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ABSTRACT 
 
This study argues for the importance of understanding cultural factors when analyzing the 
historical actions of minority groups within states.  History among the Qazaq nomads in 
northwestern China is the result of complex interactions among culture, ecology, and personal 
action, but historians working in this area have explained Qazaq historical choices with simple 
models, and have often depicted the Qazaqs as devious, unpredictable, or backwards.  
Applying research on Qazaq political and social culture to the interpretation of a variety of 
Chinese, Qazaq and Western accounts of the modern history of the Qazaqs in the Xinjiang 
Region of China, this study analyzes the motivations behind Qazaq participation in several 
important political events during the twentieth century.   
 The complex dynamics of Qazaq actions during their relationship with the Chinese 
government in Xinjiang are shown to arise from the Qazaqs’ convictions about ecological and 
social order.  These include the belief that group membership and organized action cannot be 
imposed on Qazaqs, and that the family or individual must be allowed to make their own 
decisions about how to use their animal and pasture resources.  In addition, the practical effects 
of these Qazaq ideas differ according to differences in individual and regional conditions.  Past 
Chinese government policies are shown to have arisen from prejudices and a limited 
understanding of how Qazaq cultural principles enabled Qazaqs to live in the 
ecologically-marginal regions that they inhabit.  The study concludes with an examination of 
some recent policies that facilitate more productive relations between Qazaqs and the Chinese 
state. 
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SPELLING CONVENTIONS, TERMS AND ABBREVIATIONS 
 
The spelling conventions adopted in this study attempt to transliterate the native spellings of 
the words as accurately as possible. In the case of the Qazaq language, this is made difficult by 
the many other languages I used as sources. However, where transliteration for Qazaq spellings 
can be followed, I do so. Hence Qazaq and not Kazakh, Qirghiz and not Kirgiz or Kyrgyz. For 
Chinese, I use the fairly easy pinyin system of transliteration, in which the misleading spelling 
Sinkiang (which never indicated a pronunciation with an s or k sound) is spelled Xinjiang. In 
the pinyin system only the letters x (a hissing sh), q (a hissing ch), c (pronounced ts), z 
(pronounced dz), zh (a j sound with the tongue curled backward), and the vowel combination 
ou (a long o sound) are somewhat counter-intuitive for the English speaker. Names that are 
only attested in Chinese or Russian, I spell as in those sources. 
 
GLOSSARY OF TERMS 
 
amanat: Qazaq term for a political hostage who serves as a guarantee for a treaty; also a person 

or animal temporarily belonging to one’s family or herd 
aqsaqal: Qazaq term for an elder who advises the aul on local affairs, represents the aul in 

meetings, and manages land 
aul: Qazaq term for encampment, the basic unit of the social structure; it usually comprises 

several associated families. 
bii: Qazaq term for the leader of a clan or lineage group, usually comprising several auls 
bai: Turkic term for wealthy member of the community 
ETR: East Turkestan Republic, established in the three districts of Altai (Ashan), Yili (Ghulja), 

and Tarbaghatai (Tacheng) from 1944 to 1949 
Guomindang: Literally, the Nationalist Party, but applied to the government and military of the 

Chinese Nationalists on the mainland until 1949 
Han Chinese: The major ethnic group of China, defined by their use of a shared written 

language and their cultural similarities; includes 92% of mainland China’s population 
PCC: The Production and Construction Corps, established in China’s border areas in the early 

1950s for land reclamation and irrigation projects 
PLA: People’s Liberation Army 
PRC: People’s Republic of China 
uru: Qazaq term for a lineage group or clan 
zhuz: Qazaq term for their largest ethnic and political structure (sometimes known by the 

Mongol term orda or horde) 
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 QAZAQS IN THE PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC 

 OF CHINA: 

 THE LOCAL PROCESSES OF HISTORY1 

 

 Nathan Light 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 Historical study of minority groups often suffers from the lack of preserved written 

sources, a lack caused by the limited participation of minorities in the educated elite of the 

cultural majority. Sources that do exist are often written from the perspective of members of 

the ruling class, and rarely discuss the ideas and motivations of minority group members. The 

greater the cultural gap between historians from the majority group and minority historical 

actors, the less coherent are those historians’ explanations of the minority’s history. 

 The Qazaqs of China are such a case. As nomads, their experiences and motivations 

differ enormously from those of sedentary historians within and outside of China, and their 

opportunities to create written records of their society and history have been few. Historically, 

sedentary peoples and nomads have interacted primarily through trade and military actions 

used to obtain land and other material needs. Although in some societies, tolerance and 

recognition of interdependence has characterized relations between sedentary and nomadic 

groups, more often, a lack of understanding has resulted in mutual suspicion and avoidance. 

These attitudes have shaped the histories written by members of sedentary societies. 

 Biased views of nomads are not confined solely to sedentary societies directly 

interacting with nomads. Even European historians such as Ferdinand Braudel and Arnold 

Toynbee believe that nomads are driven purely by the ecology of the steppe, rather than 

understanding their history as a product of the choices, decisions, skills, and cultural 

knowledge they use to solve their problems and fill their needs.2 

                     

    1 I would like to thank the members of the 1990-91 seminar at the Indiana Center on Global Change and World 
Peace for their helpful advice during my original work on this paper as a MacArthur Scholar. I also am grateful to 
Yuri Bregel, Will Dirks, Lynne Hamer, Talant Mawkhanuli, Nazif Shahrani, and Elliot Sperling for their assistance 
concerning the content. I thank Victoria Cuffel for carefully editing the manuscript and suggesting many im-
provements. 
    2 See Arnold Toynbee. 1934. A Study of History. Vol. 3. New York: Oxford University Press, 7-50 and 395-454. 
Toynbee summarizes his position: Nomads are “a people without a history. . . . Their eruptions out of the Desert 
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 The long history of Chinese interactions with nomadic groups along China’s northern 

borders has given rise to a wide variety of ways of dealing with these nomadic cultural “oth-

ers.” In turn, these nomads have followed many strategies for attaining the ends they seek in 

their relations with sedentary societies such as that of China. Both nomads and sedentary 

Chinese states have left records of their thinking about these relations, although those left by 

nomads have been limited and largely ignored. Only in very recent times have historians and 

anthropologists begun to seek objective understanding of the cultural and ecological conditions 

that shape nomadic interactions with sedentary states. 

 The following discussion of Qazaq history in modern China uses recent theoretical 

approaches to the relations between nomads and sedentary states to inform its analysis of 

historical and fictional accounts left by Qazaqs as well as Han Chinese, Russian, Uyghur, and 

European writers. It will explore the limits to previous historical studies of Qazaqs that have 

applied sedentary ideas about alliances, polity, and property rights to nomadic history. In 

contrast to most historiography, this study begins with an extended discussion of the cultural 

bases for nomadic actions, with special attention to the Qazaqs, and then closely examines 

selected historical events that shows how cultural ideas have shaped practice. Due to 

constraints of space, this cannot be a comprehensive and continuous study of Qazaq history in 

northwest China, but is dependent on more conventional historical treatments to fill in the 

background, while suggesting ways to expand the insights found in those works. 

 This study of history shows how individuals and small groups thought and acted, and 

thus almost completely neglects the interests and actions of the more powerful centralized 

governments. I am trying to correct assumptions found in elite historiography written by the 

victors. Those who have access to research resources and to the media are able to propound 

their hierarchical vision of history. They can exclude from public discourse the interests of 

those who have only enough power to make limited choices of their own within the constraints 

set by those who command material and hegemonic power. Those who make decisions in their 

own interests, but do not try to set policy or determine the actions of entire nations, rarely leave 

written records. They do not have the opportunity to define the cultural values and practices 

accepted as “legitimate” or “civilized.” The actions of minorities excluded from public 

                                                                                                             

into the Sown . . . are the mechanical resolutions of vast but inanimate physical forces,” 453. Ferdinand Braudel 
also sees nomadic history as the product of climate and political pressures from outside of nomadic society. 
Civilization and Capitalism, 15th-18th Century. Vol. 1. The Structures of Everyday Life. New York: Harper and 
Row, 1981, 94-98. 
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discourse must be interpreted in terms of cultural understandings uncovered through 

ethnographic methods. Only with such methods of historical analysis can we begin to 

understand the conflicts created when ethnically and culturally distinct groups resist the 

intrusions of majority and elite control over their lives. 

 

NOMADS: ECO-ECONOMICS SHAPES CULTURE; CULTURE SHAPES HISTORY 

 

 To understand history from the nomadic perspective, ideas and actions must be 

understood as choices made among many possible adaptations to complex environmental and 

political pressures. In the classic definition, nomads do not tie themselves to a particular 

territory through investment in its productive capacity. Instead, they are attached to an invest-

ment in animals such as goats and sheep as productive resources, and rely on mobile herding to 

exploit the variable grassland resources of the steppe. Their mobility is their most vital capacity, 

and they react strongly against restrictions upon it, especially those caused by the loss of their 

animals.3 Central Asian nomads depend heavily on the horse and camel, because these animals 

enable them to follow the constantly shifting natural resources of the steppe. Rapid movement 

on horseback enables them to find areas of adequate grass and water and to communicate with 

each other about threats and resources. Camels are usually the pack animals they use when 

shifting their residence to a new area. 

 Mobility is also a great advantage in dealing with the sedentary population whose 

agricultural products and manufactures are important to successful nomadic life. Nomads are 

able to trade for their needs because they can raise animals far from settled areas and take them 

to sedentary people who have less ability or access to space for animal husbandry. When trade 

with sedentary peoples fails, as it often did with the Chinese, the mobility and independence of 

nomads offers them the alternative of raiding.4 Because they usually have no overriding need 

                     

    3 M. M. Khogali. 1981. “Sedentarization of the Nomads: Sudan,” in Galaty, and others, eds., The Future of the 
Pastoral Peoples, 316. He comments that the nomads’ strongest desire is to keep their animals, even when they 
settle. Bedouins tend to maintain their flocks despite economic unprofitability because they can fall back on them 
if they lose their jobs. Philip Salzman, ed. 1980. When Nomads Settle: Processes of Sedentarization as Adaptation 
and Response. New York: Praeger, 8. 
    4 The nomad’s use of the alternatives of “trade or raid” to obtain their needs from sedentary agriculturalists and 
urban artisans has been widely noted. Two recent works examine this dynamic in the history of China: Sechin 
Jagchid and Van Jay Symons. 1989. Peace, War and Trade along the Great Wall Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press; and Thomas Barfield. 1989. The Perilous Frontier; Nomadic Empires and China. London: Basil Blackwell. 
Both of these works attempt to demonstrate that nomads developed political federations in the steppe primarily 
when China was ruled by a strongly centralized government that was restricting trade with nomads. Nomadic 
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to defend a particular piece of territory, nomads can retreat until a retaliatory attack exhausts 

itself in the steppe or the mountains. Retreat is less successful when the mountains are more 

accessible to an army or when the steppe no longer stretches beyond the limited power of a 

sedentary state to support long campaigns. 

 Another dimension of nomadic social organization arises from the difficulty nomads 

have in turning wealth into coercive power. Rich nomads cannot easily store the results of 

production (milk and meat), nor can the means of production (animals) be packed into a small, 

controlled space. As Owen Lattimore has pointed out, this is radically different from the 

situation of sedentary landholders, who can store the grain produced on their land and invest in 

fixed forms of wealth.5 Unable to store wealth in land and buildings, the rich nomad must 

support a large number of people to tend his animals. He cannot easily oversee them because 

they must disperse widely to get adequate grass and water for the animals.6 Thus, interde-

pendence and trust between rich and poor is imposed on the nomadic community. Fredrik 

Barth suggests that instead of storing their surplus in fixed assets, wealthy nomads often invest 

it in the brideprice they pay for wives for themselves and for their sons. The relationships thus 

formed create a kinship capital that can promote political power within the community.7 Recip-

rocal gifts and large celebrations also enable the wealthy nomad to develop strong ties that can 

be used to increase social status and political power. 

 However, the typological conception of the purely nomadic pastoralist is at best a 

partial understanding of the range of nomadic methods of production and resource 

management. Nomadism is better thought of as an alternative. Although nomads always value 

the productive forces of their livestock and the freedom of movement offered by the open 

steppe and their horses, they also invest strategically in agriculture and year-round habitations 

when political and ecological conditions make these viable supplementary modes of produc-

                                                                                                             

federations were ways both to negotiate from a position of strength, and to organize that strength into military 
action. Nomads are shown to have been less interested in domination than in extraction. Only reluctantly did 
nomads become administrative rulers, because they recognized that such a position would change their culture and 
break up their nomadic social structures. However, these works focus on the builders of nomadic empires and 
neglect the situation of nomads such as the Qazaqs who failed to organize effectively against encroaching sedentary 
states. 
    5 Owen Lattimore. 1962. Inner Asian Frontiers of China. Boston, Beacon Press, 329-331. 
    6 I reluctantly follow my sources in discussing only the politics and culture of nomadic men, hence my use of 
masculine pronouns. Materials offering insight into the history of nomadic women are even scarcer than those for 
nomadic politics and culture generally. The exceptions are descriptions of wedding customs, but even these are 
usually discussed from a masculine point of view. 
    7 Fredrik Barth. 1961. Nomads of South Persia: The Basseri Tribe of the Khamseh Confederacy. London: Allen 
and Unwin, 105-129. 
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tion. In addition, both wealthy nomads with significant investments in land, and impoverished 

nomads who cannot maintain enough animals to make mobile herding profitable, tend to settle 

and become agriculturalists. Nonetheless, both see nomadism as a potential alternative: the 

settled wealthy in the event they should lose their landed property, and the poor if they can save 

enough or prevail on kin or other allies to provide the resources that will make herding once 

again possible. 

 Hence, for the purposes of this study of the ideas and cultural models which condition 

Qazaq history, “nomadism” is best thought of as one of the “institutionalized alternatives”8 for 

economic production. Nomadism is usually not practiced alone, but when necessary it enables 

abandonment of immobile property and escape from bureaucratic control. Such an under-

standing of the nomadic lifestyle will be important in considering the relations between the 

Qazaqs and the Chinese government. It is ironic that while present Chinese policies encourage 

fixed settlement, for much of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, many Qazaqs in China 

sought and were denied the right to settle and take up agriculture.  

 More recently the People’s Republic of China (PRC) has pursued various policies to 

promote or enforce settlement. These policies have caused conflict because cultural, political, 

and ecological conditions make settlement unattractive except as a reversible choice. As we 

shall see, many Qazaqs whom the PRC considered settled have once again become mobile. The 

very idea of nomadic and sedentary Qazaqs is problematic. While at any given time an 

individual may be described as one or the other, a nominalist or bureaucratic effort to extend 

this into a rigid classification for all times and all members of the group will fail. Nomadism is 

a complex result of individual and group choices in response to political, economic, and 

ecological conditions. Nomads are always potentially mobile (given the necessary resources 

and an absence of political constraints), or potentially settled (through choice or necessity), but 

culturally, in some sense, they are always both. 

 

Nomadic Society and Politics 

 The participatory political organization that characterizes nomadic societies arises 

from the ability of each family to extract subsistence independently while moving across the 

land. Because nomads usually can be controlled only weakly through their ties to a particular 

community or to fixed property, nomadic leaders need to respect their followers’ choices about 
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allegiance. Further, a tribal or group leader cannot exploit his followers to the extent that they 

are unable to remain mobile and productive, because they will no longer be able to support his 

leadership. To impoverish his followers threatens the leader with the loss of his tribe. Nomads 

must be sustained in both livelihood and mobility, but their mobility always threatens their 

leader with the possibility that they may go elsewhere.  

 Whereas the nomadic leader will lose followers if he cannot serve the their interests, the 

allegiance of sedentary farmers can be coerced through control of land and other fixed assets. 

When land can be taken away, farmers will do all they can to retain it, including the payment 

of extortionate taxes or usurious interest on debts. Nomads faced with such burdens can leave 

or fight back, since, unlike sedentary peoples, they maintain little fixed property that they must 

protect from reprisals. 

 The larger ecological and political environment also influences the kind of power that 

a nomadic leader may hold over his followers. When there is ready access to pasture resources 

and when they can trade freely for the products of sedentary artisans and farmers, nomads have 

little need of leadership. In these circumstances, they will seek the minimally intrusive leader 

who has demonstrated his ability to make wise decisions and to help solve conflicts within the 

group. They are able to withdraw support and leave the tribe if the leader does not treat them 

with respect. The Basseri of Iran demonstrate this consensus style of leadership: “Camps are 

the basic spontaneous political groupings in Basseri society . . . [and] to prevent the 

fragmenting of his camp [the camp leader] is continually concerned to achieve unanimity, 

without access to coercive means.”9 

 When grass and water resources are limited and must be divided among the members 

of the tribe, the tribal head becomes more powerful because of the need for firm internal 

decisions. Furthermore, in competing with other groups for access to these resources, and in 

fighting sedentary government control of resources and markets, the leader’s skill in negotiat-

ing with other leaders and in organizing successful military efforts to overcome opposition will 

incline people to follow him, despite limits that he might impose on their freedom. 

 Allegiance to the tribe and leader is also strengthened when there is no apparent 

alternative to that group, or when a sedentary government represents a significant threat. The 

Qirghiz studied by M. Nazif Shahrani were dependent on their khan because of his astute 

                                                                                                             

    8 Salzman, ed. When Nomads Settle, 1-17. 
    9 Barth, Nomads of South Persia, 81. 
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management of pastoral and animal resources, and because of his connections to the Afghan 

king.10 Fredrik Barth also points out that when tribes in Iran have relations with urban 

administrators, it strengthens the powers of the tribal khan, although the office of the khan may 

also be abolished by the sedentary government.11 Although Shahrani explains that the Qirghiz 

khan obtained special exemptions from taxes and military conscription for his people in 

Afghanistan,12 Stephen Pastner shows that a tribal leader may also cooperate with the state 

bureaucracy in such activities as tax collecting in order to protect his own powers.13  

 In ecologically marginal regions, strong leadership may be of limited usefulness. Barth 

suggests that the Kerman of Iran cannot support a leadership institution. They live in a 

marginal area where 

 success in herding depends on the utilization of irregular occurrences of grass 
and water. The control of such a population is much more difficult, and for the 
herdsmen themselves such control implies a restriction on their adaptability, 
rather than a guarantee of their pasture rights.14  

 

Barth also points out that under conditions of mismanagement and corruption in government 

administration of land, wealthier nomads will avoid settlement because it exposes them to the 

depredations of government administrators. However, in such a context, wealthy nomads tend 

to create a more stratified society and use more coercive means to control those dependent on 

their leadership. The Qashqai of Iran lived in a wealthy agricultural area that was on a major 

trade route. Thus, they were usually subject to more corrupt government officials. In these 

circumstances, the wealthy Qashqai did not wish to settle, and the members of the group 

                     

    10 M. Nazif Shahrani. 1979. The Kirghiz and Wakhi of the Afghan Pamir: Adaptation to Closed Frontiers. Seattle: 
University of Washington Press. 
    11 Barth, Nomads of South Persia, 89-90. 
    12 Shahrani, The Kirghiz and Wakhi, 208-09. 
    13 Stephen Pastner. 1978. “Conservatism and Change in a Desert Feudalism: The Case of Southern Baluchistan,” 
in Wolfgang Weissleder, ed. 1978. The Nomadic Alternative: Modes and Models of Interaction in the 
African-Asian Deserts and Steppes. The Hague: Mouton, 247-260. Phillip Burnham and William Irons stress that 
relations with a strong sedentary state result in stratification of the tribe and expansion of the political powers of its 
leader. Irons goes so far as to say that without contact with organized sedentary society, “pastoral nomads will be 
organized into small autonomous groups, or segmentary lineage systems. Chiefly office with real authority will be 
generated only by interaction with sedentary state and society.” William Irons. 1979. “Political Stratification among 
Pastoral Nomads” in Equipe écologie et anthropologie des sociétés pastorales, ed. 1979. Pastoral Production and 
Society. Proceedings of the International Meeting on Nomadic Pastoralism, Paris, December 1-3, 1976. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 361-374, at 372; Phillip Burnham. 1979. “Spatial Mobility and Political Centraliza-
tion in Pastoral Societies,” in Equipe écologie, ed., Pastoral Production, 349-360. 
    14 Barth, Nomads of South Persia, 129. This contrasts with the situation described above where resources are 
limited but stable, and their fair distribution must be enforced by a strong leader. 
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needed stronger leadership to resist pressures from corrupt sedentary officials.15 

 Lois Beck shows that soon after Barth’s study, the Iranian government established 

stronger settlement policies and did away with the khans. However, after the Iranian revolution 

in 1979, the Qashqai were able to return briefly to powerful control of their territory and 

extensive pastoral production.16 This indicates that the position in which Barth found the 

Qashqai in 1958 was due primarily to their strong political role within the state. The situation 

offered power that allowed them to maintain the right to nomadize. In a later work, Beck 

establishes that as the Iranian revolution developed strength, the Qashqai elite again lost power 

because the revolutionaries no longer felt dependent on their support, and feared the strength 

of the tribal political organization. Several of the khans who had gained important positions in 

the revolutionary government were declared counter-revolutionaries and eventually execut-

ed.17 

 

Nomadic Social Order: Genealogy, Kinship and Alliance 

 Because they must move frequently in order to optimize their use of natural resources 

and their opportunities for trade with sedentary societies, nomads cannot determine political 

and social alliances according to spatial organization. Space and time are contingent dimen-

sions of nomadic life; nomads must manage a constantly changing arrangement of resources 

and economic needs. Changes of climate, resources, and contact with other groups in space and 

time are dimensions of existence that nomads must carefully interpret and to which they must 

make effective responses. These are not culturally defined structures of residence and 

production that sedentary states can organize in time and place.18 

 Given the constantly changing arrangement of life in space and time, cultural models 

of kinship allow people to organize society without constraint from natural phenomena. It 

might be supposed that birth and descent are natural occurrences that cannot be changed. For 

nomads, however, descent is not a fixed structure but a collection of possible alliances from 

which desired social relations can be created. Kinship is a powerful conceptual tool for the 
                     

    15 Barth, Nomads of South Persia, 128-30. 
    16 Lois Beck. 1981. “Economic Transformations Among Qashqai Nomads, 1962-1978,” in Bonine and Keddie, 
eds. Modern Iran, 99-122. 
    17 Lois Beck. 1986. The Qashqai of Iran. New Haven: Yale University Press, 319-347. 
    18 Rada Dyson-Hudson discusses the nomads’ cognitive maps of resources in time and space and the complex 
strategies they must follow to utilize these resources. 1981. “Indigenous Models of Time and Space as a Key to 
Ecological and Anthropological Monitoring,” in J. G. Galaty, et al, eds. The Future of the Pastoral Peoples, 
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negotiation of ties between people. While members of sedentary and literate societies tend to 

see descent and family as fixed natural facts and create alliances that are expressed through 

spatial orders,19 nomads impose culture on nature through the elaboration of created kinship 

around facts of natural kinship. Sedentary societies arrange time within the schedules of work 

and bureaucracy; they fix space within the structures of buildings and fenced land. Nomads un-

derstand the landscape in terms of the use they can make of its often marginal resources. They 

are at the mercy of the landscape and the climate; they can only define space as their own so 

long as it is useful to them. 

 Without a fixed spatial order, nomads rely on kinship to define relationships that offer 

them a secure place within the community. G. E. Markov describes how the idea of kinship 

enabled the construction of a community, even though the ethnic group that consolidated 

around the idea of the tribe was not necessarily related by blood:  

 Artificially they traced their genealogies back to a common “ancestor,” a real or 
imaginary forefather of the nuclear group of the new unit. . . . Principles of tribal 
organization were very expedient under conditions of a mobile way of life, 
when there were no lasting interrelationships on a territorial basis, when wars 
were innumerable, and when some nomadic units broke down and others 
emerged in the form of genealogical communities. 

 

Markov goes on to say that genealogical organization existed as long as it “formed an 

ideological framework for real political, military, economic and other relations.”20 

 The importance of lineage and kinship in forming relations among nomads was already 

recognized six hundred years ago by the great scholar of Middle Eastern society, Ibn Khaldun. 

While perhaps exaggerating the degree of fabrication, he argues that for nomads, kinship ties 

are important only to the extent that they move the imagination and the affections. He wrote 

that lineage “is something imaginary and devoid of reality. Its usefulness consists only in the 

resulting connection and close contact.”21 And other kinds of connections are similar to kin 

alliances: “Client relationships and contacts with slaves or allies have the same effect as 

(common descent). The consequences of (common) descent, though natural, still are some-
                                                                                                             

353-358. 
    19 For example, neighborhoods, schools, and workplaces are culturally organized so that production, commerce, 
government, socialization, and recreation all take place in certain socially defined areas within scheduled ar-
rangements. 
    20 G. E. Markov. 1978. “Problems of Social Change among the Asiatic Nomads,” in Weissleder, ed. The Nomad-
ic Alternative, 307-08. 
    21 Ibn Khaldun. 1967. The Muqaddimah: An Introduction to History. Franz Rosenthal, trans. New York: 
Bollingen Foundation, 3 vols., II, 264-65. 
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thing imaginary.”22 And because the actual results of alliances and common descent are 

basically the same, a client or refugee who seeks to join the tribe can come “to be known as 

having the same descent as those (to whom he has attached himself) and is counted one of them 

with respect to the things that result from common descent. . . .”23 These statements apply just 

as well to the nomads of Central Asia as to the nomadic Bedouins that Ibn Khaldun describes. 

 It is important to note here that close blood relationship does not impose an alliance any 

more than lack of a blood relationship precludes a created kinship. Kinship is a cultural model 

for creating and justifying alliances, not a natural force that must be endured. Kinship enables 

nomads to overcome the vagaries of their environment with social arrangements upon which 

they can rely when threatened by forces beyond their control. 

 

Nomads and Urban States: A Comparison of Cultural Systems 

 The fundamental difference between nomadic and sedentary political organization 

seems to be the difference between ties to people and ties to things. The nomadic polity 

involves two kinds of relationships: traditional ties to the clan, and charismatic ties to leaders 

who have proven their legitimacy in the role and have demonstrated their effectiveness and 

responsibility to their followers.  

 Sedentary states govern their subjects through control of land and other fixed property, 

and through legal definitions of the duties of their subjects towards institutions or political 

offices, rather than through allegiance to the persons who fill political offices. The sedentary 

administration extends its effective domain through the use of writing: laws, plans, and 

correspondence create ties beyond the face-to-face links that hold nomadic groups together.24  

 In his essay about the expansion of the Chinese and Russian empires into Central and 

                     

    22 Ibn Khaldun, The Muqaddimah, I, 374; parenthetical insertions are by the translator. 
    23 Ibn Khaldun, The Muqaddimah, II, 267. 
    24 Richard N. Frye. 1989. “Central Asian Concepts of Rule on the Steppe and the Sown,” in Seaman, ed. Ecology 
and Empire, I, 138-140, and Barfield, The Perilous Frontier, 3. These authors discuss the differences between 
charismatic (nomadic) and institutional (bureaucratic) modes of allegiance, while Charles Lindholm writes in terms 
charismatic and traditional modes of leadership. 1986. “Kinship Structure and Political Authority: The Middle East 
and Central Asia.” 28:3 Comparative Studies in Society and History, 334-55. In analyzing imperialism in Central 
Asia, Guy Imart suggests that plans are the secular myths of the bureaucratic state. 1987. The Limits of Inner Asia: 
Some Soul-Searching on New Borders for an Old Frontier-Land. Papers on Inner Asia, #1. Bloomington, Indiana 
Research Institute for Inner Asian Studies, 80, note 85. Former Soviet and Chinese blueprints for the development 
of Central Asian nomads often failed due to their insistence on blindly obeying state-dictated systems legitimated 
by Marxist myths, rather than by cultivating the interdependent alliances that motivate nomads. Thomas Hoppe 
discusses the need for limits to such preconceptions. 1987. “An Essay on Reproduction: The Example of Xinjiang 
Uighur Autonomous Region,” in Glaeser, ed., Learning from China?, 56-84. 
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Inner Asia, Guy Imart argues that their plans and laws are efforts to deny ethnic and territorial 

distinctiveness, and to use homogeneous administration to overcome local challenges to 

centralized rule.25 He draws on an eighth century Turkic inscription to show the importance of 

face-to-face relations in nomadic politics, and describes the role of the khagan (khan) as 

managerial. The khagan keeps the group going materially and spiritually. Imart suggests that 

the nomadic clan thus supports the development of democracy as opposed to the authoritarian 

centralized rule of Central and Inner Asia by Russian and Chinese imperial bureaucracies 

which do not respond to local needs.26 

 Central plans eliminate regional and ethnic differences and establish a rigid regime of 

property rights and production in time and space. Such plans prevent the flexible adaptation 

and local organization that characterize nomadic groups with their constant movement and 

change. When centralized governments dictate plans which supplant the personal decisions 

and mutual commitment through which nomads create relationships of community 

interdependence, they tend to reinforce hierarchical power relations among the nomads 

themselves. 

 

Industrial Capitalism and the Mobile Worker 

 An interesting parallel to the political economy of nomadism can be found in the 

modern industrial democracy. Just as the mobility of nomads liberates them from coercive 

control, so urban-dwelling industrial workers are able to shift jobs and even housing in order to 

find an optimal working situation. The acquisition of fixed material goods and the debts that 

come with them threaten this freedom. Friedrich Engels makes this weapon of the worker clear 

when he writes: 

 For our workers in the big cities freedom of movement is the first condition of 
existence, and landownership could only be a hindrance to them. Give them 
their own houses, chain them once again to the soil, and you break their power 
of resistance to the wage cutting of the factory owners.27  

 
Engels argues that modern large-scale industry has turned the worker who used to depend on 

rights to land, “into a completely propertyless proletarian who is liberated from all traditional 
                     

    25 Imart, The Limits of Inner Asia, 16, 22. Central control is maintained in the supposedly autonomous minority 
areas of China such as the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region through a division of powers. The nominally 
autonomous regional government shares authority with the Communist Party and military command structures, 
which remain firmly under the control of the central government in Beijing. 
    26 Imart, The Limits of Inner Asia, 52-58.  
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fetters and is free as a bird.” The industrial revolution itself has thus created the conditions for 

overcoming the capitalist exploitation of the working class.28 

 Ironically for Marxist theory, and for those Soviet scholars who argue that pre-Soviet 

nomadic societies were feudal, this suggests that both industrial capitalism and nomadism offer 

similar improvements over the feudal stage, since both free workers from relationships of 

production that control them through their ties to land.  

 Despite these similarities between the nomadic lifestyle and that of workers in Engels’s 

conception of industrial capitalism, the incompatibility of nomadic culture with an urban labor 

market was pointed out long ago by Ibn Khaldun. He explains that the nomadic Bedouin are 

unable to afford urban life. Because they do not live by hiring or providing labor, and since 

“labor is the cause for profit,” giving the money that enables residence in the city, the Bedouin 

cannot live in the city. They are neither interested in nor accustomed to luxury in excess of 

what they need. They avoid both the dense population that makes production profitable, and 

the accumulation of property which concentrates authority in the hands of the urban rich.29 

 In addition, by resisting urban bureaucratic politics and the division of life into 

economic specialties, the Bedouins remain responsible for their own protection. Urban 

dwellers 

 have entrusted defense of their property and their lives to the governor and ruler 
who rules them, and to the militia which has the task of guarding them. They 
find the assurance of safety in the walls that surround them and the fortifications 
that protect them.30  

 
But the nomadic Bedouins must be self-sufficient: “They are alone in the country, and remote 

from the militias. They have no walls and gates. Therefore they provide their own defense” 

rather than relying upon others.31 

 As will be seen, nomads are very conscious of their independence and of the threat that 

urban luxury poses to their self-reliance. Culturally, independence is expressed as a great 

distaste for cowardice. Honor and bravery are part of the nomad’s proof of his strength. They 

are a form of social capital, a demonstration of one’s readiness to defend one’s allies. For 

instance, the Central Asian custom of hunting with eagles and hawks is practiced as an 

                                                                                                             

    27 Friedrich Engels. n.d. The Housing Question. New York: International Publishers, 50. 
    28 Engels, The Housing Question, 29. 
    29 Ibn Khaldun, The Muqaddimah, II, 280-81. 
    30 Ibn Khaldun, The Muqaddimah, II, 257-58. 
    31 ibid., II, 258. 
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exhibition of the bravery and power of the hunter. Since the birds can easily injure the handler, 

hunting with them demonstrates the hunter’s fearlessness.32 Another widely practiced 

demonstration of both honor and economic strength is the custom of hospitality, an important 

obligation of wealthy and powerful nomads. 

 

How Nomads View Themselves 

 Anthropological theories about nomadic peoples reflect many nomads’ own 

description of their way of life and ideology. For instance, the ideas of the Kök Turks about 

their advantages as nomads are recorded in the Tang Chinese annals of the eighth and ninth 

century. 

 [We] Turks are very few in number, not even one one-hundredth of the 
population of the Tang [Chinese empire]. We can resist them exactly because 
we move to follow water and grass, have no fixed residence, and live off hunt-
ing. We are all trained in the art of war. When we are strong, our people invade 
and sack [settlements]; when we are weak, we flee and hide in the mountains 
and forests. Though the Tang soldiers are many, this is not useful [to them]. But 
if we build cities and live in them, if we change our traditional customs, then we 
will be defeated and certainly be absorbed by the Chinese.33 

 
Nomads could remain independent of the sedentary states with whom they dealt only by 

remaining nomadic: adoption of sedentary ways would undermine their strength, as leaders of 

the nomads often emphasized. The Orkhon Turkic monument to the eighth century nomadic 

leader Kül Tegin, says that through their trade and tribute policies, the Chinese give “gold, 

silver and silk in abundance;” by enticing them with sweet words and soft materials “the 

Chinese are said to cause remote peoples to come close” and then the Chinese take advantage 

of them.34 

 Ascribing the disintegration of his nation to the attractions of Chinese material life, the 

author of the monument to Kül Tegin complains to his people: You “went in (almost) all direc-

tions without asking the advice of your qaghan who had nourished you.” He quotes Kül Tegin 
                     

    32 C. P. Skrine. 1926. Chinese Central Asia. London: Methuen, 233, describes a Qirghiz, Hushur Beg, who 
gingerly but proudly unhoods his hawk and poses for a photo. 
    33 Jiu Tang Shu [Old History of the Tang]. 1975. Liu Xu, compiler, Beijing: Zhong Hua Publishing House, jüan 
194a, 5174. An alternate translation can be found in Wolfram Eberhard. 1982. China’s Minorities: Yesterday and 
Today. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Publishing, 119, where he quotes from the German translation by Liu Mao-tsai. 
1957. Die Chinesische Nachtrichten, Göttingen: Göttingen Asiatische Forschungen, vol. 10, 173. 
    34 Talat Tekin. 1968. A Grammar of Orkhon Turkic. Uralic and Altaic Series #69. Bloomington: Indiana 
University Publications, 261-62.  This is an accurate description of the trade and tribute policy long followed by the 
Chinese, whereby border peoples are encouraged to ally with and support China, and receive valuable gifts in return 
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describing his own accomplishments as qaghan: 

 Having succeeded to the throne, I gathered all the poor and destitute people 
together. I made the poor people wealthy and the few people numerous. . . . I 
made them superior to the peoples who have great states. . . .”35 

 
The Mongols also recognized that their advantage lay in their unwillingness to have permanent 

property and territory. In an ultimatum to Bela IV (ruled Hungary 1235-1270), probably in the 

late 1230s, the Mongol leader Batu asks, “living in houses, possessing fortresses and cities, 

how can you flee out of my grasp?”36 And Central Asian leaders who aspired to carrying on the 

traditions of the Mongol Empire, such as Babur, the sixteenth century founder of the Moghul 

empire in India, legitimated their rule through appeal to Chingizid nomadic ideology. Babur 

wrote the story of his life, the Babur-name, to show his fitness for rule. He claimed that he 

retained the nomadic traditions of independence and the rejection of luxury that the more 

settled Timurid rulers of Persia had lost.37 

 Sedentary societies are characterized by a bureaucracy that establishes uniform control 

over a fixed territory and promulgates uniform laws that specify the rights and duties of 

citizens. Nomadic societies emphasize movement and individual action and choice as the basis 

for creating a multitude of relations with others and with the land. An established state may 

spend an extraordinary amount of energy and thought on controlling its borders and protecting 

property rights. Nomads tend to put their energy into activities that create alliances in order to 

have a stronger position when they are forced to negotiate about the sharing of territory and 

property. Displays of strong alliances and bravery, or demonstrations of willingness to help 

others, are more useful to nomads than displays of arms and extensive fixed possessions.  

 Constant awareness of the distinctions between their way of life and that of sedentary 

peoples reminds nomads that they can easily lose the advantages that they gain through their 
                                                                                                             

for their nominal submission to China. 
    35 Tekin, A Grammar of Orkhon Turkic, 262, 268. Interestingly, the Kül Tegin inscription has also been used to 
defend modern nationalism and territorialism. A Soviet Qazaq writer claims that the Kül Tegin inscription argues 
that Turks should not move from their homeland. This seems to contradict the inscription’s insistence that in order 
for Turkic nomads to maintain their political and cultural independence, they must avoid attachment to those 
luxuries that can only be supported by ties to land and property. See C. F. Carlson and Hasan Oraltay. 1983. “Kül 
Tegin: Advice for the Future?” 2:2 (September) Central Asian Survey, 134-35. 
    36 Denis Sinor. 1970. “Central Eurasia.” In Orientalism and History, Sinor, ed. Bloomington, Indiana, 93-113, at 
97. Reprinted in Inner Asia and Its Contacts with Medieval Europe. London: Variorum reprints, 1977, 93-113. For 
the original Latin text of the report of this ultimatum, and a discussion of its date and author, see Denis Sinor. 1952. 
“Un voyageur du treizième siècle: Le Dominicain Julien de Hongrie.” 16 Bulletin of the School of Oriental and 
African Studies, 589-602. 
    37 Maria Subtelny. 1989. “Babur’s Rival Relations: A Study of Kinship and Conflict in 15th-16th Century 
Central Asia.” 66 (1) Der Islam, 113-14. 
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ability to move easily and to create alliances. But the specific political and ecological 

conditions in which they live make varying demands on the skills of nomadic peoples to 

sustain themselves. In the case of the Qazaq nomads, the administrators and settlers sent by the 

Russian empire during the eighteenth and nineteenth century made nomadism in Central Asia 

increasingly difficult. However reluctantly, the nomads began to have extensive political 

involvement with the Russian and Chinese empires in an effort to retain their rights to use the 

land according to their traditional methods. 

 

QAZAQ HISTORY  

 The Qazaqs are descendants of some of the Turkic tribes who made up Chingiz Khan’s 

nomadic empire. As in the history of most nomads, the formation of the Qazaqs as a people and 

the political history of their leaders are complex and interwoven processes, but historical 

sources are more precise about the origins of the elite than they are about the popular 

components of this new political and cultural identity.38 

 The Qazaq political identity developed from a dispute over Abu’l Khair’s succession to 

the khanship of the Uzbek khanate during the first half of the fifteenth century. The controversy 

caused a large group of nomads under the leadership of Janibek Khan and Kirai Khan to break 

away. They established themselves in the Semirech’e region in present-day Qazaqstan near 

northwest Xinjiang. When the attacks of Oirat Mongols severely weakened Abu’l Khair in 

1457, Janibek and Kirai began a prolonged conflict with him lasting until his death in 1468. 

The struggle continued against Abu’l Khair’s sons, and then his grandson, Muhammad 

Shaibani Khan, who was granted the khanship of Moghulistan in 1488 by Mahmud Khan. In 

1500, a peace treaty between Muhammad Shaibani Khan and Kirai’s son Burunduq, now the 

khan of the Qazaqs, ended the warfare until new conflicts erupted in 1507. But the Qazaqs were 

able to expand their domain and consolidate their power under Qasim Khan, who reigned from 

1511 to 1523.39 

                     

    38 M. S. Mukanov’s excellent study of the sources for Qazaq ethnic history reveals the many discrepancies 
among the different oral traditions regarding the origins and descent of the tribes and clans. Marat Sabitovich 
Mukanov. 1974. Etnicheskii sostav i rasselenie kazakhov srednego zhuza. Alma-Ata: Nauka. For a general 
introduction to Qazaq culture and social history, see Elizabeth E. Bacon. 1966. Central Asians under Russian Rule. 
A Study in Culture Change. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 29-47. 
    39 See René Grousset. 1970. The Empire of the Steppes: A History of Central Asia. Naomi Walford, trans. New 
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 478-80; Martha Brill Olcott. 1987. The Kazakhs. Stanford: The Hoover 
Institution Press, 7-9; Lawrence Krader. 1963. Social Organization of the Mongol-Turkic Pastoral Nomads. Uralic 
and Altaic Series, #20. Bloomington: Indiana University Publications, 181-82, 189-90; Gavin Hambly, and others. 
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 Historically, after the rule of Qasim Khan, the Qazaqs did not often unite under a strong 

khan. As A. E. Hudson puts it, among the Qazaqs: 

Khanates were not, except for brief periods under an exceptional ruler, strong 
centralized states. Rather they were a combination of tribal confederacy and 
feudal union, the constitutive parts of which were continually tending to break 
off and form new groupings. 

 
Khans and aul leaders were in constant conflict over sharing of authority, and hence the aul 

leaders frequently shifted allegiance to other khans.40 

 Sometime during the late sixteenth or early seventeenth centuries, the Qazaqs divided 

into three groups called the Great, Middle and Lesser Zhuz.41 These political subdivisions of 

the Qazaqs did not have a completely fixed clan composition, and in fact groups with the same 

clan names show up not only within the different zhuz, but among the clans of the Uzbek 

khanate as well. In addition to the somewhat fluid affiliations of the member clans, the 

territories controlled by the zhuz tended to change as well.  In general terms, however, the 

Middle Zhuz occupied primarily what is now northeastern Qazaqstan; eventually it spread into 

Xinjiang and even Outer Mongolia, while the Great and Lesser Zhuz occupied regions 

generally to the south and west of the Middle Zhuz. Despite the fact that these Qazaq zhuz were 

not very successful in uniting against the encroachments of the Russians from the west, the 

Jungars in Jungaria and Semirech’e, and the Chinese to the east, they maintained a strong 

shared genealogical and cultural identity. 
                                                                                                             

1969. Central Asia. London: Weidenfield and Nicolson, 140-148, 197-202; Linda Benson and Ingvar Svanberg. 
“Osman Batur: The Kazak’s Golden Legend” in Benson and Svanberg, eds. The Kazaks of China, 5-6; and Henry 
H. Howorth. 1880. History of the Mongols from the 9th to the 19th Century.  Part II.  The So-called Tartars of 
Russia and Central Asia. London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 627ff. Among the somewhat conflicting versions of 
Qazaq history given in these works, there are essentially two methods of explanation: that of writers such as 
Hambly and Olcott who emphasize Qazaq political and military organization in their search for a consistent pattern 
to Qazaq conflicts, and that of others who argue that it is less fixed political organization than shared cultural under-
standings that generate similar Qazaq responses to historical conditions. 
 Translations of original Turkic and Persian sources on Qazaq history are offered in S. K. Ibragimov, and 
others. 1969. Materialy po istorii Kazakhskikh khanstv XV-XVIII vv. (izvlechenie iz Persidskikh i Tiurskikh 
Sochinenii). Alma-Ata: Nauka Kazakh SSR, but they do not attempt to synthesize these disparate primary sources. 
    40 A. E. Hudson. Kazak Social Structure. New Haven: Yale Publications in Anthropology, No. 20, 63. Aul is the 
Qazaq term for encampment, the basic unit of the social structure. It usually comprised several related families.  
 A useful description of Mongol and Turkic ideas about loyalty and allegiance can be found in Subtelny, 
“Babur’s Rival Relations,” 104, where she concludes that even close retainers of sultans or khans could not accused 
of disloyalty if they changed alliances, unless they directly inflicted harm on their leader. 
    41 Ibragimov, and others, Materialy po istorii Kazakhskikh, 242, state that the first historical mention of the Great 
Zhuz was in 1616. They argue that this implies a Lesser Zhuz. The division of the Qazaqs into separate parts was 
indicated even earlier when an envoy of Tsar Ivan the Terrible reported attacks by “the Kazakh hordes of Tsar 
Aknazar, Tsarevich [Sultan] Shigai, and Tsarevich [Sultan] Chelim” in 1569. Aleksandr Levshin. 1840. Déscrip-
tion des hordes et des steppes des Kirghiz-Kazaks. Paris: Imprimerie Royale. Barbara Krader, HRAF trans. 1961. 
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 The Qazaqs perhaps represent the more common (or at least the modern) destiny of 

nomadic peoples. They do not fit the sedentary historian’s vision of nomads as builders of 

mobile empires such as the Huns or Mongols, who invaded sedentary states but were unable to 

create a sustained and cohesive rule over a large area. Nor were they conquering nomads like 

the Manchus and Ottomans, who took over states and settled in them in order to administer the 

bureaucracy of the conquered territory effectively, and thus eventually became culturally a part 

of those they sought to rule. The Qazaqs did not seek to dominate sedentary regions; rather, 

they tried to maintain their independence in regions where they could sustain their nomadic 

culture and economy. 

 As China and Russia have established stronger and more permanent empires in the 

steppe, the mobility of the Qazaqs has not served them as well as it did the earlier Huns and 

Mongols. They have had to deal with Russian encroachment since the seventeenth century. 

They fought the Jungars unsuccessfully in the Semirech’e until the Chinese decimated the 

latter in 1755. At this point, some Qazaqs sought to avoid the growing Russian control of the 

steppe by entering the territory of Chinese-controlled Jungaria. Qazaq dealings with the 

Russians and Chinese often involved various degrees of tribute and allegiance to the tsar or to 

the Qing emperor. The Russians and Chinese did not understand the loose authority of the 

khans with whom they made these agreements. Often, they discovered after the fact that they 

would have to enforce the authority of the khans themselves to reap any benefits from such 

treaties and confirmations. Elizabeth Bacon points out that “an impressive confirmation cere-

mony for a khan in no way guaranteed a docile orda [zhuz].”42 

 By avoiding the large-scale organization of more powerful nomadic empires such as 

that of the Mongols, the Qazaqs were able to occupy and use whatever areas they could claim 

from the Russians and Chinese, but they were unable to maintain a sustained defense of these 

areas. This was especially true in Jungaria where there had been little Qazaq presence before 

the Qing armies eliminated the Jungars in 1755. The Qazaqs were able to use land in Jungaria 

only by small-scale defiance of Chinese controls, or by entering agreements with the local 

Manchu officials.  

 

Qazaq Society and Politics 
                                                                                                             

New Haven, 140. 
    42 Elizabeth Bacon. 1958. Obok: A Study of Social Structure in Eurasia. Viking Fund Publications in 
Anthropology, No. 25. New York: Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research, 72. 
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 There is considerable disagreement about the exact principles of political, social, and 

economic organization of the Qazaqs.43 The scholar’s desire for neat systems of government 

collides with the Qazaqs’ insistence on flexible strategies that serve changing purposes. Rather 

than fixed systems of law, society, and polity administered by powerful centralized authority, 

the Qazaqs drew on custom and a fluid sense of what was right for themselves and the group. 

 One reason for the variety of leadership systems can be seen in the many strengths that 

made a good Qazaq leader. Viktor Radlov summarizes the qualities sought in a bii (the judge 

or leader of a clan or group of auls):  

 Authority was concentrated in individuals who were distinguished by reason of 
wealth, ability, sense of justice and numerous relatives, who could if necessary 
support words with deeds through their henchmen.44 

 
No single attribute determined who would be able to lead the aul, although non-intrusive 

effectiveness seems to have been essential. Aleksandr Levshin writes that “aptitude for disen-

tangling lawsuits and rendering justice, numerous family ready to give support; wealth and 

generosity . . .; age . . .; success in affairs of state or in war” were key characteristics of a 

leader.45 

 Even in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century when the Qazaqs were 

brought together under the powerful rule of Tiavka [Tauke] Khan, 

 in spite of all his services and his influence among the hordes, Tiavka 
apparently did not enjoy wide power over his people, and used prudence, 
experience, his connections, and his cleverness more than force.46 

 
Furthermore, the correlations between political, genealogical, and social groups or networks 

were very loose. People came together to form these in response to needs rather than to institute 

a permanent structure of government. 

 The larger units which may be called “tribes” consisted of rather loose and 
constantly shifting confederations of local groups and should not be confused 
with the term “tribe” as sometimes applied to the more inclusive genealogical 
strata. Closely related uru [lineages] might be found in different and hostile 
tribal confederations.47 

 
Not only did genealogy seem to hold little force for establishing political alliances, but 
                     

    43 Bacon, Obok, 71, writes that “the term `organization’ sometimes appears a misnomer to the student” of Qazaq 
political structure. 
    44 Quoted in Hudson, Kazak Social Structure, 62. 
    45 Levshin, Déscription des hordes, 397. 
    46 Levshin, Déscription des hordes, 149. See also Markov, Kochevniki azii, 142-46. 
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genealogical precedence did not establish political ranks for lineages, that is, descent from an 

older brother did not establish authority over those who descended from the younger, although 

within the family unit the older brother is usually considered dominant. However, descent 

precedence may have been respected within ceremonial contexts, although each group seems 

to have had its own version of who came first.48 

 Any Qazaq group remained independent of other groups, even when a new group 

formed by splitting off from another one. Division into distinct groups did not mean subordina-

tion to the “parent” group. Rather, “in the sense of functioning economic or political units[,] all 

the uru of every stratum were separate, equal and independent groups.”49 Hudson further 

emphasizes the complete unwillingness of the nomads to accept any principle which 

legitimated the subordination of one group to another. He stated that there was a “lack of 

correlation between the genealogical `tribal’ groupings and the political unions. There is little 

evidence of any graded series of political subdivisions or hierarchy of officials.”50 The Great, 

Middle, and Lesser Zhuz did not have prestige differences, despite widely-believed myths 

about their descent from three sons of a single khan.51 

 The positions within Qazaq political structure were few. Generally speaking, the khan 

was leader of the Zhuz, and the sultans were his sons. Often these sons led major clans or 

alliance groups within the Zhuz. The bii was a local leader and judge within a clan group of 

several auls, while the aqsaqal was an elder of the aul charged with the management of land.52 

 Despite flexible tribal organization, the Qazaqs did have experience with more fixed 

systems of government. Particularly when they were under the Manchu baojia administrative 

system, each official was approved and given a title by the Chinese. The terminology of rank, 

and perhaps the powers of the officials, derived from the Chinese state’s need for a system of 

administration that imposed a hierarchy of responsibility on the Qazaqs. Toru Saguchi’s 

discussion of the tribes and lineages among those Qazaqs who were establishing themselves in 

Xinjiang after 1755 supports the state view. The Chinese believed that Qazaq leadership was 

                                                                                                             

    47 Hudson, Kazak Social Structure, 61. 
    48 N.I. Grodekov. 1889. Kirgizy i Karakirgizy Syr-Dar’inskoi Oblasti. Vol. 1. Tashkent: S. I. Laktin. HRAF trans. 
by Barbara Krader, 1959, 7-8. 
    49 Hudson, Kazak Social Structure, 22. 
    50 Hudson, Kazak Social Structure, 65. 
    51 The fact that genealogical precedence might have been followed in ceremonial contexts suggests that Qazaqs 
did have occasional recourse to genealogical precedence in debates over legitimacy and succession, but that these 
carried less weight than more practical concerns during a search for the best leader. 
    52 Olcott, The Kazakhs, 13. Bacon, Central Asians under Russian Rule, 29-47. 
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transmitted through clearly defined elite lineages. Saguchi gives genealogies for leaders of the 

Naiman, Uisun, Kerei, and Suwan tribes and their sub-tribes that pass through as many as five 

generations of the same lineage.53 

 Although many Qazaqs seem to have accepted their titles willingly, the creation of 

these administrative offices and the confirmation of their holders by the Chinese did not change 

the flexibility of alliances. The title holders still needed to exert their personal ability if they 

were actually to command power. The Qazaqs considered themselves responsible only to their 

aul, within which they made choices about production and allegiance. For instance, Ingvar 

Svanberg says that Alin Wang was nominally leader of all the Qazaqs in the 1940s, but that he 

lived in the city of Ürümchi and “seems to have had little influence.”54  

 Thus, Qazaq political ideas were complex, often enabling a leader to attain a named 

status or position in the eyes of the Russians or Chinese, while forcing him constantly to 

renegotiate his position with his followers. The leader had no means to compel allegiance, 

because it was given only in exchange for “the services expected of a leader.”55 For example, 

in the second half of the eighteenth century, only the northern part of the Middle Zhuz were 

willing to be allied with Russia. This group chose Vali Khan as the successor to Ablai Khan, 

and he was approved as khan by the Russian Lieutenant General Jacobs in 1782 in 

Petropavlovsk. In protest, many Qazaqs from the Naiman lineage, a large group in the Middle 

Zhuz with close ties to China, refused to recognize Ablai. They chose Sultan Abulfaiz as their 

khan, and he was certified by the Chinese. In fact, among Ablai Khan’s several powerful sons, 

only Vali was closely tied to Russia, while others such as Sultan Chingiz were allies of China.56  

 In 1794-95, Vali Khan also sent one of his sons to China “as proof of his submission” 

in order to improve trading relations with China. At this point, two sultans and over one hun-

dred thousand Qazaqs of Vali’s khanate sought to give up their allegiance to Vali in exchange 

for more direct ties to the Russians. The Russians would not accept their direct submission 

because they did not want to further alienate Vali, and since the latter was willing to resolve his 
                     

    53 Toru Saguchi. 1985. “Kazakh Pastoralists on the Tarbaghatai Frontier under the Ching,” in En-hsien, ed. 
Proceedings, 979-998. Clearly these aspects of Qazaq political history in Jungaria need to be clarified through more 
detailed research. The lineages reported to the Chinese by Qazaq leaders are probably constructed genealogies used 
to legitimate their rule rather than accurate reports of their descent. 
    54 Ingvar Svanberg. 1988. “The Nomadism of Orta Zhuz Kazaks in Xinjiang, 1911-1949,” in Benson and 
Svanberg, eds. The Kazaks, 120; see also A. Doak Barnett. 1961. “Chinese Turkestan,” in Barnett, China on the Eve 
of the Communist Takeover, 274. 
    55 Bacon, Obok, 71. 
    56 Levshin, Déscription des hordes, 263-264.  See Howorth, History of the Mongols, II, 648-49, for a description 
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differences with the breakaway group, they were able to be reconciled.57 

 

Qazaq Land Use and Economy 

 Land use among the Qazaqs varied widely according to historical circumstances and 

customs. The territory in which any group could nomadize appears to have been held by the 

Zhuz, while actual use of particular pieces of land was determined by negotiations among 

groups. The winter camps were generally fixed in order to avoid conflict over their division. 

These were areas in river valleys and mountain foothills that were protected from wind and 

snow. Ideally these areas had bushes or trees for fuel, and were sandy or had good drainage so 

that meltwater would not refreeze on the ground and make it impossible for animals to graze.58 

It was largely these features of the mountain foothills in the Tarbaghatai and Yili areas that 

caused the Qazaqs to try to enter Jungaria in the second half of the eighteenth century. 

 There were varying practices for surviving the winter with herds intact. According to 

Levshin, “some Qazaqs, especially those who are nearest to the Russian border, collect 

supplies of fodder in the autumn, dig underground shelters in which they put their livestock, 

and build fences” to protect themselves from the wind.59 Grodekov points out that the Qazaqs 

began to grow fodder to store for winter use after the 1879-80 famine.60 

 Land was considered the private property of a family if they had developed it and had 

established fixed assets upon it. Irrigated land, wells, canals, buildings, gardens, and land used 

for hay all were subject to varying degrees of ownership. Since such ownership rarely involved 

permanent residence in the area, shared use of such facilities was often negotiated. Those who 

had dug or built things, as well as their descendants, could often claim the right to these 

facilities when they returned. Otherwise, scouts could be sent out by a group in order to mark 

pasture areas or a well with a sign to indicate that it would soon be used.61 

 The issue of fixed ties to land became more complex in the second half of the 

nineteenth century when the Russians began to settle immigrant peasants and recently freed 

serfs on land taken from the Qazaqs. Qazaqs fought against this in several major uprisings and 

in raids against the settlers. Some Qazaqs also sought aid in learning agriculture. Even so, they 
                                                                                                             

of Ablai’s own dual allegiance, first to China, and then after 1762, to Russia as well. 
    57 Levshin, Déscription des hordes, 295 (translation modified). Olcott, The Kazakhs, 43, points out that the 
Russians felt their ties to Vali Khan were already threatened by his relations with China. 
    58 Levshin, Déscription des hordes, 314. 
    59 Levshin, Déscription des hordes, 312. 
    60 Grodekov, Kirgizy i Karakirgizy, 103. 
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rarely desired to settle permanently. As early as the 1760s, Sultan Ablai had asked Russia for 

“ten tillers of the soil to teach his Kazaks agriculture.”62 Within Chinese territory, Qabdesh 

Zhumadilov suggests in his historical novel that the Qazaqs were eager to own land and have 

the right to grow crops, but were not allowed to until around 1850.63 The Qazaqs of the Rus-

sian-controlled parts of the Tarbaghatai region were actively seeking title to and using 

agricultural land in the 1860s.64 

 While the concerns of the Qazaqs were not completely ignored, they had few advocates 

within the sedentary governments with which they dealt. Writing in the early 1830s, Levshin 

explains in some detail the ecological adaptation of the Qazaqs. He argues that their movement 

is an essential part of their production. He says they “must either have two different camps 

according to the seasons or reduce the number of their animals... [which] would do harm not 

only to themselves, but to their [sedentary] neighbors” who need the livestock. In addition, 

their adaptation to pastoralism overcomes the problem of “too little arable land.” This means, 

however, that if they are forced to take up agriculture, they would not be able to survive.65 But 

descriptions of the economics of nomadic pastoralism did not have much impact on the 

Russian government, intent as it was on colonizing the land, especially after 1861 when freed 

serfs were clamoring for lands of their own. 

 As more peasants settled the land, the Russian government established an 

administrative system to govern the area. They divided the land into fixed parcels for easier 

management and distribution. The fixed divisions of land restricted the Qazaqs; it limited their 

ability to choose residences within a strong nomadic community that would promote their 

interests. 

 The Kazakhs who have strong kinsmen live more prosperously, because the 
rich help the poor kinsmen in difficult moments, . . . while the poor pay for this 
in their turn by their labor. With the breaking up of the clans, the poor, being left 
to their own devices, grow poorer from year to year, having no strong hand indi-
rectly leading them.66  

 
The first laws of 1867 that attempted to divide the steppe did not destroy the clan principle, 
                                                                                                             

    61 Hudson, Kazak Social Structure, 32-35; Grodekov, Kirgizy i Karakirgizy, 102-110. 
    62 Levshin, Déscription des hordes, 248. 
    63 Kabdesh Zhumadilov. 1980. Poslednee kochev’e. Alma-Ata: Zhazushy, 137; see also Saguchi, “Kazakh 
Pastoralists.”  
    64 K. Struve. 1867. “Poezdka po vostochnomu Tarbagataiu letom 1984 goda,” in 1 Zapiski Imperatorskogo 
Geograficheskogo Obshchestva, 464, 482. 
    65 Levshin, Déscription des hordes, 314. 
    66 Grodekov, Kirgizy i Karakirgizy, 14-16. 
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because the Qazaqs could still transfer between volost districts. This enabled them to join 

strong clans. However, Grodekov predicted that the stricter policies of the 1886 land law 

would bring about drastic changes because “the organization of the land and the exact 

determination of the volosts will have an enormous influence on the destruction of the clan 

principle.”67 

 The relationship between wealthy and poor Qazaqs, like that between leaders and the 

led, was also a mixture of custom and specific conditions. In some cases, the poor provided 

labor for the rich and were treated well by them. In other cases, the poor were treated more as 

slaves or serfs. The existence of kin relationships between the poor and rich seems to have been 

the deciding factor.68 In addition, the custom of providing hospitality and even refuge to all 

comers was widely respected among the Qazaqs, but where the wealthy might be treated to a 

sheep, the poor might only be given tea or milk.69 

 Despite the fact that Qazaqs who were better off usually did not oppress or exploit the 

poor, if only because they needed their continued services, wealth did lead to greater political 

power. The wealthy could capitalize their animals into brideprice payments for additional 

wives, and for wives for their sons. This created a wider network of kin alliances to serve as a 

political base for controlling group decisions and for negotiating conflicts. Because the 

traditional brideprice was quite high, many of the poorer Qazaq men were unable to marry until 

they were 30 or 35 years old. Krader quotes the proverb, “A Sart [sedentary agriculturalist] 

who becomes rich builds himself a house; a Qazaq who becomes rich buys himself wives.”70 

Thus there is a strong connection between wealth and potential political power, although a 

certain amount still depended on the ability of the leader and the willingness of followers to 

support him.71 

 

Qazaq Self-Image in Literature 

 Qabdesh Zhumadilov’s remarkable novel, Poslednee kochev’e (The Last Encampment), 

                     

    67 Grodekov, Kirgizy i Karakirgizy, 15 and 107. 
    68 Hudson, Kazak Social Structure, 57-58. 
    69 Hudson, Kazak Social Structure, 72. See also Zhumadilov’s portrayal of relations between a wealthy bai and 
the herders who work for him. Poslednee kochev’e, 236 and 190-91. Struve, Poezdka po vostochnomu, 511, also 
discusses these relations. 
    70 Krader, Social Organization, 221. 
    71 Subtelny, “Babur’s Rival Relations,” 111-12, gives an excellent example of the pragmatic use of kinship to 
build a power base among nomadic Uzbeks in her discussion of Shaibani Khan’s many strategic marriages. 
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published in 1980, offers an illuminating view into the totality of Qazaq life.72 It describes 

Qazaq life in the far northwestern Tarbaghatai region of Xinjiang during the Chinese 

Communist consolidation of power at the end of the 1940s and early 1950s. The practical 

consequences of the political, cultural, and economic aspects of Qazaq life that ethnographers 

describe as discrete dimensions take on the complexity of lived experience in his portrayal.  

 Although Zhumadilov is also a Chinese emigré, unlike Zunun Taipov and other figures 

who fled China due to conflicts with the Chinese government in Xinjiang, he is concerned less 

with specific major events, and more with how those events became part of the fabric of 

individual lives within their community. In his novel, Zhumadilov does not seek to vindicate 

the political views of those Qazaqs who emigrated, but rather to describe the wide variety of 

Qazaq experience during the integration of the East Turkestan Republic (ETR) of 1944-49 into 

the People’s Republic of China. Many refugees to the West describe the Qazaqs living in 

Xinjiang as oppressed by the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) and Communist rule. In contrast 

to such a totalizing explanation, Zhumadilov portrays the mixed feelings and compromises of 

the many Qazaqs who were not entirely happy with the loss of the ETR’s independence to the 

PRC, but whose uncertainty and resistance took many forms.  Zhumadilov shows how 

Qazaqs who stayed in Xinjiang dealt with the new Communist Chinese regime, which was 

significantly more intrusive than the governments of the Qing dynasty or the Nationalist 

Chinese. Rather than the historian’s objective and exacting view of events as they occurred, the 

value of Zhumadilov’s account is that he lived through this period with his family and 

community, and understands how it felt to be culturally a Qazaq and politically a participant in 

the events he describes.73 This is something few Qazaq narratives offer: their history as it is 

experienced. 

 Qazaq history arises from cultural principles, not random impulses. The consistency of 

                     

    72 I spell his name here as it would be in Qazaq, although it is given as Kabdesh in Russian. My first encounter 
with this novel came through a review translated in Joint Publications Research Service (JPRS), No. 83573, 15, 
translated from Kommunizm tughi, November 12, 1982, 3. For a more extensive consideration of this novel as an 
ethnographic source, please see my “Kazakhs of the Tarbaghatai: Ethno-History Through the Novel” 17:2 (Fall 
1993) The Turkish Studies Association Bulletin, 91-102. 
 Another novel that gained attention in the context of the Sino-Soviet conflict is Abilseiit Aqbaev’s Qara 
Boran. Alma-Ata: Zhazushy, 1981. A reviewer says this work exposes “the fallacy of Maoist nationalities policy” 
and the oppression of Qazaqs by Chinese chauvinists. I have not been able to locate a copy of this work. See JPRS 
82640, 24, where the translation mistakenly gives Aqbaev’s name as “Qabaev.” The review was originally 
published in Qazaq Adebiati, August 20, 1982, 6. 
    73 For a brief life of Zhumadilov, see M. Auezov, and others, eds. 1982. Pisateli Kazakhstana. Alma-Ata: 
Zhazushy, 93-94. 



Qazaqs in the People’s Republic of China 27 
 

these principles can be observed in Zhumadilov’s novel. He shows how the same principles of 

political and social organization that have been described by historians and anthropologists as 

aspects of important historical events are involved in daily affairs on the local level. The 

making of large-scale history is anchored in the same shared cultural understandings that make 

smaller Qazaq communities successful in cooperating to attain collective goals. When 

large-scale history is analyzed, there is rarely any comment on the pivotal moments where 

cultural principles were brought to bear on a situation and determined the course of events. By 

observing these events on the level described in the novel, we can better understand the 

patterns of daily life that also create and affect larger events. 

 Zhumadilov offers several examples of the process of drawing on kinship to negotiate 

alliances between Qazaq groups. The most commonly used kin relation that he describes is that 

created through marriage, which, as both exogamic and patrilocal, almost always consists of 

the woman marrying into a different aul. Although for the woman this tends to be a traumatic 

separation from her family, particularly when the auls are quite distant from each other, it 

nonetheless offers a strong bond of kinship between the two groups from which political and 

economic gains can be derived. 

 Kanagat, an aqsaqal in the ruling lineage of the Tortuul clan of the Naiman tribe, is one 

of Zhumadilov’s main characters. When a Qazaq of Tokabai descent named Nugman comes 

across the Tarbaghatai range to escape the troubles in the Soviet Union during the 

collectivization of the 1930s, Kanagat gave him a piece of land in the Zholdybai valley for 

winter pasture.74 He does so because his wife Balzhan was from the same Karakerei lineage 

and Tokabai descent group as Nugman. Nugman prospered rapidly, and his herds soon spread 

into some of Kanagat’s remaining winter pasture.  

 Although at first Nugman gave Kanagat a horse each year to repay him for his loss of 

pasture, as Nugman became established, he no longer gave these gifts. Kanagat, however, 

considered it beneath his dignity to make an issue of the matter. When Kanagat fell ill and 

requested Nugman to send one of his horses to the city of Chuguchak for Kanagat’s son Estai 

to ride home, the ungrateful Nugman refused. Kanagat smiled, 

 having not expected anything different. Sometimes close people ask for things 
not out of need, but to clarify the relationship to oneself. Where better to know 

                     

    74 As with many of the local place names that are mentioned in Zhumadilov, this does not show up on the 
inadequate maps that are available for this area. While his use of more important places seems realistic, judgements 
about the accuracy of Zhumadilov’s geography will have to await the availability of better maps. 
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exactly on which side some man or another stands . . . [than] in the moment of 
making a decision.75 

 
Zhumadilov does not describe Nugman as coming under the dominance of Kanagat through his 

gifts of land to the poor kinsman; rather, the author shows the negotiation of a kin relationship 

within which the aqsaqal tries to be generous, and then demonstrates his honor by not 

complaining when Nugman takes advantage of him. It is dishonorable to impose his will on the 

people that he leads. Rather, he clarifies the relationship so that he knows not to extend further 

help to Nugman, or rely upon him. He is a leader who does not enforce his rule, because it 

arises from an ongoing pattern of reciprocal respect and assistance, not rules and punishment. 

 Kanagat’s marriage with Balzhan also causes him to help Zhangabyl, another 

descendant of Tokabai who comes to the Tarbaghatai region from the Soviet Union. Although 

he does not know him personally, Kanagat offers assistance as soon as he hears of Zhangabyl’s 

descent, commenting that his wife Balzhan is also a member of the Tokabai and is “longing for 

her people.”76  

 Similarly, Ingvar Svanberg reports that among the Qazaqs who fled China and now live 

in Turkey, people from other communities who are not personal acquaintances are rarely 

known by name. However, detailed knowledge of unmet kin is often part of Qazaq lineage 

knowledge, even among Qazaqs as far apart as Turkey and Mongolia.77 Qazaqs recognize each 

other on the basis of descent, not through individual identity separate from kinship.  

 In Zhumadilov’s novel, we are shown how kinship ties created through marriage 

become important resources for obtaining aid in solving problems. Kinship serves to overcome 

distance: although space in the steppe may be too vast to understand intimately, lineage 

relations provide links among people of different tribes and, through marriage and adoption, 

even to other ethnic groups. Exogamy and adoption are vital ways to extend one’s community 

and access to resources. 

 In addition to marriage, another important link between groups comes through the 

custom of giving amanat hostages as security to guarantee an alliance. Nomads often 

established relations with sedentary groups by sending a close relative of the leader, such as a 

                     

    75 Zhumadilov, Poslednee kochev’e, 185. 
    76 Zhumadilov, Poslednee kochev’e, 111-14, 148-157. 
    77 Ingvar Svanberg. 1989. Kazakh Refugees in Turkey: A Study of Cultural Persistence and Social Change. 
Uppsala: Uppsala University Press, 116-17. 
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son or brother, to live in the court of a sedentary ruler.78 Seen by the sedentary government as 

providing a hostage who would ensure that the nomads would comply with the terms of a treaty 

or other agreement, the amanat custom can also be seen as a means of making an alliance real 

by founding it in a kin relation rather than in the abstractions of written contracts and treaties 

with the sedentary state. The link to others through the giving of kin is not so much a sacrifice 

of that family member, as an expansion of the family’s resources.79 

 Zhumadilov describes a similar use of an acquired kinship relation in a story that is 

related in the novel. Around 1850, Kanagat’s grandfather, Smail, was attacked by some 

Jungars whom the Chinese had armed against the Qazaqs.80 He was at first chased into the 

Saryarkha region, but returned with a larger force and drove the Jungars as far as the Saur and 

Kobyk mountains.81 Upon returning to his aul he found it burned and believed his two sons 

killed. A few years later, however, a Qalmuq woman who had been a servant in Smail’s aul at 

the time of the Jungar attack returned to tell him that she had rescued one of his sons, Kainbai, 

and had left him in the town of Durbilzhin with the governor. When returning Kainbai to him, 

the governor told Smail said he felt affection for the boy and wanted to help him prosper. In 

Kainbai’s name, Smail asked for title to some land, and the governor gave their clan the right 

to use one branch of the Sibet river and to farm in the valleys of Arkharly and Ushtobe.82  

 This story represents the personal perspective on history. Although Saguchi says that 

the Manchu emperor determined who could settle, and that those who did had to submit to the 

Chinese government’s authority,83 Zhumadilov, and I argue, most Qazaqs, prefer to see 

negotiating for land, or for any desired goal, as attained through personal interaction between 

                     

    78 Olcott, The Kazakhs, frequently mentions the Qazaqs giving amanat hostages to Russia but does not discuss its 
meaning to the Qazaqs. Levshin, Déscription des hordes, 245-48, gives examples of links that Ablai Khan made 
with both Russia and China in the 1700s by sending his sons to the imperial courts. The recent Qazaqsha - 
Hanzusha sozdik [Qazaq-Chinese Dictionary] defines amanat as “a deposit, something entrusted to or committed 
to the care of” someone. Nurbek Abiken Uli, ed. 1989. Beijing: Minzu chubanshe, 50. 
    79 Other kin-like relationship offer social resources that can be drawn upon when necessary. The relations 
between blood brothers, between a child and his or her midwife, and those created when parents allow others to 
adopt their children if they have none of their own, all have been described as potentially important ties. Svanberg, 
“The Nomadism of Orta Zhuz Kazaks,” 125-27; Hudson, Kazak Social Structure, 73. 
 The usefulness of having kin in the camp of another is suggested by the marriage exchanges that Barth, 
Nomads of South Persia, 94-95, describes between enemies even during periods of active hostilities. These would 
later become ways to resolve or limit conflict. 
    80 Such an alliance of the Chinese with the Jungars seems unlikely, but this may refer to the other nomadic groups, 
such as the Xibo, Torghut and Daur, who were used by the Manchu government to control the Yili and Tarbaghatai 
areas. 
    81 Now the Kobuk-Saur Mongol area east of the Tarbaghatai. 
    82 Zhumadilov, Poslednee kochev’e, 138-41. 
    83 Saguchi, “Kazakh Pastoralists,” 976-77. 
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individuals within kin-like relationships, and not as the result of administrative actions of the 

state. Qazaqs feel they actively make their world, not as subjects of the state bureaucracy, but 

as resourceful participants in exchange.  

 The course of modern history in both Russia and China demonstrates the complexity of 

Qazaq decisions about settlement. In many instances, they felt the need to establish claims to 

land in the face of state control and competition from sedentaries. Hence settlement and 

nomadism became equally important alternatives in the Qazaqs’ strategic efforts to retain the 

right to land for herding. When their claims to land were defended by the state, the Qazaqs 

were interested in stabilizing and supplementing herding with fodder and food crops. But 

nomadism remained a useful alternative, and in times of uncertainty, Qazaqs often made great 

migrations to obtain better conditions. 

 Russian sources from the nineteenth century have been extensively mined for their 

wealth of useful statistics about Qazaq history and population movements, while the more 

limited Chinese sources have not. Moreover, modern Soviet studies refuse to discuss the 

Chinese Qazaqs, apparently in an effort to maintain the ethnic fiction of the neatly bounded 

Qazaq “nation” of Qazaqstan.84 Except for the work of Toru Saguchi, the Chinese sources have 

been little utilized for such research.85 

 

CHINESE VIEWS AND POLICIES TOWARD NOMADS 

 The Chinese have seen nomads primarily as unpredictable impediments to their rule. 

Much of the problem derives from the inability of traditional Chinese society, which is based 

on labor-intensive agriculture, to accommodate the flexibility and mobility that make nomadic 

life possible. Whenever the Chinese have extended their power militarily into Xinjiang and 

beyond, they have established an agricultural base to support their army, either by having the 

                     

    84 Some of the detailed Soviet studies of Qazaq population include N. E. Bekmakhanova. 1980. Formirovanie 
mnogonatsional’nogo naseleniia Kazakhstana i Severnoi Kirgizii. Moscow: Nauka; A. V. Konovalov. 1986. 
Kazakhi Iuzhnogo Altaia. Alma-Ata: Nauka; Mukanov, Entnicheskii sostav; S. I. Rudenko. 1930. Sbornik statei 
antropologicheskogo otriada Kazakstanskoi ekspedisii AN SSR.[Leningrad]. Halifax: Dalhousie University, 1984, 
microfiche edition. 
 An example of the Soviet creation of a history of several millennia for Qazaqs in Qazaqstan can be found 
in the article by A. N. Nusupbekov and S. N. Pokrovskii, “Kazakh SSR. Historical Survey” in The Great Soviet 
Encyclopedia. 3rd ed. English translation, New York: Macmillan, 1976, Vol. 11, 506-512. 
    85 An excellent example of what might be possible if Chinese sources were to be used in the study of Qazaq histo-
ry is the study of Qing dynasty trade with the ethnic groups of the Western Regions by Lin Yongkuang and Wang 
Xi, Qingdai xibei minzu maoyi shi. Beijing: Zhongyang minzu xueyuan chubanshe, 1991, especially pages 131-430 
on the trade with the Qazaqs. Their analysis extends to the place of the trade ties within the Qing policy for control 
of the ethnic groups, but does not include discussion of the history of the ethnic groups themselves. 
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soldiers farm for themselves or by stimulating immigration into the region. Immigration by 

Han Chinese as well as agricultural minorities is considered productive colonization, while the 

presence of Qazaqs with rights to the land has been felt to be detrimental.86 

 In this century, Xinjiang has come to be seen as a place to relocate the burgeoning 

masses from “inland” (eastern) China. This would also strengthen the Chinese grasp on the rich 

resources of this region.87 The Chinese ideal of efficiency in the exploitation of all resources 

has become part of development policy during the Communist period. During the Cultural 

Revolution, not just agriculture and industry, but culture more generally was to be made more 

efficient and practical. Indulgences such as women’s long hair, decorative costumes, and 

celebrations were criticized and eliminated because they were considered wasteful of time and 

money. 

 Inefficiency became a criticism of nomadic pastoralism since it did not maximize the 

crop-bearing potential of the land. On this basis, land which had been used by nomads was 

given to Han settlers from inland. That this rather short-sighted attitude is still common can be 

seen in an article stating that pastoral production in the north Xinjiang region is mostly “to 

fulfill the household’s needs.”88 This conjures up the spectre of unwillingness to pull together 

                     

    86 See Herold Wiens. 1966. “Cultivation Development and Expansion in China’s Colonial Realm in Central 
Asia.” 26 Journal of Asian Studies, 67-88, and his 1969 article, “Changes in Ethnography and Land Use in the Ili 
Valley.” 54:4 Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 753-75, for a discussion of the policies that led 
the Manchu government to bring Uyghur settlers from the Tarim basin to the Yili region. The long history of using 
military and civilian colonists to reinforce Chinese rule of the Western Regions (one of the names for Xinjiang 
before 1884) is carefully documented in Fang Yingkai. 1989. Xinjiang tunken shi. Ürümchi: Xinjiang qingshaonian 
chubanshe, 2 vols. 
    87 For Xinjiang as a vast space to send Chinese settlers, see Aitchen K. Wu. 1984. Turkistan Tumult. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 61-67. In a more recent discussion, it has been argued that the grasslands could be far 
more productive if water resources were better utilized. Li Qianyun. 1987. “Shilun xinjiang nongmuye de guimo 
xiaoyi [A Discussion of the Scale of Benefit in Xinjiang Agricultural Livestock].” 2 Xinjiang Shehui Kexue, 31-34, 
at 33. See also the letter by Naval Attachés H.T. Jarrell and Phillips Talbot to the Director of Naval Intelligence. 
Letter of 21 March 1945, from the Records of the Office of Chinese Affairs. Microfilm reel 7, frame 0913, with 
addendum, frame 0914. It says in part, 

China’s only hope of restoring and maintaining her authority in Hsin-chiang [Xinjiang] lies in getting rid 
of the idea, held by nearly all Chinese today, that Hsin-chiang is an area of unlimited resources to be filled 
with and exploited by and for the Chinese, and made into a fortress against Soviet Russia. By removing the 
threat of Sinification, China can secure the support of Hsin-chiang’s 78% peaceful conservative Moham-
medan Uyghurs, and by showing some sympathy and understanding of the ways of nomad herdsmen, per-
haps that of the 8.5% warlike Kazaks. 

They cite “The Colonization of Mongolia and China” in Sun Yat-sen’s book The International Development of 
China. 1922. N.Y.: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 23-25, as an example of such a misunderstanding of Xinjiang’s ecology. 
An excerpt from China at War, January 1943, 28, argues for the settling 50 million immigrants in Xinjiang to make 
it “China’s continental bridge in the new Asia.” Records of the Office of Chinese Affairs, microfilm reel 7, frame 
0897. 
    88 Li Qianyun. 1987. “Fazhan xinjiang muye jingji de sidian jianyi [Four Proposals for Developing Xinjiang 
Livestock Economy].” 5 Xinjiang shehui kexue, 36-40, at 38. Too much development of marginal land for 
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in building the socialist state: economic contribution is the final measure of worth. Subsistence 

does not help the state, but actually threatens it as a demonstration of the independence of 

Qazaq pastoralists.  

 On the cultural front, the Chinese have long sought ways to inculcate Han Chinese 

values that would make it easier to govern the minorities. For instance, in the 1880s, after 

defeating Yaqub Beg’s rebellion in Xinjiang (1864-1878), the Chinese promulgated an East 

Turki (Modern Uyghur) translation of a Confucian classic, the Book of Rites, in the belief that 

political order could be promoted by its description of the attitude and etiquette appropriate for 

subordinates.89 

 Since the Communist victory in 1949, Chinese policy has undergone many changes, 

but a recurrent theme has been the use of education to give the minorities the progressive 

advantages of Han society and culture. There has been a continuing emphasis on improving the 

minorities’ “cultural level” (wenhua shuiping, which includes hygiene, reliability, politeness, 

and the like). Although Han peasants are also subjected to education campaigns, minorities are 

pressured to learn Chinese as an aid to improving their “cultural level” and increasing their 

“population quality” (renkou zhiliang), in order that they be more productive and useful to the 

state.90 If the minorities remain unable to understand Chinese, they can avoid much of the 

rhetoric that encourages them to reform themselves culturally and personally in order to better 

serve the state’s interests. During the Cultural Revolution, when the writings of Mao Zedong 

were felt to contain all the necessary knowledge for the proper political attitude and conduct, 

there was debate over whether poorly educated minorities could understand his writings, 

although they were praised for trying.91 This use of Mao’s writings to promulgate the reigning 

ideals of the state resembles the use of the Book of Rites in the late nineteenth century in 

                                                                                                             

agriculture has led to salinization and in many places the land has had to be abandoned. Thomas Hoppe. 1987. “An 
Essay on Reproduction: The Example of Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region,” in Glaeser, ed., Learning from 
China?, 56-84, discusses the need for an ecological orientation that would enable sustained, lower levels of agricul-
ture and livestock grazing, and would prevent the depletion of irrigation water supplies.  
    89 Victor Mair. 1985. “Language and Ideology in the Sacred Edict,” in Johnson and others, ed. Popular Culture 
in Late Modern China, 357n; A. von Le Coq. 1925. Das Li Kitabi. Korosi Csoma-archivum. 1. Band, 6. Heft, 20. 
Mai. 
    90 The Han peasants have not always been considered backward. During the Cultural Revolution, Han peasants 
were held up as embodiments of the practical skills and knowledge that should be taught to educated urban dwellers, 
while minority peasants and herders were criticized for their alien and primitive agricultural traditions and cultural 
practices. 
    91 June T. Dreyer. 1976. China’s 40 Millions: Minority Nationalities and National Integration in the People’s 
Republic of China. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 202, 256.  



Qazaqs in the People’s Republic of China 33 
 

Xinjiang.92 

 Popular ideas about the Northwest, its backwardness and the need for the superior Han 

Chinese to arrive to put things right are widespread. Books such as Xichui huajüan and Daxibei 

de kaituozhe are collections of stories based on Han experiences of settling and opening the 

borderlands.93 These stories tend to show how good relations have been, and how the backward 

minorities should be treated as younger brothers of the Han, and helped to understand the 

proper way to live and serve their country. 

 But to understand the practical results of the divergences between Qazaq and Han 

Chinese thinking and action, we must look at the cultural basis for historical actions. How did 

Qazaq culture influence their decisions during crucial phases of their relationship with the 

Chinese state? 

 

EXAMPLES FROM QAZAQ HISTORY IN CHINA 

Osman Batur 

 Osman Batur (1899?-1951) was an important leader in the nomadic Qazaqs’ efforts to 

resist domination by the Soviet and Chinese states. Coming from the predominantly Qazaq 

region of the Altai mountains, Osman led a large but always changing group of Qazaqs who 

sought to defeat both Soviet and Chinese efforts to gain control of their lives and territory. This 

period in the history of Xinjiang was part of an extended struggle among these imperial powers 

for control of the area, and several local attempts to establish independent governments in the 

region all eventually fell under the sway of either China or the Soviet Union. The most 

significant was the East Turkestan Republic (ETR), founded in the Yili region in 1944, and 

spreading to the Tarbaghatai and Altai regions over the next year. In the Altai (Ashan) district, 

Qazaq leaders such as Osman helped establish the ETR. In 1946, the Guomindang and the ETR 

worked out a tenuous coalition government based in Ürümchi, and both sides supported the 

appointment of Osman as District Officer of the Altai. Because he objected to the growing 

Soviet influence within the ETR, and the weakness of the Altai district within the ETR 

                     

    92 The effort to acculturate the minorities is discussed as Han hua or “making become Han.” Pamela Crosseley. 
1990. “Thinking about Ethnicity in Early Modern China.” 11:1 Late Imperial China, 2-4, 22-23. This is a persistent 
problem in the PRC policy towards minorities, since it exists as an unspoken assumption even when cultural policy 
seems to support local cultural distinctiveness. See also Frank Dikötter. 1992. The Discourse of Race in Modern 
China. Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, for a discussion of the ideas behind Chinese racial policies. 
    93 Xichui huajüan [A Painted Scroll of the Western Border]. 1985. Ürümchi: Xinjiang renmin chubanshe; 
Daxibei de kaituozhe [The Openers of the Great Northwest]. 1985. Shanghai: Shanghai chubanshe. 
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government, Osman and some of his followers turned against it. Osman soon negotiated an 

alliance with the Guomindang against the ETR, and the ETR rescinded his appointment in 

February 1947 which resulted in fighting among local factions in the Altai district. When the 

ETR-Guomindang coalition fell apart later that year, Osman was portrayed as an ally in the 

fight against the ETR by the Guomindang press in Ürümchi.94 

 In the PRC he is called a “bandit,” and Western observers also tend to characterize him 

with simplistic stereotypes. In her excellent study of his life, Linda Benson calls him a “social 

bandit,” following the usage of Eric Hobsbawm, while Godfrey Lias in his Kazak Exodus 

portrays him as a tribal leader straight out of biblical times.95 While it is true that Osman’s 

resistance took the form of mobile warfare and that he was “an elusive but persistent thorn in 

the side of the Chinese administration at Ürümchi,”96 to characterize him only from the 

perspective of the sedentary government is to see nomadic enterprises as nothing more than 

inadequate versions of sedentary activities and aspirations.97 Despite careful and detailed 

historical research, Andrew Forbes ignores culturally-shaped understandings when he con-

cludes that Osman was an opportunist without reason or ideals because he did not try to 

establish a fixed system of government. 

 It is important to note . . . that no attempt was made by ‘Uthman [Osman] to set 
up an alternative administration in Shara Sume [Ashan or Altai] and that his 
revolt, which might perhaps best be described as a nomadic reaction to 
agricultural encroachment and centralized authority, lacked a coherent political 
philosophy and remained essentially anarchic in character.98 

 
Mistakenly assuming that alliances ought to denote ideological commitment, Forbes also 

criticizes Osman for appearing to have “never paid more than lip-service to the `progressive’ 

ideals of the ETR.”99 

                     

    94 For Osman’s activities until the late 1940s, the best source is Linda Benson’s “Osman Batur: The Kazak’s 
Golden Legend,” 141-87. Unfortunately her discussion has few details on the interests or actions of the Qazaqs 
around him, and thus she does not describe how he lost his following. 
    95 Benson, “Osman Batur: The Kazak’s Golden Legend,” 141-87; Godfrey Lias. 1965. Kazak Exodus. London: 
Evans Brothers. 
    96 Andrew D. W. Forbes. 1986. Warlords and Muslims in Chinese Central Asia: A Political History of 
Republican Sinkiang, 1911-1949. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 170. 
    97 In using Hobsbawm’s argument from his study, Bandits, Benson compares the nomadic Qazaqs to the Bulgar-
ian haiduks who have fled their sedentary lives under oppression. Hobsbawm sees such temporarily mobile “social 
bandits” as being a force that can, with the proper consciousness raising, catalyze and organize revolution. Bandits. 
New York: Delacorte, 1969. However, in the case of the Qazaqs, Osman is drawing on a traditional means of orga-
nizing resistance to sedentary forces whenever they threaten to take control of resources.  
    98 Forbes, Warlords and Muslims, 172. 
    99 Forbes, Warlords and Muslims, 182. 
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 Owen Lattimore says Osman was a freebooter owing allegiance to no one but 

himself,100 and Basil Davidson quotes Hali Abak [Halibek?] as saying that Osman was “a 

brigand without principle or political understanding” propelled by desire for “power and 

loot.”101 A. Doak Barnett points out that Osman fought on the side of every important faction 

in Xinjiang and describes him as one of the unpredictable elements of the Xinjiang scene in 

1948.102 Nonetheless, however incomprehensible or capricious they may have seemed to 

sedentary observers, the choices and decisions made by Osman make considerable sense in 

Qazaq terms. 

 Because Osman saw no advantage for Qazaqs in the sedentary objective of centralized 

government, he sought instead the Qazaq ideal of individual and group independence from out-

side restraints on movement and the economic activities of pastoral production and trade. 

Osman did not trust centralized and city-dwelling governments, nor did he feel obliged to serve 

them reliably. While willing to enter into relationships of mutual advantage and reciprocal 

exchange with them, he would not follow orders from those who seemed only to interfere with 

Qazaq self-sufficiency. Osman understood the concrete principle of exchanging weapons, food 

and other aid, for his military support: both parties gain, and either party can break the 

agreement when they choose by ceasing to reciprocate. Taking the Qazaq view of alliances, 

Osman felt that there were few advantages to be found in giving up the Qazaqs’ independence 

to a central government that failed to understand Qazaq needs. 

 The Nationalist Chinese (Guomindang) officer who had the most contact with Osman, 

Han Youwen, described Osman as willingly entering into an alliance with the Nationalists in 

the late 1940s. Nevertheless, he said that Osman appeared untrusting whenever Han Youwen 

was with him.103 This is understandable if we recognize that Osman felt he had to ally with 

others to advance Qazaq goals, but he remained unwilling to give them his complete trust. 

Osman believed that if the Qazaqs and the Nationalists defeated the ETR and the Chinese 

Communists, the Qazaqs would be able to maintain their independence or autonomy, but he 

knew better than to expect the Guomindang to support them in all their objectives. 

 Even after repeated invitation, Osman was unwilling to travel to Ürümchi to see Song 

                     

    100 Benson, “Osman Batur,” 142, citing Owen Lattimore. 1950. Pivot of Asia. Sinkiang and the Inner Asian 
Frontiers of China and Russia. Boston: Little, Brown and Co., 219. 
    101 Basil Davidson. 1957. Turkestan Alive: New Travels in Chinese Central Asia. London: Jonathan Cape, 134. 
    102 Barnett, “Chinese Turkestan,” 275. 
    103 Han Youwen. 1979. “Guanyu Wusiman de diandi qingkuang [A Bit About Osman’s Situation]” in Xinjiang 
wenshi ziliao xuanji, vol. 4. Ürümchi: Renmin chubanshe, 170-171. 



36 Nathan Light 
 

Xilian, the Guomindang garrison commander who had arranged for the alliance with Osman. 

He sent his eldest son, Xieerdeman [Serziman],104 and his staff officer, Latip, as 

representatives when he needed to negotiate. Otherwise Osman expected Song Xilian’s repre-

sentatives to come to him. When Osman finally did meet with Han Youren at the latter’s house, 

Osman was very uneasy and would not spend the night inside, preferring to sleep outside the 

front entryway. 

 Osman did not follow the centralized government’s model of hierarchical allegiance. 

Instead, he supported the Guomindang to the extent that it supported him. Although he agreed 

to follow its orders, in practice he was independent. He realized that his only advantage over 

the stronger Nationalist Army of the Guomindang lay in avoiding too close a relationship. 

Movement was his power, and he shunned situations that would constrain his freedom to 

maneuver. 

 In a final effort to defeat the Chinese Communists at the end of the summer in 1948, 

Osman came to Ürümchi and met Song at the Guomindang garrison command post. In an 

unusual show of sedentary-style organization, Osman and one thousand of his men were 

trained in two battalions with Huerman and Manati as the battalion leaders.105 It is possible that 

the primary motivation for this was to continue to get Guomindang support and funding for his 

activities, but there is no record of whether these battalions remained as organized units during 

conflicts. Later descriptions show that Osman clearly was not leading such organized groups in 

his resistance against the Chinese Communists. 

 Han Youwen served in the same Qitai, Jimsar, and Beishawo areas in which Osman 

was active during 1948 and 1949. When it appeared that the PLA was winning the civil war, 

many Guomindang officers, including Han Youwen, began to consider joining the 

Communist’s PLA forces. Han encouraged Osman to defect as well, and says he appeared 

willing to do so, but instead left for Barkol in eastern Xinjiang. After the Communists 

succeeded in defeating the Nationalists in Xinjiang, the PLA commander Wang Zhen 

negotiated with Osman’s representatives in Ürümchi to win him over. Han Youwen also sent 
                     

    104 Benson, “Osman Batur,” 179, names Serziman as Osman’s son. See Muhammet Isma’ilov. 1992. “1950-yili 
3-aydin 1952-yili 3-aygha qädär bandit Osman guruhini tarmar qilishning omumiy ähvali,” Shinjang Tarikhiy 
Materiyalliri, vol. 33. Ürümchi,” 39-42, where he calls him Sherdiman, and describes his activities after Osman’s 
execution. 
 Another example of the traditional Qazaq use of family members to help create alliances can be found in 
Osman’s offer of his sons and brothers as hostages when he sought military aid from the Mongolian People’s 
Republic. Benson, “Osman Batur,” 154.  
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several men to try to persuade him, but Osman refused. Soon he started attacking the PLA near 

Hami (Qumul).106 

 Andrew Forbes argues that the conflicts between the Qazaqs of the Tarbaghatai and 

Yili regions (mostly from the Naiman tribe), and those who followed Osman (mostly from the 

Kirei tribe), can be attributed to cultural conflicts. He mistakenly says that the Naiman being 

part of the Greater Zhuz and the Kirei part of the Middle Zhuz can account for the fact that the 

former participated more fully in the formation of the ETR, while the latter fought briefly for 

the ETR in the Altai region but were never well integrated into its political structure.107 In fact, 

both the Kirei and the Naiman belong to the Middle Zhuz. It is true that there are ethnic and 

linguistic differences among the Qazaqs of Xinjiang. But these are most pronounced between 

the Suwan and Alban tribes of Qazaqs of the Greater Zhuz in the area of Tekes, Qapqal 

(Chapchar), and Huocheng (Qorghas) counties, to the south and west of the Yili valley, and 

those of the other tribes to the north and east, who belong to the Middle Zhuz.108 In any case, 

as we have seen, ethnic differences and tribal identities are not barriers to cooperation among 

Qazaqs when they want to create ties between groups. 

 Although ethnic differences may contribute to political differences, their larger 

territory and greater inaccessibility would do more to explain the greater independence of the 

Qazaqs of the Altai region. It is this stronger nomadic tradition that Osman built upon. Such 

regional division would evolve primarily from different economic interests. The Qazaqs in the 

mountainous and isolated Altai region of northeast Xinjiang had less involvement with 

agriculture and trade. The Qazaqs of the Tarbaghatai and Yili regions of Xinjiang’s northwest 

had better access to arable land and were more involved in trade. The latter were less concerned 

with independence from government, seeking instead to participate in decisions about farming 

policy and their all-important trade ties for selling animals to the Soviets.109 However, during 

                                                                                                             

    105 Han, “Guanyu Wusiman,” 171. 
    106 Han, “Guanyu Wusiman,” 172; Isma’ilov, “1950 - yili 3 - aydin 1952 yili 3 - aygha qädär bandit Osman.” 
    107 Forbes, Warlords and Muslims, 202. 
    108 See Geng Shimin’s recent article “Turkish Languages in China and Their Studies” in 10 (Autumn 1990) 
Central Asia File (The newsletter of the Central Asian Studies Association, London), 13. Svanberg, “The 
Nomadism of Orta Zhuz Kazaks,” 110-11, 121-23, lists many of the groups of Middle and Greater Zhuz Qazaqs 
reported to be in Xinjiang. In his novel Zhumadilov seems to feel that in the Tarbaghatai there was little ethnic 
distinction between members of the Kerei and Naiman, the two major tribes of the Middle Zhuz in Xinjiang. 
    109 Svanberg, “The Nomadism of Orta Zhuz Kazaks,” claims that few Qazaqs in 1911 had settled to the extent of 
having permanent winter buildings. This may be true, but many sources indicate that wealthy Qazaqs did have some 
interest in permanent settlements. Struve, “Poezdka po vostochnomu,” 464, 468, discusses the Cholo-Kazakh, 
Akhmet Baimuratov, who was already in the 1860s planning settlement and a village on the Mukanchi plain. He 
also states that in the Tarbaghatai, Qazaq traders maintain karavan sarai accommodations for itinerant traders. See 
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the 1934-1950 period, even Qazaqs from the Yili and Tarbaghatai districts chose to go to the 

sparsely populated and weakly governed nomadic areas of southeastern Xinjiang and neigh-

boring Gansu and Qinghai provinces in order to avoid Soviet and Chinese control in 

Xinjiang.110 This indicates that while the regional ecology and economy determined what were 

the most practical relations with the Chinese and Soviets, Qazaqs also moved to regions where 

they felt the political and social situation best suited their ideals and objectives. 

 Osman was aware that his followers were also making choices concerning their 

interests. He knew that the best he could offer them was the right to govern themselves, free 

from interference from those bureaucracies that plan economic and social life within the 

borders of the modern nation-state. He offered a political alternative, and tried to draw enough 

supporters to make victory possible. The aim of this group of Qazaqs, however, was to 

eliminate centralized government control, not to replace it. Despite historians who argue that 

Osman had no clear political platform or ideology, the Qazaqs who joined him shared his 

intentions because they shared his cultural understandings. They did not need an explicit 

statement of political or economic goals, but an effective leader with a practical plan of action. 

 The political philosophy Osman offered was that of a strong leader who would allow 

his followers to make their own choices, while leading them in opposition to sedentary control 

of land use and of trade options. Rather than gradually extending his control over people by 

military control of territory, Osman tried to disrupt external controls so that the people could 
                                                                                                             

also T. Sedel’nikov and others, “Kirgizskii Krai,” in Rossiia: Pol’noe Geograficheskoe Opisanie Nashego 
Otechestva. Vol. 18. St. Petersburg: A. F. Duerian. HRAF trans by Barbara and Lawrence Krader, 156, and Saguchi, 
“Kazakh Pastoralists,” 978. 
 A further regional distinction that both Forbes, Warlords and Muslims, and Moseley claim led to the more 
conservative resistance of the Communists in the eastern regions of Xinjiang was the presence of a stronger 
hierarchical organization. George Moseley. 1966. A Sino-Soviet Cultural Frontier: the Ili Kazakh Autonomous 
Chou. East Asian Research Center. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 18. Moseley also claims that the Qazaq 
khan aristocracy had been lost by 1900 in the Yili region of northwest Xinjiang, although he cites no sources. In fact, 
however, it seems that the eastern Altai and Barkol regions did not have a strong aristocratic leadership either, al-
though khans may have been elected because of greater respect for the traditional lineages. Rather, one has to inter-
pret the weaker hierarchy in the Yili region as arising from the local ecology and relations with the Chinese govern-
ment. Smaller groups of Qazaqs there would negotiate for rights to land separately. Because of the Yili region’s rich 
pasture resources and nearby towns for trading, they did not to have to move as far or as often. Thus, as long as they 
were successful in fulfilling their needs through relations with local sedentary groups and the government, they felt 
no need for a larger political organization to deal with the regional government. 
    110 Hasake zu shehui lishi diaocha [Kazakh Social History Investigation]. 1987. Ürümchi: Xinjiang renmin 
chubanske, 21-43; Haixi Mengguzu Zangzu Hasakezu Zizhizhou gaikuang [West Qinghai Mongol - Tibetan - 
Qazaq Autonomous Prefecture General Survey]. 1985. Xining: Qinghai renmin chubanshe, 35-40; and Akesai 
Hasakezu Zizhixian gaikuang [Aqsay Qazaq Autonomous County General Survey]. 1986. Lanzhou: Gansu minzu 
chubanshe, give historical details on the Qazaqs who went to Qinghai and Gansu Provinces. Zhumadilov, 
Poslednee kochev’e, 243-250, suggests that in the Tarbaghatai those such as Nartai-batur who sought to rebel 
against the Communists went to the east and joined with Osman. 
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govern themselves. A. Doak Barnett and Andrew Forbes are wrong in their criticisms of 

Osman, because they do not understand that by defending his own interests and those of his 

followers through a variety of alliances with outside powers, he was expressing a coherent 

political philosophy. Osman is not inventing a new political idea, but is protecting the prerequi-

sites for successful nomadic life: freedom to use territory effectively, to move, to trade, and to 

associate according to choice. 

 Osman drew followers from many different regions, and at any time, people could 

decide to continue with him or go their own way. According to Chinese publications, when the 

Qazaqs associated with Osman in the Huahaizi area around Suhai Lake in Qinghai province 

heard of the Liberation (Communist victory) in August 1949, they sent Muhamaiti [Muham-

mad] Khan and Nawukun to Dunhuang to evaluate the conditions under the new regime. When 

these two returned they reported that things seemed good, but the Qazaqs in that area continued 

to fear that the Communists would punish them for their past resistance of Chinese rule. In No-

vember, Osman, the American consular official MacKiernan (described as a spy in this PRC 

work), Guomindang leader Yaobose [Yulbars] from Hami, Hali [-bek?], and seven White 

Russians reportedly went to Huahaizi and tried to persuade the Qazaqs there to continue their 

resistance against the Chinese.111 

 In addition, toward the end of 1949, Halibek, Ahamaiti [Ahmad], Shaduo, and 

Muhamaitikelimu [Muhammad Kerim] led some 120 households from Xinjiang to Gezkol in 

Qinghai province. These Qazaqs were originally from the Yili, Tacheng (Tarbaghatai), and 

Ashan (Altai) regions. They had taken part in the ETR rebellion but had “betrayed” the revolt 

in 1947.112 Before moving to Gezkol, they collaborated with Halibek and Osman in attacks on 

the ETR in Xinjiang.113 

 In December 1949, the Qazaqs of the Huahaizi area again sent Nawukun and others for 

talks with the PLA in Nuanhu (now Nanhu) near Dunhuang. They were taken to Dunhuang and 

then to Jiuquan further south in Gansu, and assured that they could set up an autonomous 

region. In a January 1950 meeting in Dunhuang, the aqsaqal leaders of those Qazaqs who were 

willing to join the new Communist Chinese nation, agreed with Communist representative on 

                     

    111 Hasake zu shehui lishi diaocha, 42-43. 
    112 This was when the last of the Islamic fundamentalist elements were excluded from the ETR. Forbes, Warlords 
and Muslims, 221. Ahamaiti had been a general in the ETR army, Muhamaitikelimu had been an ETR police chief, 
Shaduo had been a police (paichu) officer. See Han, “Guanyu Wusiman.”  
    113 Hasake zu shehui lishi diaocha, 42-43. 
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the establishment of a new autonomous region and selected its leaders.114 

 In 1950, another rebel group under Halibek and Husayin based at Wutumeiren (Urt 

Moron) in Qinghai, united with some of the Qazaqs of Huahaizi and some one hundred of the 

followers of the Qinghai warlord Ma Bufang.115 In August 1950, Osman and two hundred 

families reached Huahaizi from Xinjiang, to escape Communist forces and establish a base for 

continued resistance. In November 1950, Husayin sent forty-two people to Dunhuang to buy 

supplies and get news. They were welcomed by the local government and given tea, cloth, and 

flour. Except for some of the leaders, most of the nomads were by now convinced they should 

come into Dunhuang and negotiate with the PLA for some form of self-government. The PLA 

then forced sixty of those who did not cooperate up into the mountains. This source seems to 

feel that this was the final defection from the rebels’ side and that it left Osman vulnerable.116 

When Communist forces surrounded and captured Osman in February, 1951, only a few dozen 

families had remained with him at his camp near Kanambal Mountain. He was taken to 

Ürümchi and executed in March 1951.117 

 Regardless of how accurate the Chinese reports given above were about the content of 

the talks and other exchanges between them and the various Qazaq groups, it is clear that there 

was no unified Qazaq position. They sought many different aims. Even Qazaqs from a single 

area such as Huahaizi pursued different purposes in dealing with the PLA and the new Chinese 

regime. Similarly, when various groups of Qazaq refugees left China through Tibet and went to 

northern India and Pakistan, they did not all follow blindly. They often reconsidered, and some 

chose to turn back.118 In essence, Qazaqs offered their support to Osman and other rebel 

leaders as long as these leaders provided “the services expected of a leader,” and were 

successful in their campaigns.  

                     

    114 Hasake zu shehui lishi diaocha, 43. 
    115 Note that Forbes, Warlords and Muslims, says that Yulbars got together with Ma Bufang’s son, not Ma 
himself. On Ma Bufang’s activities in Qinghai up to 1948, see Barnett, “Chinese Turkestan,” 184-194. 
    116 Hasake zu shehui lishi diaocha, 43. 
    117 Benson focuses on Osman, rather than describing any of the groups that negotiate with the Chinese, and 
suggests that battles are the only cause of the attrition of Osman’s followers. But it is clear that their active choices 
were equally if not more important. She gives a date at the end of April for his execution, but Chinese sources give 
March, 1951. See Benson “Osman Batur,” pp. 181-185. 
    118 Hasake zu shehui lishi diaocha, 39, describes some Qazaqs who came back to China from India in 1943, 
where they had fled from Sheng’s repression in the 1930s.  John Hall Paxton was the American Consul in Ürümchi 
until 1949. His papers contain extensive correspondence with various Qazaq and Uyghur refugees from Xinjiang in 
India and Pakistan. His papers also contain unstudied primary source photos and documents about Xinjiang history 
during the late 1940s (John Hall Paxton Papers, Yale University Library, Manuscripts and Archives, Manuscript 
Group Number 629.) 
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 This brief analysis of a few decisive episodes in the experiences of the Qazaqs of 

Xinjiang is not a comprehensive explanation of their history, but an argument against histories 

founded in the actions of a few great men. Thousands of separate Qazaq groups and families 

made choices in their resistance to Chinese control. Perhaps an argument can be made for the 

advantages that central command might have brought to Qazaq resistance, but this would be a 

complete misunderstanding of the independence and self-reliance that gives Qazaqs command 

of their own history even when their choices are constrained. The description of Osman as the 

only actor in this historical period limits the understanding of the complex movement of this 

conflict. It was not a battle fought on a single front, but many different skirmishes fought by 

many parties, with widely varying participation and goals. The continuing negotiations among 

the many parties also showed that the Qazaq groups pursued their interests through constant 

reassessment of their opportunities, not out of a fixation on abstract ideals. The Qazaqs lived in 

movement and made their own decisions about how to create a life as free as possible of 

outside interference. They did not wait for events and leaders to come to them, but actively 

negotiated, investigated, and fought back.  

 

The Yi-Tar Event of 1962 

 For international observers, the Yi-Tar event was one of the many facets of the 

Sino-Soviet rift which became evident during the course of the 1960s. As Chinese cultural and 

economic policy became more rigid in the late 1950s and during 1960s, the increasing 

repression and immigration of Qazaqs from northern Xinjiang became a focus for propaganda 

battles between the Soviets and the Chinese over which country treated their minorities better. 

Despite considerable Western analysis of the Sino-Soviet conflict, only George Moseley has 

really examined the economic and cultural policies of the Chinese government which led up to 

the Yi-Tar event, and his analysis did not base itself in much understanding of Qazaq 

culture.119 To fully understand the significance of this event, we must examine its development 

over the course of the consolidation of Communist control in Xinjiang. 

 After 1949, despite little autonomous leadership, many Qazaq groups and individuals 

made decisions about national allegiance in much the same way they had formerly made 

choices among Qazaq leaders. After the Chinese Communists took over and began reorganiz-

ing the pastoral economic system, many Qazaqs chose to emigrate to the Soviet Union and the 
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Mongolian People’s Republic. Some left left from the Qinghai-Gansu border area through 

Tibet. Many of these latter eventually went to Turkey. International movements of Qazaqs 

during the Communist period are far from adequately illuminated by available materials, but it 

is clear that large communities did shift their residence and allegiance during the 1950s and 

60s. 

 The most significant single period of migration occurred in the spring of 1962 when 

some 70,000 Qazaqs and Uyghurs emigrated to the Soviet Union by means of passports that the 

Soviets had given out. This was done with the apparent cooperation of the Chinese border 

guards.120 The emigration was the outcome of a long series of Chinese policy decisions, 

particularly the settlement of massive numbers of Chinese immigrants in northern Xinjiang. 

 Following the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949 and throughout 

the 1950s, the Chinese central government gradually consolidated its rule in Xinjiang. Despite 

early policies designed to allay the worries of the minorities and to develop good relations with 

the nomads, the Chinese faced a number of political, cultural, and economic difficulties in Xin-

jiang. They were not able to resolve these because of their limited understanding of Xinjiang 

society, culture, and ecology. The early 1950s were characterized by efforts at cooperation 

with the many different interests in Xinjiang. Only limited moves to reorganize the economy 

and politics, such as redistribution of land and animals, took place at that time. Even so, some 

wealthy individuals who felt threatened by encroachments on their traditional power and 

property left the country for better conditions elsewhere. 

 Historically, many Qazaqs and Uyghurs in Xinjiang had strong ties to the Soviet Union 

through relatives, trade, or training in Soviet Central Asia. The Soviet Union had had extensive 

involvement and representation in Xinjiang since the 1930s and continued to be an important 

presence in the 1950s. When Qazaqs and Uyghurs became dissatisfied with the increasing 

regimentation of their lives, significant numbers of them turned to the Soviets for aid. 

Encouraged by reports of better conditions in the Soviet Union, many emigrated there during 
                                                                                                             

    119 Moseley, A Sino-Soviet Cultural Frontier. 
    120 Tursun R. Rakhimov recounts several stories of Qazaq emigrants’ experiences. He says the refugee 
Khusandzhan Abraimov heard how to buy tickets over the radio in Kuldja (Yining) in late May, 1962 (apparently 
from a Soviet broadcast). With 500 others he bought tickets and went in 17 vehicles on 27 May to the border 
crossing at Chimpangzi. There they had to walk five or six kilometers. There were local police and government 
officials along the route but these did not stop them. Another refugee reported that in Mukry village the Chimpangzi 
Party Secretary asked what they intended; when they told him they were leaving, he gave his permission. Rakhimov. 
1968. Natsionalizm i shovinizm-osnova politiki gruppy Mao Tsze-Duna. Moscow: Mysl’, 87-90. This cooperation 
by the local officials is curious since the Chinese later claimed to be outraged at the Soviets for enticing their 
citizens to cross the border. 
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the 1950s. The exact procedures they followed in doing this are not clear, but Talant Maw-

khanuli reports that Qazaqs who were born in the Soviet Union could request passports at the 

Soviet consulates. The passports would be valid for any family members who wished to travel 

with them.121  

 In the mid-1950s, the first significant wave of emigration to the Soviet Union resulted 

from purges of minority cadres and intellectuals who had participated in protests against Chi-

nese policy, or were seen by the Chinese government as too closely tied to the Soviet Union. 

By the late 1950s, in the context of collectivization of pastoralists and agriculturalists at a pace 

surpassing that attempted by the Soviets, there was growing tension between the central 

government and the local nationalities. Feeling that Soviet influence in Xinjiang was now a 

source of resistance to the government’s ambitious plans, the remaining pro-Soviet members 

of the Xinjiang regional government were purged. This prompted a new surge of emigration, 

and set the pattern for repeated emigrations that continued over the next decade.122  

 The Chinese do not seem to have made strong efforts to prevent this emigration, 

perhaps thinking that they would be better off if the minority-nationalist cadres were simply 

allowed to leave.123 In the early sixties, social problems developed in the rural areas due to the 

food shortages and government constraints on traditional lifestyles caused by the economic 

policies of the Great Leap Forward beginning in 1959. The resettlement of large groups of Han 

Chinese to the countryside of northern Xinjiang exacerbated these social tensions. In response 

to these social disruptions many rural Qazaq herders left and took their herds of animals with 

them. It is this shift of productive resources and residence from one country to the other that 

indicates a continued belief among the Qazaqs that they should seek alliances with whatever 

government seemed most supportive of their interests, and wherever they were allowed to 

pursue their traditional methods of pastoral production. 

 It appears that during the early period of Qazaq emigration until 1962, the Chinese 

government felt that it could afford to alienate the native population of Xinjiang, since it had 

plans to settle vast numbers of Han Chinese there. Until 1957, Chinese immigration into 

Xinjiang had been moderate. The few immigrants were mostly members of the Production and 

                     

    121 Talant Mawkhanuli. February 10, 1994. Personal comunication. 
    122 See Donald McMillen. 1979. Chinese Communist Policy and Power in Xinjiang, 1949-1977. Boulder: 
Westview Press; Moseley, A Sino-Soviet Cultural Frontier, 62-69; Rakhimov, Natsionalism, and 1981. Sud‘by 
nekhanskikh narodov v KNR. Moscow: Mysl’. 
    123 Reportedly, one Qazaq official who had been sent from Ürümchi to persuade Qazaqs not to leave ended by 
emigrating hmself. Talant Mawkhanuli. February 10, 1994. Personal communication. 
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Construction Corps (PCC), which had been established primarily to reclaim land and extend 

agriculture.124 Former Guomindang soldiers were also sent as settlers by the central 

government. Between 1949 and 1953, 175,000 PCC members and 80,000 or more 

ex-Guomindang soldiers were sent to Xinjiang. From 1954 to 1957, the number of civilian Han 

Chinese immigrants to Xinjiang rose to roughly 300,000. But food shortages and population 

pressures in eastern China, along with more radical policies promoting rapid development of 

China, caused the government to organize increasing immigration. In 1959, when the railway 

from Lanzhou reached the eastern edge of Xinjiang, 511,000 new immigrants arrived in 

Xinjiang within a single year.125 

 Many of the Han settled in northern Xinjiang, cultivating land that Qazaqs had been 

using for grazing animals. They sometimes even took over the Qazaqs’ housing, since the latter 

were often relocated to communes. Tursun Rakhimov describes the experiences of Qazaqs 

during the collectivization and assimilation drives. People worked twelve to fourteen hours a 

day, they had their cooking utensils taken away and were forced to eat in communal kitchens, 

and marriages were imposed between Han and minorities to accelerate cultural assimilation.126  

 The influx of Chinese settlers continued until 1962, when the tensions and conflicts 

created by this population shift caused the government to relax its policies. Some Han Chinese 

were allowed to return to their native districts in eastern China. Perhaps because of this relax-

ation of restraints on movement, the year 1962 also brought increased emigration of Qazaqs 

and Uyghurs to the Soviet Union. As previously stated, this apparently took place with the aid 

of Soviet consular officials who offered passports to all comers. When the Chinese tried to halt 

the emigration in May, 1962, there was a large demonstration in Yili, which the Chinese broke 

up with gunfire. The resulting deaths (variously reported at one or two hundred), prompted 

substantial renewed flight from the country. 

 This mass emigration, known as the Yi-Tar event because it occurred in the Yili and 

                     

    124 On the PCC, see Donald McMillen. 1979. Chinese Communist Policy and Power in Xinjiang, 1949-1977. 
Boulder: Westview Press, 56-83. 
    125 Qing-li Yuan. 1990. “Population Changes in the Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region (1949-1984).” 9 (1) 
Central Asian Survey, 49-73; Li Yuanqing. 1989. “Qianyi Xinjiang renkou de jixie zengzhang [A Preliminary 
Discussion of Xinjiang’s Mechanical Population Increases].” 3 Xinjiang shehui yanjiu, 123-24. 
    126 Rakhimov, Natsionalizm, 77-78. Hasakezu shehui lishi diaocha [Kazakh Social History Survey]. 1987. 
Ürümchi: Xinjiang renmin chubanshi, 77-96, describes communes in the Qaba River and Burjin areas of the Altai 
District with the mixed Qazaq and Han populations that would have resulted from these immigration and collectiv-
ization policies. 
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Tarbaghatai regions, remains poorly understood.127 Chinese sources refer to it only obliquely, 

while Soviet sources do not describe Soviet involvement nor detail the policies and events that 

led to these mass emigrations. One characteristic of the emigrations of 1962 is that they seem 

to have included more peasants and rural nomads than other emigrations. Earlier émigrés left 

primarily as the result of government redistribution of the property of the wealthy and 

repression of the activities of nationalist or pro-Soviet intellectuals. In a tantalizing glimpse of 

an aspect not described in other sources, Chinese mention of the emigrants suggests that they 

took a great number of animals with them.128 A Qazaq from Xinjiang reports also that entire 

villages from the Tarbaghatai region left together, taking their belongings with them.129 The 

Chinese response to these mass departures and to Soviet support for the refugees was to create 

a fifteen-kilometer-wide buffer zone along the border, where Han soldiers in the PCC were 

stationed. This exclusion of Qazaqs from the border area may have exacerbated Qazaq 

dissatisfaction, and stimulated still further emigration. 

 Moseley’s description highlights the cultural and economic control that was imposed 

on the Qazaqs of the Yili and Tarbaghatai areas through forcing them to join communes, share 

in communal meals, and adopt settled herding practices.130 The communal meals, and the 

                     

    127 The protest and shooting is known as the “5-29” event because it occurred on May 29, 1962. 
 One of the most comprehensive examinations of the sources is Lee Fu-Hsiang. 1973. “The Turkic-Mos-
lem Problem in Sinkiang: A Case Study of the Chinese Communists’ Nationality Policy.” Dissertation: Rutgers 
University. It does not, however, reveal any facts not brought out in earlier discussions of this event. Although it 
may provide further data, I have not had the opportunity to examine the work of Eric Francis McKenzie. 1986. 
“Chinese Communist Policy toward Minority Nationalities in the Xinjiang-Uighur Autonomous Region in the 
Context of the Sino-Soviet Dispute, 1956-1965.” Dissertation: University of Virginia. 
    128 Yili Hasake Zizhizhou gaikuang. 1985. Ürümchi: Xinjiang renmin chubanshe, 198, includes among the events 
of 1962: “under foreign influence and instigation, from the Yi [li] and Ta [cheng, that is, Tarbaghatai] regions 
several tens of thousands of border dwellers fled abroad, taking with them a large number of livestock.” This event 
seems to have occurred before the “5-29” protest in Yining, the capital of Yili. 
    129 Talant Mawkhanuli. February 10, 1994. Personal communication. 
    130 See Moseley, A Sino-Soviet Cultural Frontier.  
 Efforts to settle nomads are the bane of the Qazaqs’ existence in the PRC, but these have only succeeded 
in severely disrupting their lives. One such abortive attempt occurred in 1956: “according to the spirit of the Third 
Pastoral Region’s Work Meeting, some places threw themselves into settlement work, there were successes, and 
there were also failures, and the failed settlers began to move again, resulting in `exhaustion of the people and 
draining the treasury’ [laomin shangcai].” Wang Mian. 1988. “Dingju, bandingju shi muqu tuopinzhifu de genben 
cuoshi [Settlement and Semi-Settlement are the Basic Means to Escape Poverty and Extend Wealth in the Herding 
Regions].” 4 Xinjiang shehui kexue, 34-36. 
 Michael Freeberne. 1965. “Demographic and Economic Changes in the Sinkiang Uighur Autonomous 
Region.” 20:1 Population Studies, 120. He cites a report from Ürümchi on 20 September 1965 that says: “most of 
the Kazakh and Mongol herdsmen” live in 300 new settlements.  
 For another description see Linda Benson and Ingvar Svanberg. 1988. “The Kazakhs in Xinjiang,” in 
Benson and Svanberg, eds., The Kazaks, 81-84. Moseley, A Sino-Soviet Cultural Frontier, 46, quotes reports that 
by June 1959, 80 percent of all Qazaqs were settled, and by 1963 “all the Kazakh nomads” were settled. However, 
McMillen, Chinese Communist Policy, 169-61, reports that nomadic policy was relaxed from 1961-65, thereby 
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taking away of private property that would make it possible to pursue one’s own livelihood 

seems to have generated the most unrest. As suggested above, it is respect for their indepen-

dence that Qazaqs demand most, whether in animal husbandry or political decisions. When 

they do not get it, they will seek alternatives, including abandoning their home territory. Per-

haps choosing to move to the Soviet Union did not bring them the independence they sought, 

but given the propaganda value of their arrival during the Sino-Soviet conflict, the Soviets 

treated the Qazaqs better than they might otherwise have done. 

 Just as they have always sought leaders who support their interests, Qazaqs under state 

government control in China felt entitled to government support of their needs for effective 

herding. When it became apparent that the Chinese government would neither support them 

nor allow them to choose their own methods of livestock production, and that the government 

was in fact planning to take away all that characterized their lives as nomadic herders, many of 

the Qazaqs near the Soviet border chose to move their families and herds westward in search 

of a more reasonable government. 

 

Policies Toward the Nomads Since 1978 

 The Chinese have adopted a more pragmatic, and less ideological and ethnocentric, 

approach to the question of nomadic pastoralism since the end of the Cultural Revolution, 

Mao’s death, and the subsequent economic liberalization. The idea that central planning and 

collective ownership can promote economic activity has been largely abandoned. People now 

own many of their own animals and enter into contracts with the state for the use of land, and 

they are allowed to decide for themselves what to do with any surplus they may produce above 

their contracted obligation. The emphasis is on allowing the nomads to choose their own 

productive activities in order to develop enthusiasm, increase production and herder income, 

and, perhaps most interesting of all, to “overcome egalitarianism.”131 

 In the case of the nomads, this involves a dual contract system, whereby use of both 

land and animals is contracted.132 Animals can also be held as private property, either when 

they have been distributed by the commune to the members in an effort to increase private 

ownership, or when a pregnant animal is given to a family for special care, with the offspring 

becoming the family’s property. In winter, sickly animals that would not survive otherwise 
                                                                                                             

increasing livestock production. 
    131 Joint Publications Research Service [JPRS]. 16 October 1984, CAG-84-028, 87.  
    132 JPRS. 8 January 1986. CAG-86-001, 115. 
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may also be given to families for special care.133 The diversity of choices about the distribution 

of the family’s animals is shown in Thomas Hoppe’s description of herding in the Bogda Shan 

area. Many different combinations of sheep, horses, cattle, goats, and camels are tended, with 

some herds reaching several hundred animals.134 

 The government in Xinjiang actively shows its support for herding, with top officials 

participating in grass-sowing rituals and rushing to the aid of snowed-in herders.135 Govern-

ment officials admit that the failure of production in the past is due to the unpredictable policies 

that have been pursued, and hope that “creating stability in policy will create stability in the 

herders’ minds and lead to stable growth of production.”136 There are also efforts to give relief 

to those who have had severe animal losses in the winter. Recently, the argument was made 

that the disaster funds should be issued in advance so that herders might buy extra fodder and 

prevent the losses.137 The general policy begins to resemble the way that rich nomads would 

distribute their animals to be herded by the less fortunate, through the amanat system.138 

 However, a significant effort is still being made to settle herders, to assign them to fixed 

pieces of land, and even to fence the land. It is unclear what advantage is offered by fencing the 

land, beyond making herders feel trapped within limited grazing resources and perhaps 

improving their management of the area.139 That this does not correspond with Qazaq ideas 

about land use can be seen in the report that the effort to fence grasslands is mentioned as 

having little effect on productivity in the Altai region. From 1980 to 1984, the yearly average 

                     

    133 JPRS. 17 February 1981, 77394, 61. 
    134 Hoppe, “Kazak Pastoralism,” 56-84. 
    135 Foreign Broadcast Information Service [FBIS]. 17 April 1986. CHI-86-077; FBIS. 22 February 1990, 
CHI-90-036, 36. 
    136 JPRS. 1 October 1985. CAG-86-001, 115. 
    137 JPRS. 17 February 1981. 77394, 60. 
    138 Shahrani describes recent use of centralized control over animals by the Khan in order to maximize 
productivity and risk sharing among the Qirghiz of the Afghan Pamir. The Kirghiz and Wakhi, 179-80. Grodekov 
also discusses the amanat system among the Qazaqs. Kirgizy i Karakirgizy, 123-24. Amanat herding revolves 
around alliance formation in ways analogous to the amanat hostage system described above. 
    139 See articles about the leasing of pasture to prevent desertification: among the Mongols (FBIS. 14 December 
1988. CHI-88-243, 47-48) and now more recently in Xinjiang. China Daily. 3 September 1990. “Herdsmen 
Settling Down,” 3, and 12 September 1990, “Herdsmen to Lease Grasslands from State,” 1. The settlement of 
nomads is still widely touted as a solution to their low cultural level and economic performance. One motivation 
may be that settlement will tie nomads more strongly to the economy because they will not be limited to consuming 
only what they can carry. 
 The recent development of large-scale raising of animal fodder in “suitable agricultural areas” (which 
probably means “where agricultural development of other crops should never have begun”), is discussed in Duan 
Wenbao. 1988. “Xinjiang nongcun ying zou shengtai nongye de daolu [Xinjiang Agricultural Areas Must Follow 
the Ecotype Agriculture Route].” 2 Xinjiang shehui kexue, 27-29. 
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increase of fenced cattle was 0.8 percent, while for unfenced animals, it was 6.3 percent.140  

 The eagerness with which the government is propagandizing the enclosure policies can 

be seen in the documentary film Inside China: the Kazakhs.141 The film shows a meeting 

between two Qazaq production teams in which arrangements are being made for a cooperative 

fence-building effort. They read haltingly from scripts of the staged exchange: it is propaganda 

that is meaningless to a Western audience, but the reluctance of the Qazaqs to participate in the 

charade can be felt in the lack of greetings when the second team comes in. (The members of 

the first team do not follow Qazaq custom and stand up or otherwise indicate a welcome to 

them.) The fact that they use scripts suggests that they do not have any experience in making 

such decisions but have been pushed into it by the government. 

 Stabilization of policy so that the state can depend on herding for a contribution to the 

economy must take the Qazaqs’ needs into consideration. Productive settlement of nomads will 

only work if the land is worth staying on. Through consistent policy, and by development of 

fodder supplies, adequate year-round water, and protective buildings for the winter to make the 

land consistently useable, land ownership will become worthwhile. But political and environ-

mental stability must be attained first, so that Qazaqs can see the advantages in choosing 

permanent locations for their livelihood. Only by supporting freely chosen adaptation, with the 

option of returning to a mobile existence, will Chinese policy be able accommodate the needs 

of Qazaq herders as individuals.142 

 Government policies that try to create a bounded and consistent territory and identity 

for the Qazaqs can also be seen in the effort to bring Qazaqs back to Xinjiang from the Qinghai 

and Gansu Provinces where they have been since the 1930s and 40s.143 These are several small 

nomadic groups with a population of perhaps five hundred to one thousand each, but for some 

unclear reason it disturbs the Chinese government that they are located outside of Xinjiang. 

Perhaps these Qazaqs remember the events of 1949-52 too well, and it is felt that they would 

be more tractable if they lived in areas with other Qazaqs, or perhaps they are simply persistent 

reminders of Qazaq resistance to Chinese control. The desire to have all Qazaqs living in one 
                     

    140 Li Qianyun, “Fazhan xinjiang,” 36-40, at 39. 
    141 André Singer, producer/director. 1983. Inside China: the Kazakhs. London: Granada Films.  
    142 That government support exists for nomadic activities is suggested by a report on the construction of a string 
of wells serving one million animals. It follows a 210 kilometer semi-desert route in northern Xinjiang to provide 
for spring and autumn migrations. FBIS. 30 November 1979. CHI-79-232. 
    143 FBIS. 4 May 1990. CHI-90-087, 68. The problems experienced by a group of about 500 Qazaqs in West 
Qinghai, and the eventual relocation of this group back to Xinjiang in the spring of 1984, are described in detail in 
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region is reminiscent of the order under the Guomindang that they could not graze south of the 

Barkol Mountains.144 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 This study has focused primarily on the ways that anthropological perspectives can 

improve our interpretation of Qazaq history, despite the limited and biased written sources. 

This approach assists us in gaining an understanding of the Qazaqs’ world in their own terms, 

and thus offers the possibility of improving the situation of Qazaqs within the PRC. Qazaq 

participation in the Xinjiang economy and government has been limited because sedentary 

central planning has failed to understand the processes of Qazaq decision making and its 

relation to the economic and political life of the people.  

 The image of the Chinese state as one great family of peoples, in which the advanced 

Han big brother would help educate and develop their younger brother minorities, clashes 

profoundly with the Qazaq understanding of their own way of life. Consequently, the Qazaqs 

cling to their independence as best they can. The Qazaqs will not work for a common interest 

which does not benefit them. When they are compelled to do so, they avoid the constraints of 

the state by producing only enough for subsistence, or by leaving the areas where they feel 

mistreated. In order to include the Qazaqs within Chinese economic plans, they must be 

allowed to decide for themselves how they will participate, and they must be allowed to benefit 

from their decisions. 

 Efforts to improve the cultural level of the Qazaqs, whether through the reading of 

Mao’s writings or by settling them and compelling them to pursue agriculture on fixed plots, 

will not make them allies of the state. It will only convince them of the state’s illegitimacy and 

insensitivity to their concerns. Such policies lead to instability. In order to make Qazaqs allies 

of the state, rather than sources of resistance, they must be given the autonomy to negotiate 

common interests with the state. 

 In the Chinese model, local governments of homogeneous groups enact the policies of 

the central government. This does not conform to Qazaq ideas of political participation. When 

all economic and cultural activity is judged according to the objectives of the state and is 

regulated without respect for Qazaq concerns, the Qazaqs can, and do, reciprocate by ensuring 

                                                                                                             

Haixi Mengguzu Zangzu Hasakezu, 36-40. 
    144 Svanberg, “The Nomadism of Orta Zhuz,” 116. 
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that the resources they control do not benefit the state. The Qazaqs are not passive victims 

waiting for the government to fulfill promises of autonomy: as nomads, they have the means to 

create some autonomy for themselves. 

 The state cannot continue to claim to be the raison d’être of economic activity. Rather, 

it must facilitate and support individual choices in economic activity, while acknowledging 

that people’s motivations differ. Some will work for the glory of the state, and others for their 

ethnic group, their region, their family, or for themselves. In the view of Qazaq pastoralists, 

government must be responsible to the interests of those it governs, not just to the interests of 

Beijing.  
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