction 

between the left- and right-hand quadrants is far more hostile and mutually antagonistic than that 

which is (for example) marked by wine or beer consumption in the West. To turn one’s back on 

the state and the path it paves to upward mobility and social respectability is not merely déclassé 

- it is dangerous. It is dangerous not principally to the person who would take the pecuniary path 

to symbolic power - after all, ‘development’ is the order of the day, and thus private-sector 

entrepreneurialism is buttressed by the power of official nomination. Instead, it is dangerous to 

those most invested in a unilinear path to symbolic power that runs through the state and its 

multiplicity of local institutions. Needless to say, it is thus also dangerous in the long term to the 

balance and operation of state power itself.   

 

A Feel for the Games both New and Old 

The clustering of markers of distinction for socially conservative/southern 

Xinjiang/private sector entrepreneur is both readily identified and frequently discussed by those 

whose markers of distinction are ‘open’/northern Xinjiang/danwei workers. One conversation 

with a middle-aged husband and wife (21), both university educated Urumqi natives, stood out 

not for the newness of ideas expressed - indeed, I interviewed this couple late in my fieldwork 
                                                                                                                                                                                                    
passing, it tended to dead-end otherwise interesting and frank conversations - and certainly no one dared to speak 
directly to me about their opinion of this or that imam. Further, I was not in a position to interview - never mind 
receive insightful feedback from- those individuals employed by the (state-authorized) religious institutions in the 
city. Thus, on the relationship between development and the place of Islamic leaders and institutions in social space, 
it is a question that I have consciously chosen to remove from the scope of this research and leave to someone at 
some future date who may be better positioned to do the kinds of research needed to draw meaningful conclusions. 



 

 195 

and had almost become inured to such candid discussions of social distance - but for the way in 

which it brought together several themes that are often discussed in isolation: 

(Husband) I think Urumqi people are very civilized. We once could dress very openly, but now we 
cannot, because now Urumqilik are fewer and fewer, and many more from Kashgar and Hotan. 
After they came, [their presence] also affected some Urumqilik. The difference between the 
southern and northern Xinjiang is great: northern Xinjiang is more influenced by Russia because 
of the trade connections. Not only are the various places of southern Xinjiang more conservative, 
there is also much more of an influence there from Pakistan and Afghanistan. I went to Kashgar in 
1984, and the streets were full of Pakistani businessmen – they brought with them a lot of culture. 
Then, after economic liberalization, a lot of people from southern Xinjiang came to do business in 
Urumqi, and this affected Urumqi. Their way of thinking is not the same as that of people who are 
native to Urumqi. A cultural clash (wenhua chongtu 文化冲突) has developed within the city. But 
when all is said and done, Urumqilik are in the minority – there are more people from southern 
Xinjiang. So their influence is greater.  
(Wife) They always say, in our religion, this is wrong and that is wrong. And so we will feel a bit 
scared. Before, in the bars, there were people who did belly dancing, but now nobody dares. If 
they use religion to frighten us, we will be afraid, because we also have faith in religion. Before in 
the danwei, nobody covered their head and there weren’t so much people who prayed five times a 
day, but now there’s a lot - especially doctors and nurses. Previously, only businessmen’s wives - 
and they are all housewives – covered their hair. But now even among the highly educated 
women, the women in the work units - they also cover their heads! (21:15) 
 

It would take at least two hands to count the thematic points of distinction woven into this 

relatively short conversation that are commonly found in discussions with well-educated locals. 

That which holds the first and last position in such discussions is an explicit evaluation and 

expression of ‘civility:’ the opposition of those ‘who are civilized’ (wenming) or those who ‘have 

culture’ (wenhua 文化) to those who are not and/or do not. Although it is less common, the 

terms so widely debated within the Western literature on social distance and social group-making 

- those that center on questions of personal ‘quality’ (suzhi) - are also sometimes invoked. 

Regardless of the precise terminology employed, though, evaluations of civility are almost 

always expressed tautologically in relation to other markers of distinction: people who have 

culture are ‘open,’ for example, and ‘open’ people are defined as ‘having culture.’ Thus, rather 

than analyze the concept of ‘civility/culture’ in isolation, it makes more sense to unpack the ways 

in which the concept is evaluated and in which its relative presence among different social 

groups is assigned.  
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1. A lot of people from southern Xinjiang came to do business in Urumqi, and this affected 

Urumqi. 

‘They’ are (Nanjiang) businessmen; ‘we’ are (local) danwei workers. 

Both the husband and wife quoted above implicitly link migrants from southern Xinjiang 

with the private sector and Urumqi natives with danwei work. This is a common marker of 

distinction, but one made especially interesting here by the fact that the male respondent has long 

since retired from his danwei position and, for nearly a decade, has owned one - and then a 

second! - retail shop. Although his wife still holds a white-collar position within an 

administrative danwei, the bulk of the family’s economic wealth owes to the growth of the city’s 

university-student population and its need for inexpensive snacks within walking distance of the 

dormitories. This, of course, makes the female respondent here the wife of a businessman and 

negates her insistence that all businessmen’s wives are housewives. Nevertheless, in their 

reflexive understanding, their ‘feel for the game’ as Bourdieu described his concept of habitus, 

the real and present culture clash in Urumqi pits public sector employees against those associated 

with the private sector. Cognitive dissonance is avoided by the family’s self-perception 

remaining firmly and fully aligned with danwei - regardless of the present source of its income.    

Twenty-two is a fifty-something Urumqilik who shares this sense of distinction, as well 

as a similar athleticism in dodging would-be sources of cognitive dissonance: 

I personally don’t feel very good [about things lately]. There is a type of person whose quality is 
lacking. Good quality people are all in work units, many are in the government organizations. 
People with bad quality, in Uyghur society –  
What is ‘good quality?’ What is ‘bad quality’? 
Those who work in a work unit or do major trade (做大买卖的) are good quality. Like, manual 
laborers who came from southern Xinjiang have bad quality. And it has a relationship with 
education. (22.1) 
 

Unlike the couple quoted above, however, 22’s formal education ended at middle school, and his 

level of literacy is rudimentary. He is a work-unit employee who transitioned to the private 
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sector in the 2000s, though his occupational history has little in common with that of 21: he was 

laid off when his blue-collar state-owned enterprise went bankrupt and has since become lower 

management in a private transportation company. Twenty-two might thus occupy some 

intermediary position in a division of the social field by educational attainment and profession: 

although he received only a basic formal education, he is employed in the formal-sector 

economy. It is this distinction between formal-sector and informal-sector work seems to be the 

most reasonable interpretation of his taxonomy of the private sector, in which workers are either 

engaged in ‘major trade’ or ‘manual labor.’ Regardless, it is clear that he aligns himself with 

‘good quality people.’ After all, the increasing presence of people ‘whose quality is lacking’ 

gives him a very uneasy feeling about the state of the city. This sentiment itself is what marks 

him as one of the ‘good quality’ people.   

Categorical slippages vis-à-vis occupation are, in fact, less problematic for assigning 

social groups among Urumqi natives than they are for newcomers to the city. This is nowhere 

clearer than in the matter-of-fact statement of housing preferences made by a young min kao han 

woman, 4, whose family connections secured her work within an administrative danwei directly 

after graduating university:     

The xiaoqu I live in is composed of all danwei people, so inside the xiaoqu it is relatively safe. 
There are very few chaotic things (luan qi ba zao de shi qing 乱七八糟的事情). 
Why do you feel it’s safer there? 
[The residents] are all colleagues; they are all in a work unit. Their cultural quality is good. 
You said that you’re not very familiar with the people in the xiaoqu, but maybe your parents 
are? 
Well, my parents are more familiar with the people in the xiaoqu, but the important thing is that 
they are danwei people. They are long-term residents of Urumqi, not people who have come from 
other places. 
They are Urumqi natives (Wulumuqi ren 老乌鲁木齐人)? 
Right. (4:19) 
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2. Before in the danwei, nobody covered their head, and there weren’t so many people who 

prayed five people a day. 

‘We’ are successful in formal-sector occupations because we are open (or, at least, open enough 

to engage in Chinese norms of professional conduct). 

The relationship between career advancement and Han norms of professional conduct is 

so tightly woven that it is essentially impossible to build a career outside of the ethnic economy 

without, shall we say, an extremely flexible interpretation of Islamic rules of propriety - and the 

covering or uncovering of women’s hair, though oft-cited, is perhaps only the most conspicuous 

example of this. Instead, the requisite guanxi-building drinking sessions that only end when at 

least one party is nearing unconsciousness stand out as an acute source of conflict for the devout: 

for men, at least, they are as integral to professional success in mainstream Chinese society as 

they are patently, unquestionably haram (i.e., forbidden by Islamic law). The Kashgarlik 

businessman quoted at the beginning of this chapter has told his “government affiliated friends” 

that, while he can have one glass of red wine per night, a serious stomach disease prevents him 

from drinking more - and prevents him from drinking grain alcohol (baijiu 白酒) altogether. 

Another businessman whose affiliations mean that he must frequently attend Chinese-style 

banquets and participate in rounds of toasting and shot-drinking also frames his moderation in 

terms of health: he is a semi-professional athlete whose performance would be too seriously 

affected by drinking large quantities of alcohol. In both cases, the desires of these men not to 

engage in haram behavior are framed as anything but - and former seems to drink one glass of 

red wine almost as a signal to his government friends that he is not, in fact, abstaining for 

religious purposes: most Han are aware that any alcohol consumption is against Islamic codes of 

conduct. 
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Another man (40) was simply so disgusted by the requirements of guanxi-seeking that he 

left his job altogether, trading a fairly prestigious position at a major firm - one in which rapid 

career advancement was all but guaranteed by his parent’s connections - for a small store 

specializing in hair accessories. His previous job was to secure lucrative government contracts 

for his firm, and this put him in close contact with officials who were used to receiving certain 

concessions for steering business in one direction or another:  

Some guys want money; some guys want to go to KTV [a karaoke bar]. Fine. But some guys want 
Uyghur girls. Most of them are mainlanders (neidi ren 内地人) – Gansu, Sichuan, places like 
that. They never had this kind of girl. And I would offer to take them to a whore, but that’s not 
what they wanted. They wanted good girls – they wanted me to introduce them to my real friends. 
To have, like, a girlfriend! (40:15) 
 

He had a physical reaction to even the recollection of these interactions, and it was clear that, 

while he was as dissatisfied with the inter-ethnic interactions he had in the workplace and the 

disrespect he felt from his superiors, interactions such as these weighed heavily on his 

conscience, ultimately compelling him to trade the prospect of a stable and comfortable career 

path for one in which he had greater personal autonomy.  

In the end, all three of these men invented a flexible code of personal conduct that allows 

them to exist (or, to exist for a time) in the mainstream/Chinese business world in Urumqi while 

maintaining a self-defined sense of propriety. One drink is acceptable, but repeated rounds of 

shots are not; the hiring of Uyghur prostitutes is reasonable, but pimping out ‘good girls’ or ’real 

friends’ is immoral. Simply put, this degree of critical evaluation and personal interpretation of 

propriety, while undoubtedly a precondition for Uyghurs who would engage in formal-sector 

professional work within mainstream Chinese society, is at odds with the prescribed Islamic code 

of conduct for a moral life.  

It is this sort of relativistic, personalistic sense of morality that the devout - many of them 

migrants from southern Xinjiang - find unacceptable. Six is a young Hotanluk who manages a 
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small trade company that sells local, Uyghur-made products to Central Asian markets. He has 

recently moved to Urumqi and is dismayed by this change within the younger generation of 

Uyghurs.  

Compared to when you were a teenager, how do you feel like Uyghur society is changing?  
I think it’s changing.  
In what ways?  
[long pause] Maybe it’s not only Uyghur society – maybe all society is changing like that. Before 
we were very traditional. Now we are less traditional. And people, like my father and his friends… 
they’ve got their own rules, but we are not applying those rules anymore.  
Like people just follow their own personal feelings?  
Mmm – yes. Now people are just like… people are just become more selfish or something like 
that. (6:16) 
 

Six is a man of obvious aptitude and quick wit: someone who mastered multiple foreign 

languages as a teen in order to study abroad in his twenties. But after earning an advanced degree 

in a Muslim-majority country, he decided to return to Xinjiang. He could have easily stayed in 

his host country and spent his days working in someone else’s office, he told me, but he had 

bigger plans: he would save some money and learn the Central Asian market for now, then open 

his own trade company in the future. It was better to be a big fish in a small pond, he explained, 

though not in so many words; in Urumqi, he could build a business on his own terms. Although 

he now lives in a modest walk-up off Yan’an Road, his sites are set on a villa near Nanshan, a 

scenic glacial mountain that is already well on its way to becoming a bustling environmental 

tragedy of exurban development. He hopes to bring his parents from Hotan to live with his future 

wife and children, essentially re-creating the patrilocal residence pattern found among residents 

of rural Hotan’s compound-style homes in an opulent pseudo-European-style country manor - 

the same kind that dot golf courses an hour’s drive outside of Shanghai and Beijing. 

Prior to the application of Chinese-style development initiatives in Xinjiang, not only 

would 6 have had very little opportunity to grow the economic capital given to him by his 

parents, but his parents themselves would have also had very little opportunity to afford him 
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even the modest ‘seed capital’ they did: they had planned ahead and purchased a home for 6 in 

Hotan at the start of the housing boom, thinking he would be married soon after completing his 

bachelors degree in the late 2000s. Instead, he insisted that they sell the home and use the 

proceeds to pay for his master’s degree abroad and, later, the down payment on a home in 

Urumqi.  

Urumqilik often create a straw-man migration narrative with the landless Hotanluk 

farmer, someone who long ago sold the lease-rights on his farm to Han homesteaders for ‘easy 

money’ and has since moved to Urumqi without capital of any kind. In fact, to those whose 

self-concept includes markers of distinction like ‘open’ and ‘danwei worker,’ someone like 6 

cuts a far more intimidating figure - and poses a far greater threat to the existing social order. Six 

is representative of an entirely new and empowered social group: traditionally-minded young 

people, often but not exclusively from the south, for whom economic development has afforded 

the chance of first building economic capital, then converting it into what Bourdieu calls 

‘institutionalized’ symbolic capital in the form of a post-secondary degree from an overseas 

university.  

This alone, of course, is not an immediate threat to the existing social order. For the rest 

of his life, 6’s accent will mark him as déclassé; his dream home in Nanshan, complete with an 

ostentatious fountain or perhaps a galloping horse cast in bronze, smacks of nouveau riche taste 

and is readily dismissed as tacky by those content with a well-decorated apartment home in the 

cultural center of the Uyghur city. He is precisely the sort of ‘businessman’ spurned by the wife 

quoted above: a man who insists - and 6 does - that his wife (or wives) be fully covered and 

avoid leaving home unescorted. He is also the sort of businessman who, before Chinese-style 

development offered real opportunities to engage with markets in the Muslim world, would at 
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most have engaged in petty cross-border trade or, more likely, peddled agricultural products 

from southern Xinjiang to wealthier Uyghurs in the north.  

No longer, however, is there a one-to-one correlation between the ethnic and informal 

economies. Six may very well be able to build a successful career for himself without having to 

significantly compromise his beliefs. His adherence to Islamic norms is, if anything, a selling 

point to those with whom he seeks to do business, and his ability to conduct business in English 

and other Turkic languages represents not only a symbolic offensive against Han cultural 

imperialism in the Region, but also a practical advantage over local Han exporters. In other 

words, he is the embodied example - living proof - of the fact that it is now possible to thrive in 

the formal sector while remaining ‘closed.’ 

In time, both his aggregate reserves of economic capital and the symbolic capital he 

accrues by defining the terms of his own upward mobility work to tilt the social field away from 

those who would insist that Uyghur propriety is co-terminus with salaried work, a tacit 

acceptance (or, at least, not a vehement rejection) of Chinese norms, and active, sustained 

engagement with the many institutions of the Chinese state. If not he, then certainly his children 

will eventually and before too long be well-enough positioned that his sense of propriety - his 

feel for the game - will be not only widely circulated (this has already happened) but also 

credible within the Uyghur city.  

 

3.  Their way of thinking is not the same.  

Because ‘they’ are closed, they are uneducated and uneducable, and because they are 

uneducated/uneducable, they remain closed and unable to attain professional employment.  

 There is a ‘chicken-or-egg’ paradox in the relationship between education and 

employment: in order to secure even the possibility of employment outside of the ethnic 
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economy, one must first have successfully participated in a system of formal education that is 

outwardly and obviously assimilationist in nature. Thus, formal education leads to public-sector 

employment, and those with formal-sector jobs outside of the ethnic economy are those whose 

cost-benefit analysis of the trade-off between opportunity and preservation of culture has led 

them to enroll their children in Chinese public schools.30 In this way, the intersections of 

sensibilities regarding the relative values of certain types of education, occupation, and the place 

of Islamic codes of conduct in everyday life are passed down through the generations.  

 This is also why certain interpretations of proper Islamic conduct - particularly, those 

expressed sartorially - become markers of distinction much more broadly. To be covered is to 

resist Chinese formal education; it is thus a mark of low education and a willingness to foreclose 

(for one’s self and one’s children) a path to upward mobility that runs through the state in order 

to resist the state’s assimilationist practices. To be covered, at least in the reflexive ‘feel of the 

game’ held by well-educated Urumqilik, is also a mark of poverty.  

 Here, I am speaking with a thirty-something Urumqilik (32) who likely would have 

already moved abroad if he were not waiting for his fiancée to finish her post-graduate work in 
                                                             

30 In a wealthy coastal city, there are, broadly speaking, three types of schools: traditional public schools, 
for-profit, locally-controlled private schools, and private international schools. In Shanghai, for example, there are a 
number of private ‘Cambridge schools’ in which secondary-school pupils study a wholly British curriculum such 
that they are not prepared for the Chinese university entrance exam (gaokao) and are thus essentially tracked into an 
overseas university education from ninth grade. These schools are open both to foreign students (they are a less 
expensive alternative to international schools) and those with Chinese passports. International schools, in contrast, 
are not: their curricula are not certified by China’s Ministry of Education, and thus their programs of study must 
remain closed to ‘Chinese’ students. In practice, extremely wealthy Chinese parents can and do work around this by 
obtaining foreign citizenship (and here, HK and Taiwanese passports holders are considered ‘foreign’) for their 
children. In Urumqi, however, neither of what would be two extremely popular (albeit expensive) alternatives to 
public school is available.  

Further, two people with close knowledge of the situation reported that Volkswagen had two preconditions 
for moving some of its parts manufacturing to Urumqi: an international health clinic and an international school, 
both headed by overseas staff. As of 2015, with VW already well established in the new high-speed rail zone, only 
the former requirement of this deal has been met. The city is dragging its feet, probably indefinitely, on providing 
permits to construct an international school, despite the fact that the presence of such schools in a Chinese city is 
prestigious and helps attract additional foreign investment. There is no other explanation for the city’s inaction than 
the not-insignificant number of wealthy Uyghurs in Urumqi who hold overseas passports, and the fact that allowing 
their children to be educated by Western teachers, in a curriculum and language entirely beyond the control of the 
Ministry of Education, is a political impossibility. 
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Urumqi. We met at his brand-new home in Dawan, a high-rise unit with large picture windows 

offering a bird’s-eye view of the Saimachang market and the informal housing surrounding it. 

The home was a work in progress: although they would wait until marriage to officially move in, 

his fiancée had already selected the furnishings from a counterfeit IKEA store in the north of the 

city31. The young couple had won a hard-fought battle against her parents, who paid for the 

home’s decoration, to limit the Uyghur-style decor to a few large wall hangings.  

 We spoke as 32 waited for some workers to arrive. Before long, the conversation moved 

to the issue of changing gender norms and changes in the quality of life and opportunities 

generally for his generation of Uyghur women. For him, the trend toward more conservative 

forms of Islamic dress among women is a signal of the whittling away of norms for educational 

equality among the genders. 

You think there have been big changes in terms of the situation for women? 
Yeah, yeah – It’s going down. Definitely. Worsening. Like, the whole thing, you know? Women 
are now wearing headscarves. And even most… look, I don’t see the headscarf as a problem – it’s 
not a problem. If you want to wear headscarf, that’s your freedom. You can choose who you are. 
My fiancée, if she wants to – if she’s not forced to but she really, really wants to wear a headscarf, 
then I’d say ok. That’s not a real problem. My real problem is this covering the whole this and 
this--  
The whole face? 
Very Wahabi, very Saudi Arabian type thing… That’s the thing I’m really, really, totally against. 
Because if you cover everything up, they don’t even see your face, then there is no education or 
anything else. All they can do is stay at home. I saw this one ridiculous thing now. I was in a 
restaurant eating with my friends. I saw this couple. The woman, she was like this – and when she 
was eating, she turned back, faced the window, where nobody can see her, and she was eating with 
her back toward her husband. Because it was a public place, and she didn’t want to show her face. 
It’s really, really ridiculous. 
Do you think that’s mostly imposed on them? When they are wearing that kind of stuff? 
[Look at] what my aunt experienced [gentle but effective social shaming for not covering her hair 
within her social group]. There is a pressure, you know, in society.  
And you think this is happening to all economic levels? 
Mostly not the higher levels – it’s the lower ones.  
You know, one thing I noticed, let me see what you think of my theory: I was at Herembag, 
in the nighttime part. And every woman had the head covering – it was beautiful, the 

                                                             
31 The goods were not counterfeit; the store itself was. In a testament to local entrepreneurialism and its 

respect for intellectual property, a local Han family established ‘New IKEA’ near the major furniture and appliance 
stores on Tianjin Road in Xinshi. They made regular shopping trips to the nearest IKEA (Old IKEA?) store - in 
Chengdu! - and bought back with them a curated selection of furniture and smaller household goods by the 
truckload. Thus, in Urumqi, it is now reasonably easy for a young couple with a dream and a set of allen wrenches to 
bring mass-market Scandinavian design into their homes. 
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crystals, the expensive ones. And I thought maybe a little bit what’s happening is that maybe 
the poor are doing it, and the rich are doing it. 
Yeah. The rich are doing it, yeah. Yeah, yeah.  
And when I go to Erdaoqiao, there’s a fancy – I was just shopping one day, and there was 
this store with very expensive head coverings. It seems like the middle is not doing it, but 
maybe the rich and the poor are.  
The business, you know… the families who do business, that’s who I think it is. But not the 
scholars. Not the scholars (32:19). 
 

At first, 32’s uncritical, instinctive sense of Uyghur social order is a top-bottom configuration 

with social distance marked by education. And education, in turn, is marked by outward 

appearance - specifically, either the rejection of head covering or a conscious, un-coerced 

adoption of, at most, Mediterranean norms of Islamic dress. 

Here, I gently pushed back: I had spent a great deal of time wandering though the 

air-conditioned shops south of Nanmen to escape the heat of my apartment that summer, and I 

knew the prices of those imported, crystal encrusted head coverings worn in the city’s poshest 

halal (i.e., alcohol-free) nightclub. The nicest among them, in fact, might cost nearly as much as 

the IKEA sofa on which we sat. Upon reflection, he quickly agreed that not all women who 

covered their heads were poor. His revised concept of social distance was one not created by 

economic wealth per se, but by its source. The woman from families ‘who do business’ will 

cover their heads, but, he insisted almost mournfully, ‘not the scholars.’  

 This reworked what I have previously called the ‘Newtonian physics of class:’ top, middle, 

and bottom no longer exist in a linear relationship with markers of distinction set neatly between 

social actors on a scale whose intervals are defined by earning power. Instead, the top income 

earners - the very elite of the private-sector ethnic economy - are afforded an autonomy that is, 

outwardly, analogous to the poorest Uyghurs: those who gain so little by adhering to Chinese 

norms that they have nothing to lose by marking themselves with distinctively Uyghur forms and 

practices of everyday life. To 30, the danwei worker quoted earlier this chapter as having 

gradually lost his ‘boundaries’ after a decade of working with Han, this is obvious:  
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With a lot of businessmen, they are rich, and their wives stay at home. They are very traditional – 
more religious. They [dress] religiously. I know several people like that. But the working class is a 
bit different. They wear more modern. Their worldviews are modern. Yeah. (30:18) 
 

In English, of course, the term ‘working class’ refers to a Marxist concept of class in which the 

bottom rung of the ladder is occupied by those who neither own nor maintain/manage the means 

of production: it is synonymous with ‘proletariat.’ In Uyghur, though, hizmetqiler are an 

altogether different group of people. The word is composed of a root for ‘work’ (hizmet) and the 

agglutinative suffixes for ‘people who’ (qi) and the plural marker (ler). But whereas hizmetqiler 

are literally ‘workers,’ the term strongly connotes one who possesses the sort of professional 

stability that, even now, comes almost exclusively with government work. It is closer to the 

Japanese concept of ‘salaryman’ than to anything like ‘worker’ or ‘working class’ in English. 

However, because work in even a large private firm in Xinjiang is seen as a relatively precarious 

proposition that offers few avenues to accumulate political capital, the term should be understood 

not only as a marker of someone whose propriety is defined by income stability and a dutiful 

work ethic, as it would be in the Japanese case, but also as a marker of someone whose entire 

disposition accords with - and whose symbolic capital is accumulated though - official 

nomination.  

Thus, although my frequent use of the Chinese-by-way-of-English concept of ‘middle 

class’ (zhongceng jieji 中层阶级) in early interviews was often meant with polite but confused 

silence, the problem was an incommensurability of terms, not one of concepts. On especially 

thoughtful respondent (37), someone for whom a decade spent living first in Han China and then 

in two other Asian countries has offered a great deal of space to reflect on life in his once and 

future home of Urumqi, tried to square the idea of ‘middle class’ as it existed in the West with 

what he understood to be the social order in urban Xinjiang:   
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[There is one kind of people who have] a stable salary… a relatively good salary from 
government. They already bought a house and car, and have enough money to send their kids to a 
good school and university. The other group… they don’t work for government. They own their 
own business, maybe a factory.  
Do you see these as two different groups, or do they fit together?” 
Well, I mean they are both middle class, but they are different. But I want to say, middle class 
isn’t average. The average is struggling with [mortgage payments] and they can’t afford to send 
their kids to a university. The middle class doesn’t have these worries. 
Do you think these two groups have a different outlook on the world? 
It’s true that the government people are better educated - much better educated. The other group is 
just good at business (37:9). 

 
 

4.  There is also much more of an influence there from Pakistan and Afghanistan.  

Those who are uneducated are easily led/misled into more rigid and possibly extreme/extremist 

ways of thinking and being.  

Prior to my nudging 32 to consider the difference between traditional and ‘open’ Uyghur 

modes of life as defined by something other than rich/poor, he had already made this distinction 

with regards to the ways in which various portions of the local Uyghur population were more or 

less resistant to the cultural influences of southern Xinjiang migrants. Those who were educated, 

he insisted, were not easily led by conservative forces within the city.   

Is it people coming from the south, or is it Urumqi people changing?  
Mostly people coming from the south – and also local people. They’re also changing. The people 
from other places, they are affecting locals. Just in the [public] places, you know? If you don’t 
wear a headscarf, you feel odd. Weird. 
Do you feel like that would be true… is there any such similar thing for the men? 
More men are going to prayers, that’s for sure.  
Do you think these effects are happening among rich people, middle class, poor?  
All classes. 
All classes… so it’s not about class? 
But the people who work for government, or the scholars, they haven’t changed a lot.  
But they’re probably not allowed to, right? 
Even if we’re allowed to, I don’t think my parents would change.  
Do you think the less educated people are changing?  
Yes, especially the less educated people.  
Maybe my similar question is, in what ways do you think Uyghur society is changing?  
We’re definitely going back – that’s for sure. For these people, the attention is not on education or 
anything. Their attention is on religion. Sometimes when you go have dinner around Erdaoqiao, 
there are some people selling books about how to do prayers. Selling copies of the Qur’an, stuff 
like that. People’s attention is more and more on religion.  
You wouldn’t have seen that a few years ago? 
No – you didn’t see any of that. According to my experience [working with children], more and 
more parents, they don’t trust the government schools, so they don’t send their children to school 
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– even if they are the right age. So they home-school their children. And some of them, the rich 
ones, they send their children to schools like [the private language academy] Atlan. They learn 
English and go abroad. So that’s the case. And poorer people, they don’t want to send their 
children to schools.  
And they can’t afford the private, so they stay home? 
Yeah, yeah. They are just staying at home, yeah. Actually, it’s not allowed. But… [pause]  
So then it almost seems that, if what you are saying is true, there will be three groups in 
Uyghur society. It’s like, the kids that are too poor, they stay at home, they get the very 
personal education.  
The religious.  
And then the very rich that are very global – and go out. And then the middle is the one that 
goes to the Chinese schools. 
Yeah. And that middle class is struggling. (31:14) 
 

I have chosen to reproduce this portion of our conversation in full because it offers a sense of the 

tight and mutually-constitutive relationships between education policy, educational choices made 

by parents, critical thinking skills, and resistance to increased (and increasingly rigid) religiosity 

that form the common-sense worldview of someone dismayed by recent changes in urban 

Uyghur society. 

Thirty-two grants that many parents ‘don’t trust the government schools,’ but he has little 

to say about the roots of this mistrust. The relationship between education policy and the 

strategies that parents and students employ to mitigate the most pernicious of these, as well as 

the social outcomes, intended and not, of these strategies, is a question worthy of its own 

dissertation-length treatment; it is fortunate, then, that such a treatment is nearing publication 

(McMurray 2016). Here, it is possible only to make a few simple statements on this subject, 

which is as complicated as it is central to understanding social change in Xinjiang.  

First, there is just cause for Uyghur parents concerned with inculcating a sense of ethnic 

pride and distinctiveness to be wary of government schools. The ‘bilingual’ curriculum adopted 

in stages beginning in 2002 but now mandated throughout Xinjiang has forced out an entire 

cohort of veteran Uyghur teachers due to their inability to teach in Mandarin and replaced them 

with young, inexperienced Han teachers whose primary qualification as instructors seems to be 
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speaking their native language32. Thus, purely because of linguistic barriers to knowledge 

transmission, Uyghur students are often unable to understand even rudimentary concepts taught 

in lecture-style classes. Likewise, when parents are themselves unable to speak or read Chinese, 

they are unable to help with homework or translate concepts at home. One interviewee (34) 

bemoaned the intractability of the present situation: 

In order to improve the overall quality of an ethnic group, education plays a very important role. 
Now such education faces great difficulties and challenges. Bilingual education on the surface, but 
in fact it is monolingual education. No one cares about whether students can understand or not, so 
the decline in the overall quality of students is very serious, and many students drop out. Recently 
[a friend who works in the education ministry] told me that only 20% middle school graduates 
from Hotan [apply to] high school — and this is the percentage before taking the entrance exam! 
The real percentage will be surely less than 20% after the exam. Among that 20% of students, how 
many of them can then go to college? (34:5) 
 

 Those children who do participate in public education are very obviously changed by the 

experience. I sometimes spent my free time chatting over tea with a close friend, a fully bilingual 

mother of two, while her fourth-grade daughter and the little girl’s Uyghur friends played in 

Mandarin and taught her youngest son Chinese schoolyard games. Her daughter was enrolled in 

bilingual school, but after only four years of study, she had begun to refuse to speak Uyghur at 

home - it wasn’t as cool or interesting as Mandarin, she told me plainly. When her mother asked 

her a question in Uyghur, she would respond in Mandarin; when I asked her a question in 

Uyghur, she responded as best she could, between fits of laughter, in the basic English she had 

learned from a private tutor.  

What felt like a little game to this child is, in fact, a process of cultural assimilation that 

most Uyghur parents view as deadly serious. Though much more could be said on this topic, for 

the purposes of this discussion, the most immediate consequence of this situation is the tripartite 

                                                             
32 In Urumqi, ‘bilingual’ education means that students are taught a language arts class in Uyghur and 

receive Mandarin language instruction as a second language. All science, math, and history classes are in Mandarin. 
Further, even among bilingual teachers, it is forbidden to explain the concepts taught in these subjects in any 
language except Mandarin. Thus, the only practical difference between this and mainstream/Chinese-only curricula 
is that language arts is in Uyghur and students have no opportunity to study English in public school. 
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social grouping it engenders. Those who stay in school are taught not only a specific language, 

but, more importantly, an entirely new way of thinking, behaving, and interacting with peers and 

adults that, in time, becomes inculcated in the dispositions of those students. In contrast, as 32 

cogently observed, pulling a child out of public school in Urumqi leads to one of two possible 

outcomes: either the child receives a secular education, in which case he/she might spend a few 

years studying a third language (English or Turkish being the most common)33 locally before 

matriculating abroad, or he/she is kept at home and given a religious education in an 

underground school. In this way, the social distance between ultra-rich and poor is bridged while 

their distance from those who send their children to Chinese public schools - “that middle class” 

- becomes both greater and more easily marked.   

Among those Uyghur adults who attended public schools, performed well on their exams, 

and eventually finished university, there is an explicit link with critical reasoning ability - often 

expressed as being able to think for one’s self - and formal education. In this formulation, those 

who do not receive formal education lack the ability to independently determine right and wrong, 

and thus are ‘easily led.’ Twenty-eight, the thirty-something business owner whose concern for 

his ‘athletic performance’ covers his desire to remain sober at Chinese-style banquets, made 

explicit his view of the link between education and critical reasoning. While his English was not 

fluent enough to serve as our primary language of communication, he did pepper his comments 

with several English words - ones that, perhaps, he was afraid a curious waitress might overhear 

and repeat to her superiors in the otherwise deserted cafe where we met.    

                                                             
33 The course offerings at Atlan, the leading language school owned and staffed by Uyghurs for a 

predominantly Uyghur clientele, speak to this. Teachers there reported that the Turkish and English courses were, 
until recently, both extremely and roughly equally popular, and that the school also offered Japanese and Korean 
courses. Then, a new, unwritten (but nonetheless strict) policy on language study was made known: the Turkish 
courses were closed and Mandarin courses were opened in their place. At the same time, management decided to 
close the Korean and Japanese programs of study due to low enrollment. As of 2015, then, Atlan students only had 
the choice to study either English or Mandarin as a second language. 
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Those who have studied know how to think for themselves; people who haven’t studied will 
believe what others say. I once went to see an Ahun, and when I was chatting with him, I learned 
that formal religious schools have been closed in Xinjiang for twenty years. But our ethnicity is 
one that holds strong religious beliefs. — Because there is no formal school, people go to 
underground places to study. What kinds of things these places teach, and who teaches is not 
clear. Islam also has different factions. We belong to a more open sect, and now our sect is 
changing. 
How do these students do their studies? 
They study at home. It’s like a black factory. You do not know what they teach, and much of what 
they teach you is not something that is really written in the Qur’an; it is just their own ideas. Some 
would say not to ride a bike, but they do not explain why. They just say this is haram, that is 
haram (italicized English words were spoken in English in the original). (28:8) 
 
Another person who clearly, even ferociously held this position is Patigul’s oldest 

daughter (41). In response to a question about the increased police presence in public spaces 

south of Nanmen, she criticized not the police, but the people whose actions brought them to the 

city: “Some people are messed up. People with a certain type of motive…(mozhong mudi de ren 

某种目的的人), they have no quality. They have no culture. They are illiterate. And so they 

follow.” I asked if she thinks people with ‘quality’ are more willing to accept the current 

situation and restrictive policies: “High quality people can tell the difference between what’s 

right and what’s wrong. Low quality people just follow others” (41:14). 

To be sure, the frequency with which these ideas were articulated by well-educated 

professionals might be partially explained by the fact that repeating what is literally the party line 

on extremism among Uyghurs is the safest thing one can do when being interviewed by a foreign 

scholar. That party line, of course, is that it extremism is a function of good-hearted but 

uneducated locals being unable to resist the corrupting influence of foreign radicals. That said, 

these themes also featured prominently in an interview that began with a man telling me “I am 

almost 80; I don’t care anymore if they lock me up - I want you to understand what is happening 

here.” In other words, something can both have the power of official nomination and represent 

an accurate statement on the perceptions of social space and interpretations of lived experiences 

among a portion of the population. Perhaps this speaks to a larger point: the fact that the 
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sensibilities (or dispositions, to use Bourdieu’s terminology) genuinely align, at least in part, 

with those that have the power of official nomination is itself the root marker of distinction 

within urban Uyghur society.   

Among those whose dispositions do not accord with those symbolically authorized by the 

state, the decision to pull a child out of public school is in itself a rational choice made only after 

much critical evaluation. Here, the marked differences in tone evident in the following pair of 

comments belie the continuity of the respondents’ messages. The first quote is from 3, a 

middle-aged parent of school-age children who has moved his extended family into a small 

rental unit so that they can more quickly save money to move abroad; the second is from 23, a 

hard-partying local twenty-something who did not finish high school  

Prosperity is not dependent on one’s outward appearance, on the so-called ‘bearded or covered 
things’ which are in fact, borne of religious and cultural awareness. We can preserve our native 
language and our ethnic culture. In particular, these people [who pull their children out of public 
school] are more focused on their children’s traditional culture and moral education. These kids 
are not, like some people have said, what is harming society. Because after these kids go to 
bilingual school, their character has been fundamentally changed. In the school, they learn not to 
respect their parents, so in this case, if they go to a school and the most basic things are not 
learned, then what else can they learn? Parents spend so much on their children - so much money 
for them to go to school, only to graduate university and not be able find work. Then what was the 
use of this school? They might as well stay at home and learn religious knowledge. (3:22) 

*** 
Education in China? Not good. Not good at all. There is no freedom. Just like, now that I am 
grown up, I want to go back to my school, talk to my teacher and say “Hey you, motherfucker, 
why didn’t you tell me when I was young: ‘you just need to make money and you will be good in 
China.’ You told me: ‘Learn as much as you can. You don’t have to be rich; you will be really 
powerful.’ But now the only powerful people are the ones who have money! (23:14)  
 

The former respondent is quite clear on the perceptions and sensibilities held by those for whom 

pulling a child out of public school is a mark of bad parenting. His reaction to their views itself 

can be read as a microcosm of the larger symbolic struggle that people like him are waging 

against ‘them.’ First, he categorically rejects the link between resisting/rejecting a public school 

education for one’s children and the broader social problems that exist at the present moment: 

“These kids are not, like some people have said, what is harming society.” Second, it is not that 



 

 213 

he, as someone who plans to soon pull his own children out of school, is unconcerned with his 

children’s education. Rather, he is more concerned with ensuring his children receive a ‘cultural 

and moral’ education than with the type of academic education offered by Chinese schools. 

Then, in the latter half of his response, he implicitly counters those who would dismiss his 

position as hostile to secular education per se. He does this by framing the Chinese school 

system as a business: parents ‘buy-in’ by paying first secondary-school and then university 

tuition, and in exchange graduates are able to secure reasonably well-paying work. But when 

employment discrimination narrows or outright blocks the path to formal-sector professional 

work - the only work for which a Chinese public-school education was required, or even helpful 

- then what has happened is akin to consumer fraud.  

These two interviewees are demonstrably capable of critical reasoning, having rationally 

determined that the questionable benefits of a Chinese education are outweighed by its costs. In 

this, there are echoes of the frustrations that haunt 15: it’s not that those who choose 

non-alignment with the state and its many institutions (here, the public education system) are 

unwilling from the first to play the game. Rather, having repeatedly observed that Uyghurs are 

dealt from the bottom of the deck - if they are even dealt in the first place - they make a rational 

choice: pocket the ante and go. This does not make them immoral or dangerous people, nor, they 

insist, does it imply a lack of quality. As one businessman (18) playfully but persuasively put it:  

Well-educated people, they have their own strengths, such as being well-spoken. Those who do 
business to make their money, although some have not received a good education, and they have a 
hard time talking about [intellectual] things, they learned a lot in the process of making money. 
Now, after they make money, a lot of Uyghurs will do philanthropic work. Bill Gates did not 
finish college; he dropped out. But we cannot say he does not have quality. (18:13) 
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5.  Northern Xinjiang is more influenced by Russia because of the trade connections.  

‘Our’ way of life is modern or global or influenced by Russia (anything but Chinese). 

There is a swift and direct tie between civility and norms of public conduct. In particular, 

norms of conduct that are ‘civilized’ are also ‘open,’ and those that are open are the product 

either of a long and established Russian influence in northern Xinjiang, or of a tendency toward a 

more ‘modern’ orientation more generally. The idea that outward makers of ‘modernity’ could 

also mark one as ‘assimilated,’ ‘Western-style,’ or ‘Chinese-style’ is emphatically rejected.  

Among the young, the most obvious expressions of ‘modernity’ are found in dress. Once 

or twice a year, 28 flies to Shanghai for, among other things, shopping. He favors the boutiques 

along Changle and Xinle Roads, where Western and Japanese street styles can be purchased for a 

premium. Needless to say, there are very few Uyghurs in Urumqi who understand the meaning 

of the Dead Kennedys’ logo on his black tee-shirt. Nevertheless, it reads as he intended: “Many 

people will ask me ‘Why do you dress like a foreigner?’ And they wear a suit! I'll tell them ‘You 

are now wearing clothes that foreigner wore four decades ago, and I am wearing the clothes that 

foreigners wear now. I am Urumqilik, I will certainly be a bit more fashionable than you!’” 

(28:3). In other words, 28 is all too happy to point out that ‘traditional’ ideas of propriety for 

Uyghur men are, in fact, as thoroughly Westernized as his. The identity marked by his Chuck 

Taylors, he insists, is not ‘Western,’ but merely ‘fashionable.’ 

This fight for moral authority can also express itself more subtly, or at least more 

privately. Ten dresses as modestly as any ‘proper’ Uyghur woman of sixty, and she is fluent only 

in Uyghur language. Her comfortable home was accented not with IKEA candleholders, but with 

lace doilies and decorative tea services. In short, this is not someone actively engaged in modes 

of consumption and expressions of self that would mark her as screamingly, defiantly modern. 
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Instead, her sensibilities make themselves known in defense rather than offense. This was the 

response she gave to a question about how development affects the lives of urban Uyghur 

women:      

That kind of conservatively dressed women, they are all generally full-time wives. That kind of 
people, even if you give them work, they will not do it. For example, in Hotan there is also this 
kind, and they think government money is not clean. These are all because of religious fanaticism. 
Religious extremists who distort religion. 
Hmm. 
Not long ago, my sister was in the hospital because of heart disease, and a patient from Kashgar or 
Hotan was in her room with her. My sister gave them some momo that she bought from the 
restaurant, but they threw it out of the window. My sister told them, ‘if you think that bun is Han, 
then money is also Han. That needle is Han too, so do not use it!’ Then they did not speak. Such 
ridiculous things are too much. (10:17) 
 

Momo is a plain steamed bun that one would have difficulty distinguishing from a Chinese baozi, 

though its name links it more closely with the style of filled dumplings found in Tibet and Nepal. 

Similar delicacies also exist in Urumqi and are locally referred to as ‘manta,’ even though this 

word, somewhat confusingly, likely derives from the Chinese ‘mantou.’ The point is, while Han 

hardly have a monopoly on steamed dough, the woman in the adjoining hospital bed very clearly 

viewed the consumption of these buns as an acceptance of Han cultural hegemony. The weapon 

of the infirm, here, was a show of symbolic resistance. Not only does she literally throw the 

Chinese influence on/penetration of Uyghur culture out a window, but by doing so, she also 

declares herself unwilling to accept the friendship of someone who would unthinkingly (or so 

she assumed) accept it.  

Ten’s sister framed her reaction to this rejection of her goodwill in such a way as to prove 

that she was not, in fact, unthinking. This woman’s presence in a Chinese hospital, she told her 

flatly, was material evidence of her willingness to accept both Western medicine and its 

administration by Chinese medical supplies. Either both momo and hypodermic needles are 

products of ‘modernity,’ in which case they should both be readily and unproblematically 

accepted for their help in sustaining Uyghur bodies, or they are equally ‘Chinese’ - in which 
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case, the acceptance of one and rejection of the other is hypocritical. The fact that neither woman 

engaged the other again after this exchange speaks to the incommensurability of their respective 

positions. Now marked by their evaluation of and reaction to Han cultural influence in modern 

Uyghur life, each woman understood the other as an ‘other.’   

 

Tracking the Teams on the Field of Power in Tianshan 

I have struggled to settle on the terms with which to label the two sides of the 

increasingly polarized social field. No matter the terms, of course, they are shorthand: 

necessarily simplistic referents for complex phenomena. Nevertheless, the shorthand itself 

matters. Early in my thinking on this issue, I gave a conference presentation in which I used the 

terms ‘cosmopolitans’ and ‘localists.’ I knew this wasn’t quite right, though, and more senior 

scholars of the region were quick to say as much in the discussion. The ‘localists’ are, in fact, 

quite global in their thinking. True, they are far more likely than their counterparts to face 

westward, to the cultural East, but Tashkent and Abu Dhabi are as much foreign places are as 

Toronto or Stockholm - and anyway, both groups would be at home in Ankara. Broadly 

speaking, although they take opposite positions on the social field, both find the local situation 

wanting, to put it mildly. And both are actively engaged in looking beyond Xinjiang - and, for 

the most part, beyond China - for that which might improve their own selves and situations 

and/or the local state of affairs more generally.  

Although the labels were not quite right, everyone in the audience that afternoon 

understood the general meaning that I was trying to convey. This was a Uyghur studies 

conference, after all. This growing sense of an ‘us/them’ mentality that serves locally as the most 



 

 217 

important marker of one’s identity, a sort-of load-bearing wall of one’s habitus, is obvious 

enough to anyone who has spent time in the Region in the twenty-first century.  

Was the problem with the word ‘cosmopolitan?’ Perhaps I meant something more like 

‘humanist?’ I quickly cycled through ways to build a dyad around humanism - ‘humanists’ and 

‘pan-Turks?’ No, no, no. This unintentionally and misleadingly alludes to a century-old 

intellectual movement among Uyghurs, and anyway the ‘pan-Turks’ might just as readily look to 

Arab or Southeast Asian Islamic nations for education, self-improvement, cultural cues, etc. That 

said, the opposing of ‘humanist’ to something like ‘Islamicist’ is misguided - perhaps 

dangerously so - and implies an opposition between believers and non-believers, the devout and 

the infidels. Far from being ‘humanist’ in the Western sense of the word, many ’cosmopolitans’ 

in fact express a strong sense of Islamic faith. That some locals would cast the struggle in terms 

of differing levels of devotion to Islam speaks to the fact that this is very much a struggle for 

moral authority, but it is simply not the case that the two sides are split by their respective 

degrees of religiosity. 

These two groups might, however, split on a preference for a secular or theocratic mode 

of governance. It is this distinction that inches toward the best possible framing of this 

oft-discussed but never named struggle to reorganize the social field in the Uyghur city. In the 

end, the term ‘cosmopolitan’ is apt, and it is far more helpful than something like ‘humanist,’ 

which, first and foremost, stakes a purely moral or perhaps even spiritual position. Here, the 

admonitions of Gayatri Spivak, voiced in a keynote speech given to geographers in a year when 

the Occupy Wall Street movement had captured so much of their attention, ring in my ear: 

‘cosmopolitan’ is a term composed of two root meanings, and too many academics are so drawn 

to the promise/specter of that which is ‘global’ (cosmo) that they overlook, intentionally or not, 
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the root for ‘administration’ or ‘government’ (poli) that is embedded in the term. In this light, a 

‘cosmopolitan’ might, refer to one who has bought into a form of administration that relies on 

not only global norms, but on a code of (in this instance, liberal) conduct and order imposed by 

laws that transcend national borders. It is precisely this layered meaning that comes closest to 

representing the position of those Uyghurs who locate themselves among this group. The battle 

lines being drawn are decidedly not metaphysical. 

But all of this merely allows us to circle back to the beginning. Granting that 

‘cosmopolitan’ is a reasonable shorthand for a complex array of identity markers that allows one 

to stake a position on/in the social field, what is its opposite? Surely, it must be something that 

retains the meaning captured in the root ‘poli-’ but pushes back against the global (i.e., ‘liberal in 

the Western sense’) connotations. If I were to insist on the use of the term ‘nativist,’ it would less 

owe to its precision than to the playful way in which its use forces the reader to confront the 

contradictions of her own disposition. This moment, the dawn of the second half of the second 

decade of the twenty-first century, is one of bitter retrenchment for more Western nations than 

not. ‘Nativism,’ for Western cosmopolitans, is an uncritical, closed-minded position - a reflexive 

jerk of the knee by those who feel victimized, perhaps cheated, by a global turn towards 

(neo)liberalism. Newcomers have moved in; foreigners have taken good local jobs (as they see 

it), and everything has changed for the worse. There is something essential about ‘us’ and ‘our’ 

place, or so goes the discourse, and things would be better if not for ‘them.’  

I imagine that a number of readers here will fear and loathe the nativists in their own 

countries while, at the same time, quietly root for the nativist turn in Xinjiang. Indeed, this might 

be wholly reasonable - the sorting of sympathies is not at stake here. No, here it is enough to note 

simply that the use of the term ‘nativist’ would make less exceptional the growing estrangement 
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of the portion of the Uyghur population that is somewhere between ambivalent and accepting of 

local changes wrought by larger and largely outside forces from those who find these changes 

abhorrent and act against them - sometimes violently, sometimes using the less deadly weapons 

of the weak - while, at every turn, doubling down on an essentialist understanding of 

Uyghurness. That said, those who would ‘Make East Turkestan Great Again’ may wax nostalgic 

for the past, but they do not turn inward to the exclusion of ideas and cultures beyond their 

borders. Theirs is an essentialist worldview, but it is hardly isolationist - a position that defines 

nativist movements in the US and Europe. Instead, it is one that selectively embraces exotic 

sources of cultural capital in an effort to advance ethnonationalist interests.  

Here, we have hit upon something. The Mandarin word ‘minzu’ (民族) is as difficult to 

translate into English as the Uyghur word ‘millet:’ that both can mean either ‘ethnic 

group/ethnicity’ or ‘nation/nationality,’ as well as the political implications of this ambiguity, has 

long been a topic of interest to scholars working in western China (Gladney 2004; Bovingdon 

2010; Klime 2015). Although Bovingdon (2010) argues for leaving the term untranslated so as to 

preserve the ambiguity, for the purposes of this project, the term ‘nationalist’ works quite nicely. 

This owes as much to the fact that ‘ethnicist’ is not actually a word as to the way in which the 

term ‘nationalist,’ in English, sits at the precise intersection of identity politics and politics 

politics. There is a double meaning denoted by ‘nationalist’ that is either dying or dead in the 

words ‘nation’ and ‘nationality:’ one who qualifies as a ‘nationalist’ is not only identified with a 

given nation, but also adheres or aspires to a certain configuration of political power within that 

nation that is expressly self-determined. To the extent that this arrangement of power selectively 

imports foreign ideas, modes of conduct, etc., it does so in singular pursuit of advancing 

locally-relevant ends. It is thus thoroughly local in nature, despite whatever exotic trappings may 
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be present. In fact, it is the equal and opposite of an identity that imagines a local political order 

and way of being that is justified by global norms.  

 

The Cosmopolitan Speaks 

More than one interviewee articulated the cosmopolitan position with remarkable 

eloquence. Particularly noteworthy were two young adults (42 and 20), both Chinese-educated 

Urumqilik who attended university in Beijing and, perhaps not coincidentally, were proficient in 

a European language as well as near-native fluent in Mandarin. These respondents expressed a 

surprisingly consistent view of the need to locate the struggle to improve Uyghur lives within a 

broader struggle for a social justice that transcends borders. I asked 42, how development was 

changing things for Uyghurs:   

I think the development is helping. When you don’t have to worry about survival, you can focus 
on more spiritual things. I think the lower level, those who are brainwashed by terrorists or 
whatever, they are focused on… when your education level gets higher, you will care what you are 
doing and what other people are doing. Not just here, but in the US, Europe. Our friends, we were 
talking about this, that we should stop putting labels on ourselves – Uyghur, etc. You need to fix 
the whole world – we are in this global village. We really need to look further. I think if more 
people realized… we cannot eat history. You learn the good parts and avoid the bad. And move 
forward. (42:22) 
 

At every turn, his framing of the current moment speaks to a cosmopolitan sensibility that stands 

in opposition to something else: a ‘lower-level’ ethnopolitical identity comprised of people 

without education and thus susceptible to being ‘brainwashed by terrorists.’ He eschews 

historical particularism, focusing instead on that which is both future-facing and global in 

orientation. There is, to be sure, a material advantage in doing this (‘we cannot eat history’), but 

his primary focus is not survival. On the contrary, he recognizes the principal benefit of 

Chinese-style development to be the fulfillment of base needs to such a degree that it becomes 

possible to become forward-looking and pursue ‘more spiritual’ ones.     
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Certainly, this would describe 20’s aspirations. As she was actively strategizing her exit 

from Urumqi when we met, I wondered if she intended to leave Xinjiang behind altogether and 

build a new life for herself in Europe: 

I want to come back. Yeah. I want to come back in five years, maybe. Five or six years. Because 
we are so poor, we don’t have an outside education. We have nothing. We have books, but a lot of 
people from Xinjiang don’t read. Their education is not good enough […] So I want to study 
theater, European theater and philosophy a little bit, and come back to re-build the theater system 
of Uyghurs a little bit, and make them see that there is a lot of options, and we can revolt. It’s not 
only like, Chinese-Uyghur problem. It’s a human problem. What you are doing, and what you are 
insisting on, and what you fight for, and how you live every moment. It’s not with hate - just for 
yourself. Now we don’t have a choice; we can’t say no, so we have to live, you know? We have to 
see a bigger planet, Earth. Because it’s global, the twenty-first century. We don’t need to just stay 
here crying and blaming the Chinese police and being scared. We can live in our way, but it’s like, 
a longer road. A long road, and we need more people who aren’t scared of the government, and do 
things and help – build a school and insist on going to Uyghur school and speaking Uyghur at 
home, or hire Uyghur people in our schools or hospitals, or have a company. Uyghur people are 
lazy, they think, ‘Oh, Chinese, Chinese, we can’t do nothing, we can’t have a job, na na na.‘ But 
they don’t say ‘when I grow up, I want to be this, and I want to do that. And I want to hire Uyghur 
people to work for me.’ (20:24) 
 
 As 20 makes clear, the difference in the cosmopolitan and nationalist position vis-à-vis 

the current state of local administration is not acceptance versus rejection. She imagines 

revolution will come by and for an engaged, educated, and enlightened (Enlightened?) Uyghur 

population. But then, a moment later, she clarifies - or does she backtrack? Hers is not a political 

revolution. It is, instead, personal: a revolutionary change in self-perception and sense of 

self-efficacy, a fight against the ‘lazy’ narrative of victimhood. She does not discount the 

oppressive barriers to action at the present moment: she states frankly that “now we don’t have a 

choice; we can’t say no,” implying that the current mode, locally, is now necessarily one of 

survival. She also does not harbor any illusions about a future with less discrimination or 

inter-ethnic enmity; she imagines a way forward in which Uyghurs help and provide opportunity 

to other Uyghurs, essentially foreclosing the scenario in which upwardly mobile Uyghurs forge a 

path for themselves through mainstream Chinese society. Even with a rather sober awareness of 

the fierce institutional and individual encumbrances hampering Uyghur advancement, she 
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advocates a long-term plan of action built on self-improvement in the present and a practical 

agenda that is less anti-Chinese (‘It’s not with hate - just for yourself’) than it is pro-human. That 

her orientation is also pro-Uyghur follows from a universal right to self-determination - the right 

to ‘live in our own way,’ which represents the terminus of a ‘long road’ paved by those 

empowered by global connections to think and act in radically new ways.    

While it is impossible for this Western researcher to offer similarly lengthy and 

self-reflective quotations by those who hold dear the nationalist position, this should not imply: 

1) that this is a fringe position held by a small minority; 2) that I did not interview people who 

very obviously held this position; or 3) that I have selectively chosen not to include their 

responses for one reason or another. While I believe the cosmopolitans to be genuine in their 

expressed beliefs, the fact of the matter is that those particular beliefs do not greatly increase the 

likelihood that they will disappear in the night. So while I did indeed interview a number of 

people whom I would put in the nationalist camp, and their location in the social field can easily 

be determined by their diplomatic but unequivocal positions on particular issues, it would be 

unimaginably dangerous for those interviewees to convey a coherent worldview to a foreign 

academic in a way similar to that found in the conversations I had with a number of 

cosmopolitans.     
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CHAPTER SIX:  

 

NEIGHBORS IN A STRANGE LAND: 

CHINESE-STYLE HOUSING AND THE FUTURE OF TIES THAT NO LONGER BIND 

 

 

Not all cosmopolitans work for the state, of course, but all state-sector employees 

maintain a sensibility and sense of self that is, at least, more cosmopolitan than nationalist. In 

contrast, the nationalists - or, those who have amassed a enough symbolic capital to credibly 

challenge cosmopolitan norms of propriety - have improved their personal position precisely 

through private-sector success. It is fair, then, if also somewhat simplistic, to say that one group 

possesses a near-monopoly the political capital distributed to/among Uyghurs while the other is 

flush with economic capital. 

If the bifurcated ideal-type model of housing in late reform-era Chinese cities were 

sufficient to explain residential patterns among Uyghurs in Urumqi, it would be a simple and 

fairly uninteresting exercise to imagine the street-level spatialization of what elsewhere is called 

class, but here is better understood as parallel social groups within what vaguely resembles a 

middle class. After all, whereas danwei homes are ostensibly available only to those would-be 

residents with sufficient reserves of political capital, ownership of commodity housing in 

Urumqi (as in any Chinese city) is limited only by one’s bank ledger. Thus, one would expect the 

nationalists to fill the city’s burgeoning new commodity housing developments (xiaoqu) while 

the cosmopolitans retreat into danwei to live amongst themselves. In this way, market reforms in 

Urumqi would spatialize class not only insofar as the rich would live amongst the rich and the 
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poor would live amongst the poor, but also insofar as the two mutually antagonistic positions 

maintained by those in the ‘middle’ also self-segregate, minimizing contact with the other. 

The reality of housing in post-riot Urumqi deviates so significantly from this simplistic 

model, however, that it is only slightly more useful for understanding residential patterns in the 

Uyghur city than would be beginning with a blank slate. Yet it is worth not wholly abandoning 

this model because, to be sure, the city’s formal housing stock can still broadly be split into 

danwei compounds and commodity developments. The methods of obtaining housing, too, can 

be broadly split into danwei-provided/danwei-assisted and market purchases. Thus, an 

understanding of the institutions that shape housing in coastal China provides, if nothing else, a 

helpful point of departure.  

That said, the most significant impact of reform on ‘middle-class’ housing in Urumqi has 

not been (as it has in coastal cities) the rise of commodity housing and the decline of the danwei 

per se. Instead, the highly particularistic path that housing reform has taken locally has 

decoupled the type of urban housing stock from the method of obtaining a given type of housing. 

This chapter is an effort to ‘follow the money’ and trace the taxonomy of residential spaces its 

movement has created in Urumqi. In doing, a complex phylogeny of housing emerges from what 

might, elsewhere in China, more closely resemble a simple branch forked by public and private 

options.  

This phylogeny explains a great deal. Those who bring space into studies of class (and/or 

bring class into studies of space) in reform-era Chinese cities do so to address questions about 

personal identity, political identity, and the space for collective action or contentious politics 

more broadly opened by reconfigurations of both. They also overwhelmingly locate their 

fieldwork at that place where, to the extent that it exists at all, something approaching a 
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‘community’ would be located: the xiaoqu. However, to date, this discussion has not moved west 

of Kunming, and research on the ‘Chinese’ middle class housing remains co-terminus with that 

on ‘Han’ middle class housing. Thus, it is impossible to determine whether marketization and the 

rise of so-called ‘autonomous lifestyles’ and ‘homeowner activism’ in xiaoqu effect a particular 

constellation of personal and political sensibilities and flash points for political action in urban 

China, or whether these changes are simply a sign that the state is so secure in its control of Han 

space that it indulges push-back from those whose ‘resistance’ is seen to pose no real existential 

danger.  

Understanding the exceptional path of housing reform in the Uyghur city illuminates two 

principle issues addressed in the existing research. First, it clarifies the extent to which the 

market-based allocation of housing itself leads to (or, more conservatively, provides material 

support for) the ‘private lifestyles’ fashioned by the emerging middle class, as well as the degree 

to which shared self-interests and a common cause engendered by contentious real estate 

practices catalyzes the sort of collective identity among homeowners that itself might serve as 

the spark for contentious collective action among middle-class urbanites. Secondly, and more 

profoundly, housing reform offers a grounded location from which to understand how 

Chinese-style urban development reworks Uyghur social relations in the most personal space of 

public life: the ground between one’s front door and front gate.    

That the ‘autonomous’ lives of Uyghur homeowners are lived under a microscope should 

be clear from the treatment of spatial control in Chapter Three. Nevertheless, the lifestyle 

described in so many ethnographies of middle-class China is as much about the social 

atomization (alienating for some, liberating for others) that results from decoupling workplace 

and residence and the anonymity of everyday life in sprawling xiaoqu as it is about the state’s 
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‘conduct of conduct’ at a distance. This latter term, which I borrow from Foucault, describes in 

this context the reconfiguration of middle-class life ways from something directly constructed by 

the hand of the state to something that is constructed by homeowners within limits set by the 

state. In other words, the government of the self - the project that sits at the heart of those studies 

which take seriously the idea of ‘autonomous lifestyles’ in late-reform China - exists in 

opposition to both the state controls and the community-based social controls of the pre-reform 

era. 

In this regard, the experience of everyday life in the Uyghur city almost appears as 

caricature of ‘Chinese’ post-modernity. Whereas Uyghur urbanites have none of the autonomy 

that Han homeowners experience vis-à-vis the state, they experience an almost grotesquely 

exaggerated degree of autonomy from their neighbors. Housing in Urumqi is characterized by a 

certain porousness, whereby danwei workers live in commodity housing while business-owners 

buy into danwei, with renters occupying units in both domains. Members of antagonistic social 

groups are thus forced into awkward neighborly relations with one another. What little civic 

capacity would exist when like-minded people occupy a shared space and jointly encounter 

mundane problems, such as a crooked property manager (which are none too rare in Urumqi), is 

obviated in a community where neighbors view each other as a symptom of a disease within an 

their own ethnic group. This is so whether that disease is understood to be a lack of education, 

close-mindedness, and tendency to radical thoughts, on the one hand, or, on the other, the servile 

and self-serving selling out of one’s identity to hostile, assimilationist ethnocratic state. Add to 

this state of affairs a constant question that one’s own neighbor might be part of the surveillance 

apparatus, and it is not difficult to understand why residents of the Uyghur city are, at best, 

bowling alone together.  
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The Death of Socialist Danwei Housing and the Birth of the White-Collar Danwei in Late 

Reform-era Urumqi  

To the Western researcher, the danwei (literally ‘work unit’ or ‘unit’) represents perhaps 

the most enduring innovation of the Great Leap Forward’s heyday of experimentation in social 

engineering. On a practical level, it is loosely defined as an urban site of one or another form of 

production and the totality of social reproduction that serves it. Thus, for example, a hospital, a 

factory, a research organization, a cultural institution, or an administrative or party organ would 

each be considered a work unit, and each unit would also be responsible for the housing, health, 

nutrition, and cultural/political education of those who worked within its gates. It has been thus 

termed a “mini-welfare state,” though, it must be noted, one with an exceedingly interventionist 

relationship to the individual: major life events such as marriage, procreation, divorce, changing 

jobs, and retirement were all subject to review and approval by one’s danwei leaders (Chan 

1997).  

To the resident/worker, the Mao-era danwei was not only ‘mixed-use,’ in that it 

contained the entirety of one’s work, leisure, and living spaces, but was also itself a primary 

marker and an organizing feature of personal identity. Accordingly, the danwei was also an 

experiment in radical socio-spatial integration: elite danwei leaders lived alongside not only the 

workers they directly supervised, but also the child-care workers and custodial staff responsible 

for providing services to the production staff. The subsequent spatialization of class and the rise 

of segregated living spaces in reform-era cities is something that has not gone unnoticed in the 

literature (Feng et al. 2008, Li and Wu 2006, Wang and Murie 2000) 
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With regard to its relationship with the city in which it is embedded, the danwei is a 

discrete space, almost always fully enclosed by a wall. During the Mao era, the unit itself had 

almost total control within its own gates over land use and planning decisions, such that the 

ability of today’s planners to build roads or sewage lines (for example) must contend with 

existing danwei infrastructure that was never designed or intended to connect up with citywide 

services (Bray 2005). Moreover, because land-use planning under Mao was not rationalized as it 

would have been in Western cities, many land-intensive, low-value and/or highly polluting units 

controlled prime land in the urban core (Dowall 1993). Hsing cites one study that found that, as 

late as 1982, 60 percent of state-owned factories and 70 percent of industrial workers in 

Shanghai were located in the city center (2010: 36). This Mao-era policy had the effect of 

creating powerful landlords of work units that, in the reform era, were increasingly disconnected 

from the production that once justified their existence. It also had the effect of displacing the 

workers who once lived within the danwei gate, as blue-collar workers and retirees were, during 

housing privatization, compensated ‘in kind’ with dwellings in the low-value urban fringe or 

given too little cash compensation to purchase private housing in one of the sprawling, 

high-density xiaoqu that were often built on the grounds of their former workplaces (Shin 2009, 

Zhang 2004). 

It is telling that Zhang begins her book-length treatment of housing and the performance 

of middle-class lifestyles in the late reform era with a chapter entitled ‘Farewell to Welfare 

Housing’ (2010). Among social scientists working in the cities of the Chinese mainland, the 

danwei serves as a point of departure for the present-day story of urban China’s market-based 

system allocating housing and organizing space. It thus is treated as artifact from an earlier age: a 

collectivist form of socio-spatial organization that belongs to the cities of the Mao era. I would 



 

 229 

hardly be the first to note that, whatever degree of success development planning has in 

achieving its explicit aims, it is nearly always successful in enlarging the footprint of the state at 

the local level (Ferguson 1994). In Xinjiang, the breathtaking speed and scale of development 

has, by design and by definition, brought an infusion of personnel and funds to those danwei 

tasked with the on-the-ground work of development. These include the Department of 

Transportation Management, the Bureau of Water Management, and the myriad units in charge 

of fuel and natural resource extraction, to name just a few. At the opposite end of the spectrum, 

blue-collar danwei in Urumqi have followed a downward trajectory not unlike that found among 

similar units in other parts of China. State-owned enterprises involved in manufacturing or 

consumer goods and services, for example, have long since been rendered obsolete, and most 

have disappeared from the map altogether. Thus, it would be a gross mischaracterization to say 

that the danwei is either dead or dying in Urumqi. What is happening instead is that the fortunes 

of danwei workers both past and present have dramatically diverged. Concomitantly, the range 

of housing options for danwei workers has been largely pre-determined less by their occupation 

within a given danwei than by the relationship of their danwei to the exigencies of Chinese-style 

development. 

 

The Model Work Unit: An Archetype of Genteel Urban Living 

Between those danwei that are the thriving and those that are dying or defunct, there are a 

few important enough to remain well-funded but distant enough from the development project 

that they are not flush with easy money and easier land in the city’s far north, where recently 

relocated danwei serve as the beachheads of leap-frog land development. The Province-level 

office of the Department of Agriculture, which abuts that of the Department of Education in the 



 

 230 

heart of the Uyghur city, is such a danwei. Just beyond its gates, there is easy access to the Bus 

Rapid Transit line 3. A block north is the flagship Arman grocery store and the smaller shops and 

restaurants of Consulate Street; a block west is one of the two state-run bookstores in Urumqi 

with a substantial selection of minority-language books. The back gate is operated by keycard, 

but the main gate is staffed by a guard who does not take life too seriously - a quick nod to the 

unfashionable white woman, and it’s back to the newspaper. Well, this is characterization might 

be a bit unfair; I have, after all, been here before, and his easy disposition belies the fact that he 

knows exactly where I am going.  

Within the gates, there is no commercial activity - except, perhaps, for an old woman 

who is drying so many fish on a makeshift rack outside of her home that one hopes that at least 

some of them are not intended for personal use. Otherwise, the public space is calm, almost 

etherized in comparison to the bustle of Shengli Road. There are so many shade trees that not 

only are the faded wooden benches mercifully shaded, but so too are the narrow spaces next to 

the walk-up buildings that were given over to parking a decade ago (Figure 6.1). The outdoor 

exercise equipment, too, is shaded, and retirees make use of a cluster of simple machines painted 

in the same primary colors that would be used to entice small children on a playground.  

 The buildings themselves are old, but they are decaying at the rate typical to 

well-maintained pre-Cultural Revolution construction. While it is obvious that their plaster is 

more powdery and their windows thinner than those found in reform-era housing stock, the 

relative gracefulness with which these structures age also make them utterly unlike those erected 

in loveless zeitgeist of Soviet collapse. The exterior paint is faded and peeling in spots, but it 

lacks the micro-graffiti typical in xiaoqu, where handymen and locksmiths advertise themselves 

with permanent marker.  
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Figure 6.1: Gardens at the center of common green space in the Ministry of 
Agriculture danwei. Note the dense tree cover and the fact that a large space is 
covered by grape vines; this allows the space to stay cool in the hot desert summer. 
Note also the benches that encourage leisure in the public spaces (Photograph by 
Author). 

 

There is one new building, and I note that a great deal of restraint was used in making it 

blend reasonably well with its surroundings; in the far corner of the largest courtyard is a squat 

bunker of building. Beyond these, the rest of the construction appears contemporaneous, 

consisting of large, five-story residential buildings that are internally subdivided into units 
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(danyuan 单元), each entered through a metal security door. Within each danyuan, narrow 

cement stairs lead to a dirty cement landing and two apartments per floor. The layout of these 

apartments is typical of early Mao-era danwei residential construction: the kitchen is 

re-fashioned from a small nook, for instance, and gas has been piped in post-hoc, with exposed 

yellow tubes taped to cement walls blackened from cooking charcoal used in decades past. That 

the residence on the right-hand side of the landing has a sunny and reasonably comfortable living 

room while the one adjacent has no common space beyond a small foyer is evidence that, even in 

the heady days of Great Leap Forward-era social engineering, the status of individual danwei 

workers was manifestly stratified.  

The residents themselves are ethnically diverse but nearly uniform in age: they are all 

quite elderly. Or perhaps not: it is mid-afternoon, after all, and it is reasonable to assume that the 

working-age adults who live here are off working in an office on the other side of the compound. 

Even granting this possibility, however, the cartoon-filled propaganda in the public notice boxes 

and the tender way that street sweepers yield to the aging residents who hobble toward their 

homes, perhaps with an equally arthritic dog in tow, lend the Department of Agriculture danwei 

an air not unlike that of an assisted-living facility on visitors’ day. 

This impression is more or less supported by 14, who has lived in the Department of 

Agriculture danwei for four years. After being abruptly evicted by a landlord, she and her 

long-time roommate looked at dozens of apartments, but “this was the one that actually felt like 

home.” I asked her to explain why she felt so sure of this:   

Life here is high quality: clean and quiet and healthy. But it just takes a little bit longer to get 
anything [because her unit is so far from the danwei gate].  
Do you prefer this style?  
Oh yes, I prefer this way. Because I can get a good rest – and safety is always important.  
Yeah, you were telling me that this house, the reputation is that it’s the safest xiaoqu?  
Yeah, yeah.  
Do you think it’s because people know each other and they watch out for each other?  
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Yeah – basically I think it’s most of them, most of the older generation – and even the younger 
ones – work in the same buildings. There are just two buildings: nongye ting [the Department of 
Agriculture] and jiaoyu ting [the Department of Education]. They work in the same 
neighborhoods, and almost know everybody. And they just look out for everyone – it makes it 
kind of safe.  
Do you think that because they work here, they come back here at lunch? They spend time 
in the house more?  
I heard that they used to have a workers’ cafeteria [zhigong canting 职工餐厅] – I think the red 
building [the one that reminded me of a bunker] still does the same work, you know? Because 
sometimes when I come back at lunch break or something, I see some neighbors taking food, like 
doggy-bag food, out from that building and into other buildings.  
Ah, the old danwei canting! 
Yeah, danwei canting. I think only in these kind of governmental, or army offices, still have this 
danwei canting, but these two buildings, they are still doing that. That’s one place where people 
always meet up with each other. Talking and chatting… and then the offices… It feels like, yeah – 
it feels like everyone knows everyone. You always see people, Chinese or Tatar or Uzbek women 
together, three or four of them, just talking and talking and chatting it up. And saying ‘hi’ when 
they meet on the road. It feels really kind of homey. Warm.  
That’s sweet.  
I always wanted to try [eating there], but I feel awkward. Because I know that everyone knows 
everyone, but no one knows me. So I’m probably going to be the only stranger in their restaurant 
and have millions of eyes staring at me. (14:1) 
 

The dining hall provides a meeting space without equal in commodity housing: what was once a 

rigidly enforced social experiment in communal living is now a rare example of common space 

in which community residents can meet daily, and in any weather condition (Figure 6.2) It is not 

a space, however, for people like 14. Despite having lived at the Department of Agriculture for 

four years, her status as a renter makes her a permanent outsider.  

 That is not to say, however, that she is unfamiliar with her neighbors. The topic of 

neighbors came up one night over tea. The mood turned bittersweet: 14 had a very warm 

relationship with the elderly widow in the unit across from theirs.  

When the grandma was still alive, she would always knock on our door. She’d want to have tea 
together, or chat. It was like, she actually opened her heart to us. So just having her over… and 
when we cooked, we always called her up, so she didn’t have to cook.  
This was just right across?  
Yeah. And after she passed away, her son came back.  
Oh, she was alone there? 
Yeah. And she just passed away, and we gave this big room and the kitchen for them, for nezir 
[the mourning period], for one week. We just came back late and slept in the bedrooms, and then 
early in the morning we got up, and we would leave this room for them. After neriz, the young son 
came back – well, not that young – still a lot older than me. He lives with his wife. We don’t really 
talk.  
If you helped them with the funeral, wouldn’t it make you close?  
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But probably we leave early in the morning, and we come back late in the afternoon. And after – 
during the daytime, there’s almost no one. We’re just two of us. … You know, most of the time 
neighbors don’t see us at all. (14:25) 
 

I did not press the inconsistencies in her story because melancholy was creeping into her voice: 

the loss of ‘the grandma’ next-door was still painful to her. But if she and her roommate were 

home enough to build a bond with the woman next door - elderly widows don’t typically keep 

late-night hours, after all - then it would be reasonable to assume that there was time in the day to 

build a relationship with her son and his wife. Later, 14 admitted that the couple seemed off - or 

perhaps, it was just that proximity alone is an insufficient basis to form a friendship. Anyway, 

she told me, they didn’t seem to have much in common. 

 

 

Figure 6.2 The dining hall at the Ministry of Agriculture danwei. The design of the building suggests that it is a 
repurposed Russian home from the Nationalist era. 
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In the ideal-type danwei housing, which exists largely in the imagination of those who 

have since moved into commodity housing - it is this ability to form bonds with neighbors of a 

similar disposition that is the most attractive feature of life inside the gates of the work unit. 

When asked about the difference between life in danwei and that in xiaoqu, 21’s wife articulated 

this point clearly:  

Some people tell me that they prefer to live in the danwei houses. I ask them why: “Is it 
because the decoration is more beautiful?" They said that it might be an old house, but it is a 
matter of quality – they use that word a lot. They said the quality of their neighbors is 
relatively high. So I would like to ask, is it that the people in the danwei houses are more 
open, or…  
Wife: Ah! Right! For example, our thoughts, ideas…  our friends are like-minded. When you 
share similar views on all kinds of things, only then can you become friends. With people that are 
mostly similar to us, danwei people, basically it’s very easy for us to communicate. Our hobbies 
and personal interests are the same, so we can spend leisure time together. However, if someone 
is, for example, a businessman… Of course, he is now a businessman! [Laughing and gesturing 
toward her husband] But it’s not the same. There are also some businessmen who are really 
civilized. 
Husband [returning to an earlier point]: I got the place ready for her, but it was no good. I 
decorated the house on Suzhou Road and we moved there. In the end, though, it was too far – too 
inconvenient. (21:23) 
 

‘The place’ to which he is referring is actually a danwei unit that they purchased several years 

earlier. In fact, his wife’s comments had moved the conversation in a slightly different direction; 

the question that I was setting up - the one that 21 answered - was one concerning another 

property they owned. Because of her position in an important government danwei, she was 

offered a spacious unit well below market price in a new danwei compound on Suzhou Road in 

northern Xinshi, deep within the Han city. The family purchased the unit, decorated it, and lived 

there a short while before they chose to relocate to commodity housing in Dawan. The Suzhou 

Road property would remain vacant until it was able to be sold legally: it was essentially being 

treated as the investment vehicle to fund their teenaged son’s planned post-secondary education 

in the West.34 Although she still imagines the danwei as a foil to that of her own community - as 

                                                             
34 Any new-build home sold to a danwei worker for below-market rates must be held for five years before 

it can be sold on the open market, though reports differ as to whether it can be sold back to the danwei before that 
time. Some who buy with no intention to occupy the property simply leave the unit unfinished, or they rent it for 
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a place where civilized people chat amongst themselves and jointly engage in refined 

recreational pursuits - in the end, life in the Xinshi danwei was untenably ‘inconvenient.’ In the 

quotation above, the inconvenience is attributed to distance; earlier in the conversation, that 

distance was implied to be cultural, rather than geographic. Twenty-one cited the difficulty in 

securing halal groceries that far north, and the family was dismayed by how few friends were 

willing to make the hour-long commute to visit their new house. In contrast, Tianshan was 

described as a place with “more Uyghurs and more of our culture and our customs. It is more 

suitable for our lives.”  

 

Nice Housing If You Can Get It? The Changing Shape of the Danwei Gate in the Twenty-First 

Century 

There is a reason that the danwei residents of what, in Urumqi, might most closely 

approximate the ideal-type danwei housing are rapidly greying: by luck of their age and the 

continued relevance of their work unit, they were grandfathered into a system that has, for most 

other public-sector workers, morphed nearly beyond recognition. There is not a simple or 

singular root cause of this change; instead, it is the net effect of countless individual rationalities 

playing out on the city scale. Some on the decisions of danwei themselves, as their economic 

bases shift and they are forced to adapt; others reflect the choices by the workers, motivated by a 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
five years. Others will enter into an extra-legal purchase contract with a buyer within those five years. If personal 
relations are particularly good (within the same family), the buyer might give cash up-front in exchange for the title 
at the end of those five years. If the relations are more distant, a sort of owner-financing deal is made in which the 
‘rent’ paid goes entirely to pay down the mortgage and the market value, as assessed at the beginning of the 
agreement and specified by the contract, is paid upon title transfer. Either way, while this sort of arrangement is 
common enough that several people described it was a way of circumventing danwei title restrictions, it would only 
occur amongst people with strong enough social ties to hedge against fraud. When a Uyghur danwei worker obtains 
a property in the far north of the city, he/she would be unlikely to find someone within even his/her extended social 
circle interested in purchasing the property. Thus, as in the case of this couple, the unit is likely simply left vacant 
for several years. 
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shorter commute, personal finances, family obligations, and, in many cases, desires to move 

themselves or their children abroad in the future. 

Because of the extremely privileged position afforded by one spouse owning a successful 

retail operation and the other holding a middle-management position in a powerful danwei, 21 

and his family were spoiled for housing choice. Their enviable position is rare, but not 

exceedingly so: among people employed by either administrative danwei or technical danwei 

that are heavily involved in the on-the-ground work of development, it is not uncommon to own 

multiple properties acquired at below-market rates. One career danwei employee explained to me 

that the workplace culture in danwei remains resistant to capitalist sorts of HR practices. As 

such, rewarding employees and retaining talent is more seemly when done with perquisites like 

below-market housing (which can later be sold on the market for a significant profit) than with 

large lump-sum cash bonuses, and one would imagine that the Xi-era crackdown on bureaucratic 

corruption only reinforces these norms. Thus, when possible, transfers of wealth from state 

agencies to elite employees are done through housing.  

Of course, not many danwei long-established in the older parts of the city are in a 

position to expand residential space in situ. Xinjiang University and the nearby Transportation 

Construction Bureau, both fronting Yan’an Road in Tianshan, are notable exceptions: these 

institutions have grown massively in importance since GWD and both had ample land to erect 

new high-rise buildings on-site, at a distance from the other walk-up residential units. I knew of 

one well-heeled family living in one of these danwei, for example, in which the grandparents 

were moved into a separate residence from their children and grandchildren. This was done 

partially to give everyone a bit of personal space but mostly just to keep up appearances until the 

working-age adults were ready to send their children abroad, at which point the high-rise unit 
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would be sold. This might seem counterintuitive: why plan to sell the newer-built high-rise unit 

and keep the older walk-up as the family residence? The couple explained that the walk-up unit 

was surrounded by green space, and the relatively low density of residents and relatively large 

public space made the older area of the danwei feel much more comfortable and more friendly 

than life seemed to be even on the other side of the danwei grounds. 

Most danwei that remain in or near the city center offer new housing off site, some in 

commodity developments in which they invested during the pre-construction phase but most in 

what are known as ‘public employee communities’ (gongfuyuan xiaoqu 公务员小区, or PECs). 

PECs offer danwei an opportunity to both capitalize on economies of scale and work around the 

problem of land scarcity. Concomitantly, they serve as a tool for state planners to drive 

development to spaces targeted for urban expansion: one interviewee involved in land 

development explained that the post-GWD relocation of government enterprises north and 

northwest and the recent clustering of PECs in these areas (notably, surrounding the high-speed 

rail corridor in the northwest and the Wu-chang high-tech development corridor to the north) was 

done in order to spur private-sector growth in these regions. The everyday goods and services 

needed by thousands of relocated salaried state employees and their families, it is thought, will 

attract businesses to what were once scrub-covered mountainsides. This serves the first phase in 

a leap-frog model of development that will, planners hope, eventually urbanize the entire 

distance between the city center and what is now far-flung desert. It fits entirely within the logic 

of the 2010 Comprehensive Plan, in which what was nearly useless ‘agricultural’ land held by 

the XPCC has become ground zero for peri-urban development.  

The micro-politics of assessing which danwei have the political clout and cash reserves to 

buy into such arrangements are murky, but broad patterns are simple enough to discern. Of the 
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families that I personally knew to have obtained housing in a PECs (or were in the planning 

stages of obtaining such housing), at least one adult was employed by danwei engaged in 

infrastructure-led development, natural resource management, or post-secondary education - all 

sectors in which the Region (via Beijing) are heavily invested. This is not to say that, in each 

case, the danwei employee himself/herself would be making the move; after all, most danwei 

that are able to expand into PECs were already in a stable enough financial position to have 

previously provided their employees housing, and much of that housing is more centrally located 

than the PECs. In one family, a fifty-something husband and wife obtained a unit in the 

high-speed rail corridor to give to their son, who would soon be married. I asked him if he 

minded living deep into the desert, where the roads were being built in tandem with the housing; 

he replied glibly that, at least this way, there was little chance his family would pop over 

unannounced for a casual visit. Other families might treat the property as a second home, 

finishing and furnishing it for visiting small-town relatives and especially for elderly family 

members who travel to Urumqi for medical care. Still other, more investment-minded, buyers 

might finish and rent the units or buy speculatively and simply leave their unit unfinished and 

vacant for a future sale.  

In the end, then, these communities are occupied by a mix of newcomers - Han who have 

been incentivized to move from the mainland to take positions in those portions of the Xinjiang 

bureaucracy that are experiencing explosive growth - and some people on some near node of the 

social network of some members of upper-middle rungs of the local political class, which 

includes a sizable Uyghur minority. Thus, although individual units in these communities are 

uniformly purchased by danwei employees, this new mode of ‘danwei’ housing is categorically 

unlike the danwei community that lives in the minds of middle-aged locals. First and most 
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importantly, the resident population is a composite of several different danwei, such that there is 

almost no chance that one’s neighbor would also be one’s co-worker, even if the units were 

owner-occupied. In any events, these units are rarely owner-occupied, at least, among local 

Uyghur buyers, further diminishing the likelihood of pre-existing social relations among 

neighbors. 

The possibility of forging new social ties of any durability is also exceedingly remote. 

First, among Urumqilik, there is a perception (and not an unfair one) that long-time Han 

residents respect minority cultures and are able to build at least perfunctory friendships with 

non-Han in a way that newly arrived Han simply do not and can not. There are also significant 

structural factors complicating neighborly relations; for example, because these communities are 

separate and often quite distant from the workplace, those in PECs often face the same grueling 

commute that they would in a commodity development that were built in, what is now, at least, 

the middle of nowhere. In light of factors such as these, it becomes difficult to imagine a 

situation in which residents of these new communities form the same sorts of interpersonal ties 

that are (were?) the hallmark of life inside the danwei gate. The sense of familiarity and trust 

bred by the traditional danwei housing model - which serves simultaneously as an oppressive 

check on an individual’s actions and a neighborly base from which civic capacity is built - is 

simply not present in PECs. It is not surprising, then, that the word used to describe these 

residential communities is xiaoqu. This term’s literal translation is nonsensical (‘little district’), 

but to the extent that it is translated as ‘development’ or ‘community,’ in almost every other 

instance it refers to commodity housing developments/communities. Qualitatively, there is little 

daylight between life in the PECs and that in a typical private xiaoqu.    
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The overwhelming majority of public-sector employees have not, of course, been doled 

house after house by a generous danwei flush with cash. Urumqi is exceptional insofar as the 

stakes of local development are treated as exceptional, but it nonetheless exists within the 

broader imperative of self-reliance (kao ziji) that defines China’s caricature of neoliberal 

governance. Thus, while the majority of danwei Urumqi are directly engaged in the 

on-the-ground work of development (although proportionately fewer than in coastal cities), those 

work units that are not so engaged lack the resources with which to buy direct control of their 

workforces. State-sponsored schemes to foster ‘self-reliance’ among public-sector employees 

also serve as a centrifugal force, spatially scattering the core of cosmopolitan Uyghurs who 

would have, in days gone by, been tightly clustered inside the danwei gate. This much is clear 

from interviews conducted with workers employed by units such as two-year technical colleges 

and third-tier universities, the Uyghur Hospital, the Xinjiang Broadcasting Service, and the 

Xinjiang Daily newspaper. These danwei are all closely enough aligned with the project of 

‘cultural development’ that they do not risk defunding, but they have (like many others) 

nonetheless seen their budgets and the scope of influence they have over their workers decline in 

the late reform era. 

While individual danwei may or may not have the capacity to provide free or 

below-market priced housing, all danwei employees in Urumqi are able to invest a portion of 

their salary in the public employee housing fund and have the funds matched, at some level, by 

their work unit. This scheme is commonly referred to as the ‘provident fund’ (gongjijin 公积金

), though it is more accurately termed the ‘public housing provident fund’ (zhufang gongjijin 住

房公积金). Although there are some broad national policies governing gongjijin, the program is 

implemented at the city level, and regulations concerning its scope and functioning vary 
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tremendously. Overall, however, the program is intended to serve as an employer-matched fund 

to help urban workers with local hukou more quickly save enough for the steep down payments 

required for commodity housing. Moreover, those who take disbursements from their gongjijin 

to buy qualified residential real estate - only purpose for which the account holder may access 

these funds other than death or a catastrophic event that - are also able to secure loans at 

below-market interest rates, making mortgage repayment more feasible for someone with more 

modest public-sector earning power35. 

In Urumqi, at least as of 2015, qualified residential real estate included only new-build 

apartment-style homes. I knew of one young newly-married man whose parents expended a great 

deal of political capital trying to work around this rule, hoping to secure for him his first-choice 

of housing in a commodity development less than five years old. It was, however, no use: the 

man and his wife ultimately moved into a new high-rise in the southernmost reaches Dawan, the 

only part of the Uyghur city where reasonably-priced new residential construction can still be 

found. It takes little effort to imagine why the policy has been written to disallow gongjijin 

purchases of so-called ‘second-hand’ homes (ershou fangzi 二手房子): the city’s master plan is 

singularly focused on expansionist development, and with new residential construction in the 

city center naturally commanding a premium price (one beyond the means of most workaday 

public employees), this restriction spurs demand for construction in what is now peri-urban 

space. Whether by accident or design, it also forces integration of public- and private-sector 

employees even while giving private-sector employees enough space to choose housing based on 

the ethnic composition of a given area.   

 
                                                             

35 In more affluent cities, private companies of a certain size are required to offer a similar sort of 
employer-matched savings program, but in Urumqi, I was told by workers and real estate agents alike that only 
public employees had access to this type of fund. 



 

 243 

The Liberating Alienation of Everyday Life within the Xiaoqu Gate 

 One man (2) who moved back into his childhood home when his father could no longer 

live unassisted described something approaching reverse culture shock upon returning to the old 

danwei neighborhood in Saybagh. He was unsettled by the experience of greeting the long-time 

neighbors: enervated old men and women whom he remembered as strong, no-nonsense 

authority figures. But more unsettling, perhaps, was the presence of the newer arrivals: those 

who either rented or purchased danwei homes on the market and had no other ties to the space. 

These people seemed unwilling or unable to participate in the social fabric that, for him, at least, 

was characteristic life inside the danwei gate: “we just say hello, but they are not very 

understanding. Some people just are not very good at communication. This is the impact of 

urbanization” (2.2). 

 This is something I often wondered myself: is this the impact of urbanization? Is the city 

changed by newcomers, or are newcomers changed by the city? More precisely, to the extent 

that, of course, both are probably true, is there no distinguishing the egg from the chicken? I 

came closer to at least some insight into this question in my discussion with 8, a brilliant young 

woman whose winding path had led from Aqsu to Urumqi, where her parents recently gifted her 

a house - a commonplace move for the parents of a son, to be sure, but an unusual step for those 

with a daughter. It was a desperate act: golden handcuffs intended to keep their 

independent-minded daughter in Xinjiang long enough to marry and, they hoped, settle down. 

Although she was not unaware of the scheme, in the end, it was an offer she couldn’t refuse: she 

now lived in Changle Yuan, one of the oldest and, now, most inexpensive xiaoqu in Dawan. 

Soon, her contract-basis position with a public-sector institution would become permanent. She 

had, in short, made Urumqi her home.  
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 Still, she said, the city was lonely; she felt little for her new home, either on the 

neighborhood scale or, more broadly, on the city scale. I wanted to understand whether she found 

the local culture to be one in which Urumqilik and outsiders kept their distance from one 

another, thus making it relatively more difficult for a her to build the sort of close friendships 

that people from southern Xinjiang describe as typical even among neighbors in their 

hometowns, or whether the act of living in the city itself foreclosed the possibility of building 

close relationships even among those whom one sees on a daily basis:   

Do you think there is a difference between festivals and holidays in Urumqi and those in 
Aksu? What is the difference? 
We all get together in Aksu to celebrate the New Year. It’s very lively. In Urumqi, only if you 
invite people over, then they will come. 
Do you celebrate at New Year’s time with people from your danwei? 
I haven’t celebrated the New Year here. To be honest, I don’t even know the neighbors who live 
just next door to me. I think a lot of holiday customs in Urumqi are fading away. Here, only if 
your relationship is particularly good would you even stop by their house [at non-holiday times]. 
In Aksu, when you cook, you will give food to your neighbors. This kind of thing is so normal. 
In Changle Yuan, there are also probably people from Aksu. Even people from the same 
place won’t get together to exchange holiday greetings? 
No, only if your relationship is particularly good will you do that. Urumqi people very rarely 
invite neighbors to their own homes. In the south, as for neighbor relations in general, people will 
invite guests to the house. 
Your neighbors in Changle Yuan, isn’t it mostly southern people? 
I think so. I am not very familiar with my neighbors, but based on their accent, I think there are 
quite a few from southern Xinjiang. (8.5) 
 

Eight located the difference in neighbor relations between her birthplace and her new home 

within the geography - the city itself - as opposed to within people. In fact, the general 

perception of the residents of Changle Yuan is that they are predominantly southern-Xinjiang 

migrants made good: they might only be able to afford the least expensive xiaoqu in Dawan, but 

there is a vast difference in social standing between the residents of any xiaoqu (especially the 

homeowner residents) and those of the informal or semi-formal shop-house style buildings lining 

the alleys of Dawan, in which residential space opens directly into narrow, dirty side streets. If 

any Dawan xiaoqu were to have the sort of neighbor relations often described to me by 

south-north migrants, it would be this one. But 8 is clear: ‘Urumqi people’ (Wulumuqi ren 乌鲁
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木齐人) do not have warm relations with their neighbors. The term, which generally translates as 

‘people from Urumqi,’ here means ‘people in Urumqi’ - or, at least, people who have been in 

Urumqi long enough to adapt to the city’s interpersonal relationship norms. The same people 

with whom she might have, in another geography, at least built an acquaintanceship here remain 

strangers. The idea of hosting them in her home or sharing food, here, is almost absurd to her; 

that she knows them to likely share her hometown is merely a function of passing on the street 

and overhearing them speak, each to each.  

 Two interviewees (44 and 45) attributed the coldness of present-day neighbor relations in 

xiaoqu to the physical configuration of residential space and the move, driven either or both by 

security concerns and profit motive, to minimize usable public space (Figures 6.3 - 6.6). They 

noted that it was much easier to get to know people in the pingfang style of housing, which was 

more like small family compounds at the street level in which much of the cooking and activity 

space was communal, then in the loufang (楼房), or apartment-style, buildings (44.12, 45.4). 

There is undoubtedly some truth to this, but there is truth, too, in the remarkably similar 

statements - made with remarkably similar eloquence - by two men, one (37) a trilingual 

professional with a terminal degree and the other (24) a monolingual primary school graduate 

engaged in petty trade, originally from southern Xinjiang:  

In the countryside, it’s different. In the city, [things are] changing. Before, we used to visit friends 
and family. Now its all on the phone – you just call and say ‘How are you? How was your 
holiday?’ Because the lifestyle is changing – like I said. You have to pay [mortgage] installments. 
Now restaurants are opening. Traveling is becoming so popular… but it all needs money. They are 
looking for another way to find a happy life. 
Do you see your neighbors like before? 
Yeah, I see them, but it’s slowing. I see neighbors only on special occasions. It’s not as often as 
before. And you think now ‘who is your neighbor?’ All these security reasons… if you don’t 
know your neighbor, you don’t communicate with them until you are REALLY close. You know 
what I’m saying, right? In my parents’ time, neighbors… people were simple. They didn’t think 
too much. I played with the neighbor kids – we shared a lot of things. We trusted each other. We 
shared food, toys. 
When you first moved [to Urumqi], were the relations better? 
It was better then. 
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When did it start to change? 
[long pause] 2004 or 2005. Look, I know society has to change. Like before, the government 
would provide jobs, you didn’t worry. But now everyone has to rely on themselves.  
Do you think that’s why it started changing? 
Yeah, definitely. (37.2, 37.11) 
 
*** 
 
In these years [since you moved from Kashgar] what are the biggest changes you’ve seen in 
the city? Have your feelings about the city also changed? 
I think the biggest change is that the traffic has changed for the better, the city is greener than 
before, and the air quality has improved a little bit. But I think the quality of life has been reduced. 
For example, the quality of food is lower, and relationships between people become increasingly 
worse. 
How has the relationship between people changed? 
From my point of view, as a businessman, people cannot be trusted to keep their promises. 
Relationships with people are all about money; they are linked to financial interests. It is only 
when they need something will others call to say hello. I found after reading some articles [online] 
in fact, this is a problem with the system. In a system in which people begin to compete with each 
other for wealth, they begin to lose their morality. (24.12) 
 

Despite the very real difference in their backgrounds, both men identify reform as the cause of 

the marked deterioration of relations even among Uyghurs within the space of a decade. In 

particular, they focus on the injection of market rationalities into interpersonal relations, as well 

as the sort of self-reliance that represents a genuine innovation in the techniques of governance, 

as the primary causes for the growing sense of alienation among and between locals. Not only 

are relationships built only insofar as they advance pecuniary interests, but the pecuniary 

interests pursued in the name of making ‘a happy life’ take away the leisure time that, in decades 

past, would have been the basis for building close friendships.  

 The ennui of anonymous high-rise living in a Chinese-style city built on blind, screaming 

materialism is not, of course, a condition unique to Uyghurs in Urumqi. What is unique, 

however, is revealed by a remark that was buried within a larger and largely safe discussion with 

37 about social distance in this brave new city: ‘And you think now, “who is your neighbor?”’ In 

fact, I knew exactly what he was saying, and I was relieved that he was savvy enough to leave it 

unsaid: there is something exceptional and exceptionally unbearable about everyday life in a 



 

 247 

 
 
Figure 6.3 The entrance to a typical danyuan in Changle Yuan. Its darkness 
and its distance from public space discourages loitering and gives an 
unwelcoming effect that the English-language graffiti scarcely alleviates 
(Photograph by Author). 

 
 
Figure 6.4 In Changle Yuan, there is no infrastructure to encourage use of 
green spaces. Public space is invented, here by a family pushing away the 
plants and sitting on the edge of a planter (Photograph by Author). 
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Figure 6.5 Public space in Jinkun, a mid-priced xiaoqu. Note that, because 
of the exposure to the elements and uninviting lack of grass, this space is 
rarely used for neighborly interactions (Photograph by Author).

 
 
Figure 6.6 Invented public space in Jinkun. A leather sofa makes for 
all-weather seating in the desert. The red object in the corner is a car; this 
invented public area is just inches from the narrow road in Jinkun. There is 
no sidewalk (Photograph by Author).  
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space of what might be called late authoritarian capitalism, with an emphasis on the 

‘authoritarian.’  

 In the post-riot city, people do not form new or easy friendships because they ‘think too 

much.’ It is a euphemism used not infrequently to describe the sort of low-level paranoia that 

suffuses the experience of everyday life Urumqi. It is a state of mind borne of the constant dread 

that one’s own level of self-censorship is never quite enough - that something very bad is going 

to happen if they catch you not pretending, even for a moment, that everything is ok. Before, 

when ‘people were simple,’ it was a straightforward enough issue for one’s children to ‘play with 

the neighbors kids.’ The bar for trust was set fairly low, not primarily because of the communal 

spirit of the early reform period or even because survival in a time of scarcity required the sort of 

mutual assistance that, in time, builds trust, but because it simply did not need to be set very 

high. Now, in contrast, a high degree of trust is both a pre-condition for close interpersonal 

relations and something that can only be built among those with whom one already has a close 

relationship.  

 In other words, the intersection of illiberal social controls and economically 

liberal-in-the-Chinese-sense modes of governance, when applied to housing, creates a Catch-22 

that is absolutely devastating for the formation of what normal people think of as the basis of 

friendships and what politically-minded social scientists regard as a precondition of civic 

capacity. Trust, simply put, is a matter of life-or-death-or-disappearance in the Uyghur city; there 

is no parallel to this in Han China, where the rewards of letting the neighbor’s children play in 

one’s home might be minimal, but so, too, are the risks. In Urumqi, there exist not only all of the 

typical factors that might frustrate the building of trust among unfamiliar neighbors in any 

Chinese xiaoqu: everyone is busy, leisure time is precious, people move with greater frequency 
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than before, etc. There also exist markers of distinction that map both inter-ethnic and 

intra-ethnic differences that are unique to the city, or perhaps to the Region. Thus, in the same 

place where trust is more important than in any other, there are also more and more refined 

sub-divisions of ‘us’ and ‘them’ - divisions which serve to knock away whatever small 

footbridge might otherwise be built between neighbors by virtue of geographic proximity, along 

with the shared interests that come from owning a home in the same, often dysfunctional, 

community.  

 

The Unbearable Indeterminacy of Being in a Xiaoqu 

 In xiaoqu throughout the Uyghur city, the deadening power of heterogeneity is realized 

simultaneously in multiple forms. First, that which I term ‘the Uyghur city’ is not, of course, 

only inhabited by Uyghurs: despite a mass exodus of Han from Tianshan since housing 

privatization in the early 2000s, and the arrival of few Han newcomers into the district since the 

2009 riots, there are still a fair number of Hans residing even within the newer communities of 

Dawan. Most people report that they have little or no contact with Han neighbors - that even the 

perfunctory greetings typical of otherwise anonymous neighbor relations among Uyghurs are 

seldom shared among non-Turkic neighbors. Some take this as much a sign of deteriorating 

inter-ethnic relations as of Han cultural norms. In one interview, I was told that “they [Han] 

don’t like to get together too much” (27.7). In another, a respondent cited the fact that “Han do 

not mind other people’s affairs” in order to explain why min kao han graduates - those Uyghur 

adults who, since childhood, have been acculturated to Han styles of interpersonal conduct - 

prefer the relative privacy afforded by living in an ethnically-mixed area (54.5).    
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 That said, there are significantly less simpatico explanations for inter-ethnic relations that 

range from awkward to threatening. On the more charming end of the spectrum, 16 - a min kao 

han from a smaller city in northern Xinjiang who attended university in a mainland city - 

describes his strained encounters with a well-meaning Han neighbor: 

My neighbor is a good guy – and they came to my house, we had dinner one time. And I went to 
his house one time. That’s all – very busy, very busy.  
So in a year, just that one time?  
One year, we meet one or two days once. And he’s not Uyghur, so… he sometimes feels… most 
of the time he feels embarrassed to come and meet.  
Really? Is he a different minority or Han? 
No, Han… he is a Han person. Last time, it was funny. He and his wife, they took their own 
chopsticks and bowls to our house. I said ‘what are you doing, it’s ok!’ He said ‘no, I want to do 
this.’ 
What made him think that?  
Well, we eat in a different culture – you know that, right?  
Right – but they can eat your food.  
Yeah! Yeah… I think it’s just their own thoughts. (16.2) 
 

There are two explanations for the neighbor’s insistence on using his own dinnerware at the 

home of his Uyghur neighbors. The first is that he was so ill informed about Islamic codes of 

conduct regarding food that he thought his use of a Uyghur’s dinnerware would contaminate the 

items, making them haram for future use by a Muslim. Given that he was attempting to forge 

friendly neighbor relations, this is the more likely interpretation. However, it is not unreasonable 

to wonder whether the Han neighbor himself thought that 16’s items were not sanitary.  

 For 48, a young Uyghur women living alone in a Han-majority community in a relatively 

mixed area of Saybagh south of Hongshan, the experience of living among Han neighbors was 

decidedly less pleasant. She had lived in the community for several months, but did not have 

much contact with the neighbors: as a worker in a laboratory tasked with monitoring ongoing 

scientific experiments, she kept extremely long and odd hours at work. She certainly did not 

have either the time or inclination to make enemies in the small community. She was stunned, 

then, when she returned home one day to find that someone had sprayed an industrial adhesive 

into the lock of her front door. Forty-eight alerted the building management, and they came to 
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investigate: no other unit in the building had been affected by this sort of vandalism, and the glue 

was so strong that here was simply no saving the lock. In the end, she felt so violated by what 

happened that she did not want to discuss it with her landlord, choosing to cover the lock’s 

replacement at considerable expense to herself. She was certain that this was an ethnically 

motivated attack, and for the remainder of her lease, she spent as little time in the community’s 

common spaces as possible. Of course, it is doubtful that such a hateful act would have happened 

in a Dawan xiaoqu, where the impulses of even the most belligerent, bigoted Han would be 

checked by community demographics. In those spaces, passive aggression takes the place of 

aggressive aggression, and the result is simply disengagement.  

 That an ‘us-them’ division informs inter-ethnic relations at the neighborhood scale is not, 

however, sufficient to create a strong sense of community among Uyghurs. Instead, all of the 

social antagonisms described in chapter four are spatialized at multiple scales. At the district 

level, certain parts of Tianshan are deemed ‘high quality’ based on the relatively large proportion 

of hizmetqiler residing there; other areas are ‘mixed’ - this is the term used time and again - 

insofar as they contain an assortment of salaried employees and businessmen.  

 These distinctions exist at the community level as well. Danwei communities are the least 

‘mixed,’ of course, because most residents are there precisely because they are public-sector 

workers. That said, even some xiaoqu, by luck or by virtue of their location, are populated by a 

disproportionately high number of danwei workers. Twenty-nine lives in one such community. 

He moved there in 2006 from a danwei house in far north of the city because he preferred to live 

in a Uyghur-majority area, even if that meant a two or three-hour commute each day. He chose 

this particular community because it was near a highly competitive, top-rated Uyghur-language 

school (which, like all others, has since adopted a ‘bilingual’ curriculum). Ostensibly because of 
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its close proximity to that particular school, the xiaoqu seems to have attracted a sizable 

population of highly educated public-sector workers who, like 29, would rather commute to their 

distant danwei than force their children to commute to school: 

Do you know most of the people in the xiaoqu? 
I basically know them all. Because when we pass in the stairs, we exchange greetings. When the 
weather is hot, everyone goes downstairs to do activities, play cards together, etc. In Nowruz, 
everyone goes downstairs to share a collective meal. Everyone participates. 
The situation that you are describing to me is not the same as what I hear from other people. 
Others have told me that their neighbors do not know each other; they just say hello and 
that’s it. This xiaoqu is a bit different.  
The first reason is that most of the xiaoqu is Uyghur, and their quality is high. 
When you say that their quality is high, is it that they more affluent, or do you just mean 
that their education is of a high level? 
I don’t know if they have money or not, but they are all college graduates. (29:8) 
 

He went on to explain that although he does not know the intimate details of his neighbors’ lives 

- they are not close friends, per se - he feels very comfortable around them.  

 Thirty-one is a successful businessman who previously lived in Edinburgh, a ritzy Dawan 

xiaoqu where the price-per-square meter is roughly double that of the community in which 29 

lives. Yet the premium price did not guarantee him high-quality neighbors. His careful, 

diplomatic phrasing here is marked by ellipses: 

You were talking a little bit about the neighbors. What do you mean by that: when you said 
that you didn’t feel like you belonged there - were they all older?  
No … no – the people… the background of the people in that neighborhood was all … they’re 
all… it’s like, all very varied. You see someone who works in the government. You see someone 
who is a businessperson. You see someone and you never know what he does. And [long pause] I 
think it wasn’t maybe … I don’t know, maybe, it was a big neighborhood and I didn’t really like 
it. There were 9 or 10 buildings inside one neighborhood. And I didn’t really feel like I fit into that 
place, into the whole picture. (31:1) 
 

He then went on to explain that he didn’t like the commute from Dawan to his office near 

Yan’an Road - a commute that, with the icy road conditions of an Urumqi winter, might take 

more than twenty minutes! These justifications for his move were as diplomatic as they were 

suspect. While it is true that his new home was within a short walk of his office, and the danwei 

community into which he moved housed hundreds of residents instead of thousands - the 

location and physical characteristics of Edinburgh are generally considered highly desirable. 
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Moreover, his new, well-appointed two-bedroom unit simply could not have the same opulence 

as his former bi-level home in Edinburgh: it would be unseemly for the danwei housing at even 

an extremely important work unit to have (for example) a private rooftop garden. What the new 

housing lacks in over-the-top luxury, however, it makes up for in gentility. About half of the 

neighbors are Uyghur; most are employees of administrative danwei, and all are gainfully 

employed: “they have their own like, normal-paced life. And their financial status is just pretty 

stable” (31.11). This made for neighborly relations that he described as more “intimate” than in 

those in Edinburgh. In his new community, for example, as in 29’s, several residents organized a 

Nowruz celebration that was widely attended and well received.36  

 Edinburgh does not have formalized community celebrations. It does, however, have the 

sort of social relations typical of Uyghurs who have amassed a great deal of financial capital at 

an arm’s length from the state: that is to say, relations between like-minded residents are warm, 

if somewhat proscribed by Islamic practice. For those whose everyday life and sense of self is 

more cosmopolitan, the incommensurate habitus of the family next door can foreclose neighbor 

relations. This is exactly what happened to 40, who moved into his own penthouse unit in 

Edinburgh months before his wedding. He explained that years of schooling among Han had left 

him acculturated: “Before I bought this house, I didn’t say hi to anyone. I had a face that was too 

                                                             
36 It would seem to be more than a coincidence that both men report festive Nowruz celebrations in their 

communities, yet no interviewee reported any analogous celebrations for either Qurbon Eid or Eid al-Fitr. These two 
festivals are much more significant holidays among Uyghurs and, given that both traditionally center on visiting 
family and friends in their homes, would seem to be more logical choices for community-based celebrations. One 
cannot help but notice that the relatively minor holiday of Nowruz- a pre-Islamic new year’s celebration of Persian 
origin observed throughout Central Asia but not the Arab world - is afforded a conspicuous amount of attention by 
socially-minded residents. That such a ‘cultural’ celebration devoid of religious meaning was dreamed up in the first 
place speaks to the political savvy of the ‘well- educated’ residents of these elite communities. That said, one 
wonders whether such festivities would be permitted in xiaoqu where a larger proportion of residents were 
outwardly more religious. This is an open question, as residents of those communities are apparently themselves 
savvy enough not to attempt such a move. 
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Chinese” (40:25). In other words, he kept to himself in a style more typical of Han neighbors; to 

his Uyghur neighbors, this read as cold and distancing.  

  It didn’t help that, on the very first day in his new home, he outed himself as less than 

fully observant. It happened by chance: he was moving boxes into the home that he didn’t trust 

to the movers, and just at the moment when he would first meet the head of the household next 

door - a middle-aged Uyghur man whom he already knew to be quite devout - he was carrying a 

box with what were obviously bottles of liquor peeking out of the top. Because he was so 

embarrassed to be seen carrying a box full of liquor, he did not make the man’s acquaintance. 

Afterwards, because he had so rudely declined that initial opportunity to make the man’s 

acquaintance, he avoided the family nearly a year. Finally, one fateful day, they found 

themselves alone in an elevator, at which time 40 decided to put the matter to rest. He apologized 

for the rudeness, offering his assimilationist education as an explanation for his ignorance of 

Uyghur norms: “I said ‘I’m sorry. I’m a Chinese-school student, and I didn’t know [to say 

hello]’” (40:25). But just as his neighbor was ready to accept the olive branch, he seemed to pull 

it away. During the neighbor’s attempt to visit him on one of the latter days of Eid celebrations, a 

time typically reserved for more maintaining warm relations with friends and neighbors, he 

pretended that he was not at home rather than opening his home to the family. He explained to 

me that his new bride had just moved in, but she was away visiting friends that day, and neither 

he nor the house was presentable to company. But it seems that the family had heard him at 

home, and they knew that he was avoiding their friendly gestures. After that, they never spoke 

again. He is hoping that now, with a new baby and a very conservative wife whose manner and 

presentation of self would be much more agreeable to the religious neighbors, they will be able 
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to build the sort of relationship as a ‘proper’ family that he was unable to build as a worldly 

bachelor.  

 Other cosmopolitans, especially those living in a more moderately-priced xiaoqu - places 

where their education and family background are enough to assure them of a social position 

superior to that of their neighbors - have far less compunction about their lack of neighborly 

relations. Twelve moved from one of Yan’an Road’s more prestigious danwei compounds to 

Dawan years earlier. He had recently sold his house and moved into a nearby rental unit, fearing 

that Urumqi was experiencing a housing bubble and hoping to cash out while his house 

commanded a premium price. He had already used the proceeds to purchase a very modest home 

in Canada, where he planned to move as soon as his family situation allowed. Until then, he had 

more than enough time to sit on a bench outside of a friend’s retail store near Lantian xiaoqu, eat 

soft-serve, and engage in what seemed to be his favorite hobby: people-watching. As with most 

interviewees who had lived in both danwei and commodity housing as adults, I asked him which 

he preferred:  

Overall, if you have the choice, do you prefer the style of private xiaoqu? Or the danwei 
house? 
[He puts his finger decisively on a map of Urumqi at the location of his old house to indicate that 
he prefers the danwei. He taps repeatedly] 
100 percent?  
100 percent.  
What makes you say that?  
It’s kind of… for example, [there] my neighbors, they also graduated some kind of university. 
They know a lot of things – I can tell that they watch TV, read books, read newspapers. They are 
knowledgeable people. Also, they can say something about… we can talk about … some kind of 
very important subject, we can talk about. But here it’s not the same. The businessmen are my 
neighbors. Also a lot of the xiaoqu people have also … [we get distracted by a fight that breaks 
out on the street]. Like that! Like that, there you go!  
[I laugh and we watch the fight for a minute while eating ice cream.] Do you think – the 
people in here… I mean, it’s not a cheap place to live. It’s not low-quality housing. But 
you’re saying some of the businesspeople are not educated – they just do business.  
It’s not the same. It’s not the same. I want knowledgeable people to do business. I want that. But 
it’s not like that. They stop at primary school, that’s it, and have a business. It’s all the same, just 
like that.  
What’s your opinion of the area around the xiaoqu – outside in this area, or Dawan in 
general? 
Lantian is the lowest. And the best in Hengchan. Middle is Jinkun C – it’s very normal.  
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Is it just – do you mean the quality of the building. Or the people too? 
The people – just the people. The people quality is very low here. Hengchan and Jinkun is more 
workers. More than here [at Lantian].  
Oh, here is not? You mean the people here don’t have jobs? 
Yeah.  
So there’s kind of a reputation. Like ‘I live here, I live there’ and then you get to know 
something about the person?  
Yes, exactly. (12.5-12.7) 
 

This spatialization of what he calls ‘human quality’ and I term something both and between class 

and social groups is a fairly tidy summation of the cosmopolitan sensibility at the neighborhood 

level. In retrospect, my understanding of his latter comments in the moment might have been 

misguided; it is not that the residents of Lantian were unemployed, but rather, that they were 

workers in the formal sector instead of hizmetqiler. The quality of the community was assessed 

by the quality of its residents, who were themselves assessed outwardly by their occupational 

status and, implicitly, by the particular type of the education and worldview that is requisite for 

public-sector employment.  

 Twelve’s observations were made in the dispassionate, matter-of-fact tone of someone who 

had already mentally checked out of life in Urumqi. For those invested in place-making, the 

same observations tend to elicit something between anxiety and resignation. Most residents of 

the Uyghur city are both aware of and distressed by the fact that strong social bonds are only 

readily made among neighbors of the same ethnicity, hometown, generation, educational 

background/level of ‘quality,’ and social group. As one interviewee noted, the barriers to good 

neighbor relations are so high that they only are able to form when fortune smiles upon a 

homebuyer:  

In this complex, we don’t know our neighbors very well. We are only familiar with two neighbors 
– not very good relations, [not] very close relations. For festivals, I don’t think we have any 
neighbors come to our home. But in those rented two apartments [where we lived before buying 
this house], we had three or four really good neighbors. Back then, they came to our houses, and 
we went to their houses.  
Why do you think there’s this change – has it just been hard to get to know the neighbors 
here? 
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It’s more kind of by chance, you know? It depends on, like, seeing each couple’s from maybe, 
maybe originally from the same areas. If our neighbors are from Atush or Kashgar, we easy make 
good relationships. If they are different age groups, or if they are from north part of Xinjiang, I 
would say it’s a little bit harder to make a good relationship with them. And it also depends on the 
ethnicity. This neighbor is Han Chinese – and we never say hi. And we rarely see them. (30:2) 

 
 

Wither the Renter 

 One of the structuring features of the habitus of state employees is the sense of being 

settled. It is this feeling of genteel permanence - of personal propriety borne of stability - that 

informs the wishes of those parents who goad their high-achieving children to sit for the civil 

service exam rather than, say, strike out on their own as entrepreneurs. In Urumqi, then, as in 

urban China more broadly, there is a commonsensical link between stability and 

home-ownership, such that there seems to be nothing more socially upright, more natural than a 

public-sector employee living in his or her own danwei home. In contrast, the unnaturalness of 

renting a home implies social marginality - perhaps even a dangerous liminality.   

 However good owner-occupied housing may be to think with, the reality is that many 

public-sector Uyghur workers live in housing that is not their own, and many more rent housing 

for their parents, or perhaps a sibling, who have moved to Urumqi on a short- or medium-term 

basis. Some renters are waiting for danwei housing to become available in their work unit; others 

might already hold the deed to a danwei unit but lived in rented commodity housing because the 

location of their own home is incompatible with the needs or preferences of a typical Uyghur 

family. In one case, a Uyghur university employee of some importance held the title to an 

on-campus apartment in which her family had not lived for years. Although she worked in 

Xinshi, she and her husband were adamant that their children attend a particularly well-regarded 

bilingual school in Tianshan. So that the children did not have a nearly three-hour commute each 
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day, the family rented out their danwei home and used that income to pay rent at a different 

property in the Uyghur city.   

 Patigul, the grandma protagonist of Chapter Three and a retiree of a Kashgar danwei whose 

two daughters both work in the state sector, also lives in a rented apartment in Dawan. That she 

was able to obtain this property at all is a testament to the complicated relationship between 

security, policy, perceptions of quality, and market forces. Just one or two years earlier, her 

daughter, 41 (who was paying the rent on her mother’s apartment), would have been priced out 

of this particular property: in that area of Dawan, a steady stream of Russian and Central Asian 

businesspeople had kept the monthly rents above RMB 2,000, exclusive of utilities. However, a 

new, unwritten policy had been recently implemented. Months into their lease agreement, the 

landlord admitted to Patigul’s daughter that she had much more leverage in the rent negotiations 

than she had realized: when he put the unit on the market in the spring of 2014, he was informed 

that it was now forbidden not only to rent to foreigners, but also to any Uyghur family in which 

the women covered their hair and face. In practice, this meant that the few southern Xinjiang 

migrants successful enough in business to afford such rents were, by and large, also prevented 

from taking up residence in the unit.37 Thus, when the rental agent introduced him to Patigul and 

her daughter - someone who was able to provide a letter of introduction and good standing from 

her danwei - he was more than willing to accommodate their budget. For the landlord, the 

occupational status and physical appearance of these women marked them as responsible and 

financially stable. For the state, these same attributes marked them as non-threatening. In the 

end, they signed a rental contract for RMB 1,800 per month with heating and maintenance 

included.  

                                                             
37 Whether this unwritten policy was limited to Dawan or covered the entirety of Tianshan District is 

unclear. 
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 Given her own mother’s status as a renter, 41’s prejudice against renters was somewhat 

surprising. I asked her if there is any stigma about living in the newer-build part of the Uyghur 

city or, perhaps, a perception of social distance between those who live in the urban core and 

those who live in the suburban fringe beyond Dawan Road. She said no, that living in Dawan 

itself carried no stigma: “Dawan is just considered the place where Uyghurs live. Nobody thinks 

it’s a high-quality or low-quality place. The center of the city is the high-quality place, but in 

Dawan you can find all types of people – because some rent and some own, so there is 

high-quality and low-quality” (41:11). What does carry a stigma, she makes clear, is one’s status 

as a renter: there is a one-to-one correlation in her statement between ‘renter’ and ‘low-quality.’  

 Renters are often, and with shockingly little mincing of words, described as a source of 

social problems, even the embodiment of social decay itself. Five is a danwei employee who 

bought a newer and reasonably well-constructed dwelling in a xiaoqu after years of ‘temporarily’ 

living in lower-quality housing while he waited in vain for his perennially underfunded danwei 

to provide subsidized housing. He was pleased with the new home: he noted that some xiaoqu, 

like this one, “have a good environment and good management. In some xiaoqu, there are many 

rental properties, so the sanitation is not good, etc.” (5:12). This xiaoqu was near his sizable 

work unit, and other co-workers had previously given up the ghost of danwei housing and 

purchased apartments there. This gave the community an air of respectability and familiarity, and 

it made the decision to purchase there a simple one.  

 Later, we discussed the topic of neighbor relations, and I asked him to compare life in this 

xiaoqu to that in his childhood danwei home. He attributed the vastly different, almost 

anonymous neighbor relations typical within a xiaoqu not to the lack of a pre-existing workplace 

relationship - which is, strictly speaking, the principal difference between danwei and 



 

 261 

commodity housing - but to people of considerable social distance co-existing within the same 

geographic space: 

For those neighbors before, we all knew each other since we were younger. We were classmates at 
school – when we returned home each day, we would play ball together and have fun together, and 
all of the adults were danwei workers, so they were very familiar. Now in the xiaoqu it isn’t all 
danwei people – there are people from everywhere, and everybody is busy with their own thing  
Here are there a lot of people renting? Does that affect the relations between neighbors? 
Yes, I think this is a common problem in the city: an entire building of people who basically do 
not know each other. Around here, everyone is Uyghur, so at New Year’s time, there might be a 
few families calling on each other to exchange greetings at each other’s houses. If you live 
together with Han, you might not know anyone at all in that place.  
In the xiaoqu, are there some activities for neighbors to get together? 
No. Previously [the xiaoqu] held Korban celebrations, but now taking into account security issues, 
they have been cancelled. 
When were they cancelled? 
Last year we still had it, but this year no more. (5:3) 
 

The words he uses to express social distance are telling; the lack of neighbor relations is not 

simply a function of unfamiliarity. Instead, there is an implied connection between danwei 

workers and Urumqi natives, such that he essentially juxtaposes the observation that many 

xiaoqu residents are not ‘danwei people’ with a statement about the fact that there are people 

‘from all places’ living together. Combine that with the relative transience of renters, and it 

makes sense, to him, why each household is an island unto itself. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

In his early work, Foucault posits that to excavate the structuring logic of discourse - the 

ways in which power identifies for itself a problem and determines the proper interventions that 

will serve as a solution - requires the careful attention of a critical theorist working with a 

specific historical methodology. For those of us who work in China, the task is a good deal 

simpler: the state is generous enough to emblazon its discourses on massive red banners and 

hang them from the exterior walls of any building it can commandeer for the public good. And 

so it is that any researcher on the ground in the era of Xi Jinping cannot help but encounter the 

state-sponsored discourse on ’the Chinese Dream’ (zhongguo meng 中国梦). The phrase has 

replaced the Hu-era concept of a ‘harmonious society’ as the new keyword put forth by the 

party-state in service of a encouraging a particular (and particularly politically apathetic) habitus 

among those who buy into it.   

By way of conclusion, I would like to explore and more fully treat two points that bring 

to a head the hopelessly irresolvable paradox of the state’s attempt to engender genuine buy-in 

among what, in urban Han China, is the aspirational class: high ‘quality’ professionals with the 

educational and financial means to lead a respectable life and ‘dream the Chinese dream.’ First, 

it is precisely those Uyghurs with the economic and cultural capital needed to enter Han space 

and even attempt to conform to Han norms who are most often confronted with painful 

reminders of their difference and statements of their inferiority by private-sector forces that the 

state, operating in the liberal mode, has rendered itself powerless to address. In turn, this group is 

alienated from both Han society and the nativist Uyghurs they stand in distinction from. In short, 

they are an aspirational class that cannot fully access the ‘dream’ propounded by the party-state 
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and to which the ‘lower quality’ Uyghurs see no real reason to aspire. Second, the only 

sustainable way to redress the injustices felt and lived in the wake of liberal-in-the-Chinese-sense 

development involve meeting those demands that are most pressing to the cosmopolitans: what is 

commonly referred to as ‘respect’ but which is, in fact, nothing less than rule of law and genuine 

civil rights. Yet these hallmarks of “liberalism in the Western sense” are are not a feature of 

governance anywhere in China; to bring them to Xinjiang is an utter impossibility. In the face of 

this impossibility, the state essentially changes the conversation, equating any contestation 

among Uyghurs with terrorism and meeting any resistance among Uyghurs with weapons of war. 

 

The Chinese Dream Deferred 

It was an upscale spa catering to well-heeled Han and foreign patrons. They would be 

accustomed to such facilities: in the far reaches of northern Xinshi, as in China’s first-tier cities, 

an afternoon at the sauna and hot baths, perhaps with a massage, is an everyday luxury for 

overworked professional men.38 That many are attached to hotels that offer both hourly and 

daily rates speaks to, shall we say, the range of uses to which Chinese-style spas are put.  

Forty insisted, though, that his intentions were pure: with a newborn at home and facing 

the extended presence of his in-laws to assist with childcare, he merely wanted a few hours to 

relax at the sauna and, later, some uninterrupted sleep. Toward that end, he and another Uyghur 

friend drove from Dawan to the northernmost end of Beijing Road. In light weekend traffic and 

with the benefit of private transportation, one might be lucky enough make this trip in a 

half-hour. Upon arriving and checking in at the spa, they were informed that, because it was 

nearly full, they would have to share a locker. They agreed, but were soon embarrassed by the 

                                                             
38 Many, though not all, provide gender-segregated areas and services for women, taking inspiration from 

the Korean and Japanese bathhouses upon which these are clearly modeled. 
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implications of two men sharing dressing space in a room full of Han who, very evidently, each 

had their own locker. The friends, however, did not complain. Later, after some time in the 

sauna, 40 dressed and went to the hotel desk where one could check into a room at a discounted 

rate with a receipt from the spa. He spoke to the front-desk agent with a fluency in Chinese that 

could only come with a youth entirely spent in Mandarin-language classrooms; she was very 

polite, but sorry to inform him that there was presently no vacancy. Because rooms rent by the 

hour, he and his friend decided to wait. Hours passed and repeated requests were made, but no 

room became available.  

Finally, when a generously-sized Han patron left the spa to enter the hotel’s reception 

area, 40 seized his chance: he snuck behind the man and waited in line, quietly listening as he 

effortlessly registered for a hotel room, paid, and received his key. When the man walked away, 

40 was next in line. He had heard everything, he told the agent, and he demanded a room. She 

relented. Only later did he realize that the room to which they had been assigned shared a wall 

with one rented to a large group of Han classmates celebrating their university graduation; they 

sang and partied and drunkenly chased each other down the hall through the night. He described 

the entire experience as “humiliating,” insisting: “If this were the mainland, I could accept it. But 

in Xinjiang… they treat us this way? Where are we supposed to go?” (40:23).   

This almost aggressively mundane act of discrimination hardly speaks to the depths of 

injustice or inter-ethnic, state, and symbolic violence committed in the name of development. It 

does, however, indicate the breadth of forces put into motion by the application ‘tried-and-true’ 

coastal urban and economic development practices in a deeply divided city in China’s far west. 

In turn, the interplay of these forces does much to explain the exceptional outcomes of a state 

project in which cause and effect have heretofore been treated as axiomatic. Seeing like a state in 
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Xinjiang means seeing the co-optation of a vanguard of bright, ambitious urban Uyghurs into the 

project of Chinese-style, state-led development as a beachhead in the battle to generate a 

widespread de facto complicity among Uyghurs in the de facto system of governance in the 

Region. Unpacking the contingency within this formulation requires two things: an 

understanding of the tenuous connection between readiness and ability to buy in, and a critical 

assessment of the degree to which others variously positioned within Uyghur society actually 

aspire to join this ‘aspirational’ class.  

It thus makes sense to take very seriously the dispositions, as well as the experiences that 

form them and behaviors and future plans that are informed by them, of people like 40: the adult 

children of those already fairly well-positioned in the early years of reform. The advanced 

education, bi- or even trilingual competencies, family connections, and comfortable financial 

resources of these twenty- and thirty-somethings give them both the most to gain from buy-in, 

while also affording them the luxury of choosing between buying into or cashing out (and exiting 

from) the current system. Yet even from the decidedly low-stakes encounter, three themes 

emerge that, together, have damning implications for the ability of securitized development in 

Xinjiang to effect any sort of lasting regional security not maintained at gunpoint.    

 

1. The interaction of public-sector investment and private-sector growth unleashes some novel 

(and many not-so-novel) forms of exclusion and discrimination in Urumqi. 

On one level, the nature of exclusion and spatial injustice unleashed by Chinese-style 

development in twenty-first Urumqi is so stark that it seems almost ready-made for an 

undergraduate urban studies reader. Of course uneven geographies of public-sector investment 

lead to uneven growth of private-sector activity across urban space. Further, in a city with a 
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foundational history and continued tradition of ethnic segregation, of course disparities in public 

investment across Han and Uyghur space will, intentionally or not, yield a balkanized urban form 

and massively divergent district-level urban economies that look like the work of pure 

ethnocracy.  

In the example above, the rationality of one firm’s choice to locate this particular 

hotel/spa on northern Beijing Road is, itself, the sum total of multiple conscious development 

strategies implemented by the city and Regional governments years earlier under the umbrella 

policy of ‘control the south, expand the north.’ Since 2000, most major administrative and 

research-oriented danwei have moved north - often far north - bringing with them not only a 

workforce but also, by virtue of the relationship between housing and employment that still 

exists in the upper reaches of the state sector, a resident population of entire households with 

stable professional salaries. At the same time, highways were paved and the new high-speed rail 

system was built in tandem with new tax-advantaged high-tech and export-oriented 

manufacturing zones located either in northern Xinshi or in the peri-urban districts to its east and 

west. These, the state insists, will be the sites of trade and commerce in the twenty-first century; 

after all, this is where the political elite who oversee these activities will work and live. Where 

else, then, would a developer choose to locate a spa in which the costs of taking a hot bath might 

equal the monthly earnings of a fruit peddler?  

This is not to say that there will be no growth in the Uyghur city. It does mean, however, 

that as public investment doubles down on the equation of ‘north’ with 

‘new/modern/forward-looking,’ the only way for Uyghurs to build themselves in this image is to 

physically move themselves northward and integrate themselves into Han space - or, not, and 

continue to exist within a space served only by the ethnic economy. This lack of a third choice - 
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of a public third space where Han and Turkic minorities might meet on even footing - is because, 

of course, the imperative to deepen state-sector reforms and ‘liberalize’ urban economics has led 

to a massive privatization of public space. One interviewee identified this process with particular 

poignancy, noting that “[i]f you are speaking about change, there have been a lot of shops and 

restaurants opened here. We, as highly educated people… for us, an increase in the number of 

malls and restaurants is not really something to be happy about. If there were an increase in 

schools, stadiums and mosques, that is what would make us most happy. So, no, I do not think 

this is development in terms of the mental life. It only benefits the diet” (3:10). 

One could easily spend quite some time teasing out the spatial injustices that result from 

the concurrence of rapid development in the north with the emergence of an ethnic economy in 

the south. These include the dearth of public transit between the Uyghur city and the new urban 

spaces (and jobs) in the north, the paucity of Uyghur-language books in bookstores anywhere 

north of Nanmen (compounded by the lack of open-access libraries almost anywhere in Urumqi), 

and the need for observant Uyghurs to pack a meal if they choose to spend the day at the new 

malls in Xinshi. However, at its most innocuous, the exclusion of a certain class of Uyghurs from 

the north in the ways cited here (those without cars, Chinese-language fluency, and/or those who 

insist on halal food, etc.) could be considered an act of omission - a logic of capital serving the 

largest number of those with sufficient buying power to ensure profitable business operations. If 

the lack of public transportation, Uyghur-language books, or halal food in the ‘modern’ 

shopping centers of the city’s north effectively enforces a normative vision of the modern, 

future-looking, and upwardly mobile citizen as one who exhibits a suite of consumption patterns 

that, each in their own way, serve an assimilationist agenda… well, perhaps this is just a happy 
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accident: the invisible hand of a neoliberal governmentality headed not by the deeply political 

party-state, but by the uncaring forces of the market.  

 

2. Concomitantly, the interaction of public-sector investment and private-sector growth has 

created a class of urban Uyghurs - a group not insignificant in number, though still quite small as 

a percentage of the Uyghur population - who have the combination of financial means, linguistic 

competency, and personal sensibilities requisite to make the idea of sharing a steam room with a 

dozen naked Han men appear both reasonable and reasonably attractive.    

Having spent several nights baffling the other guests of a three-star ‘business’ hotel in 

Hotan, I can assure the reader that a fairly wide cross-section of Uyghur men are, indeed, eager 

consumers of the Chinese-style hotel/spa experience.39 When in Urumqi, though, these same 

Hotanluk ‘businessmen’ (most of whom are, of course, actual businessmen) find their paid sex in 

the same place where they find their paid lodging, meals, and laundry services: Tianshan.40    

Only those Uyghurs who do, in fact, participate fully and eagerly in a government of the 

self thoroughly in line with that of the ‘autonomous’ middle-class professionals of Han society 

are able to push far enough into Chinese space to encounter ethnic discrimination as a deliberate, 

highly personal act commission, rather than the by-product of larger but often ephemeral forces 

of omission. The linguistic barrier alone would keep away most Uyghur men not fluent in 

Mandarin, especially since the confusion and frustration of feeling like ‘a fish out of water’ can 

                                                             
39 This particular hotel was chosen for me by the local police. Although I was extremely uncomfortable 

spending nearly $50 USD per night to stay amidst the sort of ticky-tacky opulence meant to impress mid-priced sex 
workers in one of China’s poorest cities, this was one of the only hotels in Hotan permitted to accept foreign guests. 

40 The strongest evidence of this comes from the twenty-something Uyghur ‘fashion girls’ whom I knew 
best. Even those who did not live with family would generally dress in Western-style club clothes while dancing at a 
bar but change into more modest attire for the trip home. They did this partly to minimize street harassment and 
partly to discourage the earnest attempts of Uyghur men - most of whom, several friends noted with disgust, had 
southern Xinjiang accents - to negotiate a price for their services. For reasons that are not altogether clear to me, the 
Chinese-style ‘business’ hotel with a spa or karaoke-bar front for paid sex services is less common in Tianshan than 
it is elsewhere, even in the supposedly more ‘traditional’ cities in southern Xinjiang. 
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be a disempowering or even emasculating experience. Further, the possibility that intended or 

perceived slights by other patrons (or, in this case, the very real slights of staff) might escalate 

into fights that local police then view as ‘ethnic violence’ and punish as acts of terrorism is 

enough to keep less even-tempered people (men) away from such spaces. In a fascinating 

exchange, one woman told me that, despite both her and her husband’s daily four-hour commute 

to their white-collar jobs in the north, it would be “inconvenient” to move to Xinshi. I balked: 

what is more inconvenient than a combined weekly commute of forty hours? She replied 

blandly: “Well, he can’t get along with them. So… it’s not convenient” (41:12).  

Uyghurs who can ‘get along with them’ are, perhaps paradoxically, those most keenly 

aware of the fact that ‘they’ cannot or will not get along with ‘us.’ On this point, more than one 

min kao han adult described to me the paradox of the state’s current insistence on educating 

Uyghurs in Chinese-language curriculum. In the past, employment discrimination could be 

explained by a need to hire workers fluent in Mandarin. Now, there is a generation of young 

Uyghur job seekers whose parents chose for them to be educated entirely in Chinese-language 

classrooms; they possess a textbook-quality fluency in standard Mandarin unencumbered by 

native-place dialects. When candidates like these are uniformly passed over for employment in 

favor of thickly-accented applicants from Sichuan or Gansu, the polite justifications of years past 

are no longer credible. 

Similarly, 40 should be one of development’s darlings: a thoughtful, articulate man with 

competencies in local, national, and international languages and social norms - and, it is worth 

noting, both the money and family connections to lend his efforts in any field more than a fair 

chance at success. Although having people like him on board is likely not sufficient to effect 

grassroots Uyghur buy-in to Chinese socio-cultural and political norms, it surely is a necessary 
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first step. After all, if the long game is indeed total integration of Uyghur people and space into 

the Chinese nation-state, what would be a simpler step forward than ensuring acceptance of those 

who have already accepted the terms and conditions placed on their acceptance?  

  

3. Liberal development in Xinjiang is a process of unleashing forces that the state has neither the 

discursive legitimacy nor practical ability to control. 

 This, however, is not at all simple. The reason that I insist on clunky turns of phrase like 

‘liberal in the Chinese sense’ turns on the fact that ‘liberal’ has, in the twenty-first century, 

evolved from a single term with a host of interrelated implications for governance and the 

economy into a slippery homophone with multiple, irreducible meanings. To say that, in the 

reform era, there has been a ‘liberalization’ of the Chinese economy is not terribly controversial, 

although this remains a process best described with present progressive verbs. It is similarly 

straightforward to argue that the state-society relationship is liberalizing. The presence of a 

low-wage front-desk clerk who very likely recently took it upon herself to move to Xinjiang 

from a poor province in central China is evidence of the quotidian but very human implications 

of both processes.  

 What is often lost in the discussion of China’s liberalization, however, is the state’s 

voluntary but perhaps unavoidable surrender of its Mao-era toolkit for mitigating the illiberal 

tendencies within society and explicitly, and sometimes violently, battling the illiberal ghosts of 

past social institutions. Mao-era governance, viewed from this angle, can be understood as a 

wildly illiberal formulation of the relationship between the state and the individual in service of 

forcibly liberalizing society: liberating it from the injustices wrought by ‘feudalism’ and 

Confucianism in the early Mao era and, later, institutionalized state power itself. The 
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foundational normative vision of Maoism, after all, was radical egalitarianism: the rich would be 

‘sent down’ and the poor would rise. So, too, would women and ethnic minorities; the first-hand 

accounts cited in Chapter One offer evidence that real energy was expended in this pursuit. 

 Privatization provides individuals and institutions a previously unimaginable degree of 

freedom to engage in illiberal social practices. With choice, individuals and families are able to 

choose residential self-segregation, while employers are able to choose to hire only those 

employees who look like them. Some Western observers will, of course, immediately object that 

there is a universe of difference between these two phenomena; in their haste, they fail to recall 

that the ‘obvious’ unacceptability of the latter has, in the US, been a matter of settled law only 

since the second half of the twentieth century - and only then through the work of an independent 

judiciary with the scope of powers that both appeal to and help shape what the other institutions 

of the state already unanimously agree upon: rule of law. These injustices fundamentally cannot 

be redressed by a form state power that insists on the market as a site of veridiction.  

 Here, finally, the deepest and most intractable level of the paradox often short-handed as 

the ‘ethnic problem/question’ (minzu wenti) is revealed. There are surely those at every level of 

the Chinese state who recognize the advantages of a hypothetical system in which the equal 

protection that is theoretically enshrined in the Chinese constitution is rigorously enforced in 

matters that relate to the treatment of ethnic minorities both by the state and private institutions. 

The bitter irony, though, is that the current state of affairs is as close to ‘equal protection’ of 

Uyghurs as can be mustered by a system in which nobody, really, has civil rights.    
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On the Demand for Uyghur Statehood and the Chinese State that Demands It 

 Chapters Four through Six argue that much of the present social change within the 

Uyghur city is a function of an emerging culture war within Uyghur society: one in which the 

differences in outlooks, presentations of self, and behaviors have increasingly diverged between 

two mutually antagonistic social groups. Those who are willing to align with institutions of the 

Chinese state in order to achieve upward mobility and the material comforts and social 

respectability of middle-class life maintain a set of dispositions - a habitus, to bring Bourdieu’s 

framework back to the fore - that is antithetical to those maintained by the nationalists. Members 

of the latter group, by contrast, actively resist incorporation into those same institutions and, 

instead, exploit the space opened by liberalization to live and work with a view inward, toward 

the ethnic economy, and an insistence on mapping Uyghur identity westward, beyond China and 

toward the Muslim world.  

 The term ‘culture war,’ unfortunately, carries with it certain exuberances from English. It 

does not, for instance, imply the deep structural differences between groups that feed the sorts of 

competing discourses that, in the most bitterly polarized cases, feed civil war. There are many 

ways to phrase the underlying source of mutual antagonism. Among Uyghurs themselves, it 

would be unremarkable to hear one group charged with selling out their culture; members of that 

group would return with an indictment of the other as willfully ‘backward’ or ignorant. 

Underneath the surface of these charges, though, is a fight for the moral authority to define the 

very nature of ethnopolitical contestation among Uyghurs. 

 To use the taxonomy of contested space put forward by Morrissey and Gaffikin (2006), 

the Uyghur nationalist position is one of sovereign contestation. That is, it operates as a fight for 

territorial sovereignty as a pre-condition for establishing an autonomous state with a set of civil 
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liberties and rights entirely distinct from those found (or not) in China. The fight for sovereign 

power is a call to the state that elicits an opposite but equal response: Uyghur demands for 

sovereign control of ‘our land,’ be they violent or otherwise, are met with a pure application of 

Chinese sovereign power that insists, in fact, this is our land.  

 These are the sorts of demands that can - and are - answered with tanks. Further, they 

feed the official framing of the minzu wenti as rooted in the incomplete incorporation of Uyghurs 

into the larger Chinese society: specifically, that the bottom-up practices/positions/dispositions 

of Uyghurs perpetuates the group’s otherness, and this otherness is antagonistic to CCP 

governance. If this otherness can be reduced and eventually erased, or so goes the logic of 

Chinese-style development in Xinjiang, then Uyghurs will be successfully integrated into the 

larger body politic.  

 The cosmopolitan framing of Uyghur ethnopolitical contestation does not, from the first, 

at least, challenge the notion that sovereign power within Xinjiang remains in the hands of the 

Chinese state. Instead of contesting the control of territory, the cosmopolitan position contests 

the exceptional balance of sovereign power and biopower exercised on Uyghur bodies and the 

massively uneven social controls across Han and Uyghur spaces. Put another way, it is a demand 

for something approaching civil rights: a demand for, if not equal protection guaranteed within a 

formal framework of rights, then at least a de jure relationship to the state similar to that afforded 

Han urbanities in Chinese cities to the east. It is a bitter recognition that the ‘autonomy’ of the 

‘Chinese’ middle class is, in fact, an autonomy reserved for Han and privileged minorities. It is , 

in short, a demand that the promise and real-life practice of ‘socialism from afar’ - the hallmark 

of Chinese governance in the late reform era - come to the Uyghur city (Zhang 2010). 
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 This demand for Chinese-style civil rights is fundamentally incompatible with the 

techniques of sovereign power. It would be absurd, in any context, to meet with tanks the 

demands for equal access and opportunity to participate in a game made by those who otherwise 

accede to its (imported) rules. This is because the terms of the cosmopolitan contestation for 

Uyghur space are pluralistic. In addition to demands of equal protection at the level of 

state-society relations, they are also demands for equal access to opportunity: to employment that 

will materially afford a practice of everyday life in line with that of Han ‘patriotic professionals,’ 

and to the perquisites afforded to those Han who buy in. In short, the cosmopolitan struggle is 

one against institutional discrimination and wildly unequal access to not only the material 

benefits of middle-class Chinese society, but also to the benefits of upwardly mobility that 

manifest in a reconfigured relationship between the state, the private sector, and private 

lifestyles. When viewed from a very particular angle and in just the right light, it appears to 

approach something like a struggle for Uyghur civil rights.  

 The paradox of this formulation of the minzu wenti is without solution. In it, the othering 

of Uyghurs occurs from the top down. As long as this persists, Xinjiang remains a space of 

exception, one that by definition is fundamentally incapable of a full, seamless integration into 

the broader Chinese nation. However, the structural conditions that would need to change in 

order to stem this process of top-down othering would, in a very different but potentially even 

more destabilizing way, render Xinjiang a space of permanent exception. For example, 

addressing the relationship between Chinese-style development and the forms of private-sector 

discrimination that it has unleashed in Xinjiang would require, at minimum, something like a 

codified set of civil rights and a judiciary with the scope of powers to hear cases and make 

judgments against those businesses that violate those rights. Yet neither of these are feature of 
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Chinese governance extant anywhere within the nation; bringing them only to its far 

northwestern corner is not only a political impossibility, but also a move that would further mark 

Xinjiang as a space of exception. 

 Redressing the unequal outcomes of state-led development planning, too, is a structural 

impossibility within the actually-existing mode of Chinese governance. Mitigating the spatial 

injustices that result from applying the ‘tried and true’ techniques of technocratic, top-down 

Chinese-style planning to urban Xinjiang requires institutional recognition of the reality that 

even the most seemingly straightforward work of planning, when carried out in exceptional 

socio-political contexts will yield exceptional outcomes. Both the formal departments of 

planning and, more broadly, the ministries whose work impacts public space (the Ministries of 

Education, of Health and Sanitation, of Culture and Sports, etc) would need to make decisions on 

a calculus informed less by the goals of maximizing aggregate social and economic welfare than 

by those of maximizing equality of access and opportunity. It would, in short, require formally 

pulling the plug on the anti-gravity machine of Chinese development and explicitly embracing 

the inescapably political nature of its work. Such a move, though, is unthinkable: it would 

undermine the entire justificatory structure of a development state headed by a party whose 

legitimacy is entirely based on the rendering of political questions into technical problems that its 

experts alone can solve. It would also, of course, do nothing to make Xinjiang any less a space of 

exception.  

 

On Present Injustice and the Hope for a Cosmopolitan Future  

 Facing west from the eastward capital, Xinjiang appears as a place of unfinished 

business, a place where once state-of-the-art development strategies and modes of governance 
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are dusted off to solve contemporary problems. Facing east from the capitals of the West, it is a 

place of new forms of contestation, testing the limits of a mode of Chinese governance that may 

be past its shelf life; a place where Western observers wonder, ‘Will the present problems serve 

as a catalyst for some future reforms?’ Within the Uyghur city itself, though, too much time 

spent looking in any direction is a dangerous thing. It is a place where people have become very, 

very good at looking down - at blending in and holding their breath.  

 In a place where circumspection is a survival skill, only those with little to lose are 

willing to share with a foreign researcher something between hope and a demand - an insistence, 

perhaps, on how things ought to be. I began Chapter Three with a portrait of two Uyghur 

grandmothers and the ways in which they selectively exploit the perquisites of Chinese-style 

development to help make life better for their children and their children’s children. Here, it 

seems fitting to share the sentiments of two Uyghur grandfathers: men who spoke with 

remarkable candor because, they told me, they were now old enough and, in one case, in poor 

enough health enough to no longer fear punishment in this world:  

Human life, human development… these are not measured by a material standard of living. If the 
material standard of living is high, but the needs of the spirit cannot be met, then there is no real 
human progress. If there is too much in life that is unfair - if there is oppression - then no matter 
how good things are, it cannot compensate for the empty space in one’s spirit. With freedom and 
fairness - equality - that is the real life. (24:10) 
 
*** 

 
An officer once came and said, "now the situation is very bad. Everyone, regardless of the whether 
he is Han, Hui, Kazakh, or Mongolian, after work everyone should go to the mosque to watch 
them pray.” People who do not believe in Islam, like Han and Mongolians, are not allowed in the 
Muslim place of worship: it is Allah’s home, a sacred place! This strategy creates more serious 
conflicts between ethnic groups, and makes the problem more complex. In fact, solving this 
problem is very simple; if our faith and our culture were respected, there would not be so many 
conflicts. We do not care how well we eat, but we need to be respected. Faith is not something to 
joke about; it is a kindling inside of those who have faith. Once you humiliate it, the kindling will 
become fire. There is no force that can stop this fire. Indeed there are religious extremists, in some 
places in the South. (34:8, emphasis added) 
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Both men came of age in the early reform era and spent their middle age working on one or the 

other side of the Chinese-style development equation: one as a middleman for Central Asian 

buyers and the Chinese manufacturers of housewares, the other as a middle-ranking bureaucrat 

within the Regional cultural affairs apparatus. Neither begrudges a development project narrowly 

defined as the state’s attempt to raise the material standards of living in Xinjiang; indeed, both 

spent a lifetime contributing to its success.  

 Moreover, at least within these otherwise extremely candid conversations, neither man 

expressed sympathies with the fight for territorial autonomy.41 The latter was unambiguous in 

his disdain for ‘incorrect religious ideas’ and a class of ‘religious extremists’ who, it went 

without saying, would remake Xinjiang into a sovereign nation governed by a strict reading of 

Islamic law. He does, however, have a strong theory as to why such thinking exists: in a system 

in which it is public policy to ‘humiliate’ the devout and disrespect the culture of Uyghurs, 

extremism is a natural reaction - literally, a force of nature not unlike the progression of kindling 

into fire.  

 What they do insist upon, however, is that the promises of material comfort which 

incentivize buy-in and political complacency among middle-class Han urbanites are not at all 

sufficient to engender the same relationship between similarly positioned Uyghurs and the state. 

They could not be clearer: ‘We do not care how well we eat.’ The ‘empty space in one’s spirit’ is 

left by a lack of freedom and fairness that Chinese-style urban and economic development 

simply cannot fill. Life made bare by a lack of civil liberties and civil rights will remain bare, 

even when dressed in the finest store-bought clothes. 

                                                             
41 Of course, such a statement would be grounds for indefinite imprisonment, at the minimum. It is 

extremely likely I interviewed one or more people who held such views and kept them to themselves. Further, I am 
under no illusions that a lack of evidence is proof of a negative case. 
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 And nobody - that is, no Uyghur working and living and getting by in Urumqi - is unclear 

on this. One afternoon, I walked home from a park with a thirty-something friend, a woman who 

had been working as an adjunct faculty while looking for full-time work. She loved teaching, but 

the job wore on her. There were security cameras in the classrooms that supposedly recorded 

video only, but nobody could be sure. The students, emboldened by youth, would complain 

about their treatment on campus and in the streets. Some would ask her pointedly: ‘Is this fair?’ 

and ‘What can we do?’ They had friends attending university in coastal China; they knew this 

was not only not ‘right’ but, even for China, was not ‘normal.’ The remainder of our fairly short 

walk was spent in thoughtful silence.     

 When we approached her house, away from the curious ears of general public, she asked: 

“Do you want to know what I tell them?” Yes, of course I did. Cameras rolling, she gave just 

about the most measured answer she could without losing credibility among people she 

understood to be dangerously impressionable. She told them: “‘Do you know American history? 

For a long time black people were slaves. Now they know this isn’t right in America. They 

apologize for the way [African-Americans] were treated back then’. I tell them: ‘Now is not the 

time for riots. You have to be patient, it will change’” (62:10).  

 This leads us back, again, to a question that I promised from the first to never really 

answer. It is an ambiguity that bookends this research: Does the state actually know what its 

doing? From the district construction departments that submit development plans to the city to 

the State Council that approves the plans submitted by the Regional government, has nobody 

considered that local hostility to an assemblage of state power that criminalizes ethnicity cannot 

be bribed into quiescence? Do the individuals who make up the state’s sprawling security 

apparatus really think that those Uyghurs who loudly and sometimes violently demand 
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sovereignty pose a serious existential threat to the future of Han/Chinese rule in Xinjiang? Do 

they not worry about the ranks of Uyghurs who have already given tacit assent to the wildly 

imperfect project of Chinese-style governance in Xinjiang - and, in turn, have been refused entry 

into a governmentality that affords those urban Han who play by the rules a respectful bit of 

breathing room? The quiet anger of those turned out demands equal treatment, but it also dares to 

consider a future with equal protection of both civil rights and civil liberties - and for that, 

anybody within the state who is paying attention should be paying attention to the threat that 

these people pose to the existing state of affairs.  

 But then, maybe, they are. Geertz assures us that, with thick enough description, the 

ethnographer can distinguish a wink from a twitch: both are rapid contractions of the eyelid, but 

one is done with a purpose obvious to anyone enmeshed in a culture and fluent in its signs 

(1977). If this is the true test of cultural competency, then my very last observation in the field 

(above it, to be precise) indicates that I have more work to do. I was on a China Southern flight 

non-stop from Urumqi to Istanbul.42 The passengers, as one might expect, were predominantly 

affluent Uyghurs: some undoubtedly held foreign passports, others Chinese.43 The level of 

service was typical of that found on any international flight on a Chinese carrier; the seat might 

not recline and the beer might be warm, but one could assume that safety standards were 

enforced well enough to avoid the bad press that comes with hundreds of dead foreigners. 

                                                             
42 In 2014, China Southern alone ran two flights per week on this route; Turkish Airlines also had non-stop 

flights between the cities. These appear to have all been cancelled; a quick check online indicates that, as of October 
2016, the routing between these cities is complex and expensive. 

43 Days later, as a guest of the best man, I discovered that a large number of my fellow travelers were en 
route to the same wedding I was. A young Uyghur man and woman had met and fallen in love while doing graduate 
work in Sweden, but they feared returning to China for their ceremony. Both were in the process of applying for EU 
citizenship, and they knew if returned, there was a good chance that their passports would have been confiscated and 
they would have been forced to remain in China indefinitely. Because the EU visa application is a daunting 
prospect, the couple invited their guests to meet them in Istanbul for a wedding cruise on the Bosporus as romantic 
as it was impersonal. 
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 In-seat entertainment is not widespread on Chinese flights. Perhaps these state-owned 

airlines are the last bastion of socialist modernism: neat rows of tiny screens above our heads 

played the same muted movie with Chinese subtitles. Just one movie, though; a double feature 

still smacks of capitalist excess (so, too, apparently, do headphones). As a courtesy, it played 

multiple times on the seven-hour flight. The movie was Twelve Years a Slave. Twelve Years a 

Slave! I looked around the plane: was anybody else being beaten over the head by a ham-fisted 

propaganda machine? Was it just me? It seemed like it was just me. Or, rather, it seemed like I 

was in a fuselage full of people inured to the constant pounding of a thousand tiny ham fists. 

They looked up, then down, then out the window. I could not look away.  

 Yes, Twelve Years a Slave is as fine a movie as Hollywood has produced in years; it won 

multiple Oscars that year and is worthy viewing for audiences around the world. It is also, of 

course, a movie that depicts with brutal honesty the institution of slavery in the United States. To 

domestic audiences, it is a stark reminder of the very deep roots of the country’s present-day 

racism and a lesson in the depravity of a system that was thoroughly normalized by those who 

worked (often very hard) to maintain it. But what did it mean to a Uyghur audience? More 

importantly, what was it supposed to mean to a Uyghur audience? One could only guess at the 

numbers of cultural affairs bureaucrats responsible for suggesting, vetting, and then selecting the 

in-flight ‘entertainment’ for the jet-setting class of Uyghurs. Did they mean to insist to this 

particular audience that justice and human rights are a chimera in any political system? That 

even a country founded on liberty and rule of law is one in which some portion of the population 

is kept in bondage? Could this have been something other than the Chinese state winking at us 

all as we travelled beyond the limits of its reach? 
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APPENDIX 

 

 

APPENDIX A: METHODOLOGY AND DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE FOR MAPPING 

PROJECT PARTICIPANTS 

Conducting anything approaching a representative survey of randomly sampled 

individuals in Xinjiang was all but impossible even well before the riots. Despite the fact that he 

was based at a Hong Kong university and his survey instrument was carefully edited by local 

researchers and approved by authorities, Yee (2005) reports that his group’s attempt to conduct 

door-to-door surveys about ethnic relations ended in failure: an extremely high proportion of 

target respondents refused to participate, and many of the completed surveys were seized by 

fidgety local cadres. Howell and Fan (2008) had greater success in data collection, limiting their 

survey to questions about residential/migration information for Han and Uyghur in Urumqi; their 

work, however, also pre-dates 2009. To my knowledge, no Western academic has attempted to 

employ quantitative methods in social science research in the years since the riots.  

All of this is to say that replicability and representativeness were not my primary concern 

in choosing to conduct a survey about housing using the social media platform Wechat (Weixin 

微信). Instead, I set the bar a bit lower, aiming simply for feasibility. Wechat is as widely used 

among Uyghurs as it is among Han, and I knew middle-aged people ranging from middle-school 

graduates to university professors who opened the program on an hourly basis. Wechat might not 

be on every smartphone in China, but it’s close - closer, certainly, than are the apps for Facebook 

and Whatsapp in the West. More importantly, there is absolutely no expectation of privacy 

among Wechat users: it is common knowledge that the government in Xinjiang monitors all 

messages transmitted on the platform. Whereas a home visit from an American researcher might 
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elicit suspicion among neighbors or the local Office of Community Affairs (shequ 社区) - What 

did you tell her? Why was she there? Why did she want to talk to you? - social media is an open 

and faceless platform. The questions and answer choices in this survey are boring - more 

importantly, they are obviously and openly boring. Also, because the survey does not begin until 

one opts in, the respondent feels no social pressure to comply or give polite (but possibly 

misleading) information in order to help the researcher save face. This a problem in survey 

collection that is rarely considered in the West but would have significant effects on the results 

of an in-person survey conducted in Urumqi.  

Xinjiang Normal University faculty graciously edited the wording of the survey and 

agreed that its content was suitable for mass distribution. It was approved by the university and 

distributed via my social network and those of several of my professors and closest friends. In 

the introductory message, I explained my research affiliation and my interest in understanding 

where people have lived in Urumqi and how that has changed over time; I also invited recipients 

to forward the link to others in their own Wechat network. Those who agreed to participate were 

taken to a page of demographic questions, including questions about their age, ethnicity, highest 

level of education completed, hometown, and job type (public sector, private sector, 

self-employed, student, etc.) and then to a set of questions about their first house in Urumqi. 

They were asked to give the year they moved there and the intersection or the name of the 

danwei/xiaoqu. They then answered a series of questions about how they acquired this home, the 

type of home (danwei, commodity housing, informal housing, or welfare housing), and whether 

they owned or rented. If this was not their current home, the questions would then repeat until 

they had answered the same set of questions for every home in Urumqi in which they had lived.  
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The same questions were asked of most people with whom I conducted a personal 

interview. In the end, the data gathered from in-person interviews was combined with that 

obtained through the Wechat survey. In total, 53 completed social media surveys yielded 102 

data points, with an average of just under two residences per person; the 37 interviews for which 

the same data was collected yielded 124 data points - an average of four residences per person. It 

is possible that some of the social media respondents grew tired of answering questions on their 

mobile phones and ended the survey prematurely by stating that a certain home was their current 

home when it was not. This would be the only way to have had the survey counted as complete; 

if they had simply exited the survey out of boredom, the entire survey would have been counted 

as incomplete and disregarded. It is also possible, though, that the difference in the average 

number of moves per person is explained by the number of 18-24 year old respondents to the 

Weixin survey, and the overall skew of the survey toward younger adults (see Table A.1 for full 

breakdown of respondent demographics).   
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Table A.1: Demographic Composition of Survey Respondents, Disaggregated by Social  

Media (Weixin) and In-person Interviews 

AGE Weixin Interview   Education Level  Weixin Interview 
18-24 10 0   Middle School 0 2 
25-29 22 10   High School 3 3 
30-39 16 13   Two Year College 0 1 
40-49 4 8   University 40 21 
50+ 0 6   Postgraduate 10 10 
Unknown 1 0    
       
Ethnicity Weixin Interview  Employment Type Weixin Interview 
Han 18 0   Public Sector 17 16 
Uyghur 29 37   Private Sector 18 10 
Hui 2 0   Self Employed 5 8 
Other 4 0   Unemployed 2 3 
 No Answer  5    Student 6 0 
    0 
Place of 
Origin Weixin Interview   

  URC 24 16   
XJ Urban 19 19   
XJ Rural 6 2   Total Respondents 53 37 
Mainland 4 0   Total Data Points** 102 124 
              
**Some of these were missing year or location - if other data was missing, I would allow the data point with 
missing data. If either year or location were missing, I deleted the entry from the data set. Therefore, actual 
number of data points is 218, not 226 

 
 

Further, the Weixin survey also captured data from a more diverse population, both in 

terms of ethnicity and place of origin; whereas personal interviews targeted Uyghur respondents 

of working age, the only restriction on participants in the Weixin survey was that they must be 

over 18 years of age. Therefore, the Weixin survey offers some comparative insight to the 

residential choices of respondents who are not Uyghur and from places outside of Xinjiang. 

Further, highly educated respondents are greatly overrepresented in both the interviews and the 

Weixin survey responses. Because this study is designed to capture urban change wrought by the 
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movement of highly educated professionals, this is less a limitation than an explicit attempt to 

capture a small but important subset of the population - and, admittedly, a product of my 

positionality and the nature of my own social network in Urumqi. Additionally, the survey was 

distributed only in Chinese - an unfortunate limitation of the survey software. We encountered 

multiple display issues when attempting to put both Chinese characters and Uyghur script on the 

same question, and in the end, the decision was made to maximize device compatibility at the 

cost of potentially losing respondents not literate in basic Chinese (the questions were simple 

enough to be easily understood by someone who had successfully completed the one-year 

intensive Mandarin language pre-university program required of all min kao min students). 

Further, it is worth noting that most young Uyghurs I knew, even those who only seriously began 

studying Mandarin in university, communicated in Mandarin on Weixin because of the 

comparative ease of character entry. That said, it is very possible that this limitation alienated 

potential Uyghur respondents who were older or less well-educated. 

All 226 data points were geo-coded with XY coordinate data and mapped in ArcGIS. 

Because so many people moved into the same half-dozen large Dawan xiaoqu since 2000, points 

were randomly dispersed to 1000 or 1500 feet (dispersal distances are noted on each map). 

Legibility has its trade offs, however, and it should be noted that this dispersal method, by its 

very nature, under-represents the clustering of new residences in southeast Tianshan after 2004 

and particularly after 2009, making many points appear to be scattered along streets which, in 

some cases, have few residential spaces. For each of the different ways of showing movement 

over time, I have created a time series with six periods: pre-1979, 1980-1989, 1990-1999, 

2000-2004, 2005-2009, 2010-2014. Not only does this periodization have a certain obvious 

symmetry and historical logic, but it also represents six distinct phases within urban 
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development. The first phase (pre-1979) represents Mao-era development; in the years 

immediately following Mao’s death, the state was not stable enough to pursue any sustained 

development planning. The second phase (1980-1989) represents the early reform era, a period 

in which minority policy was relatively liberal and, on the coast, urban and economic 

development planning was still in its earliest stages. Then, following the student protests of 1989 

and, locally, the 1990 Baren riots in southern Xinjiang, social policies tightened and 

development efforts greatly expanded in coastal cities. Marked by the Ghulja riots/massacre in 

1998 and a long-standing policy commitment to a twenty first century project to redress uneven 

development across the nation, the fourth phase (2000-2004) of development represents a 

transitional period in urban and economic development planning in Xinjiang; Beijing had already 

announced its plans to ‘Develop the West’ but large-scale changes could not yet be felt on the 

ground. By the fifth phase (2005-2009), planning projects had begun to have a real effect on the 

city; the housing market, in particular, exploded at this time. The last phase (2010-2014) is 

informed by a marked change in inter-ethnic relations and state control of Uyghur people and 

spaces after the 2009 Urumqi riots.      
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