Demographic and Economic Changes in the Sinkiang Uighur
Autonomous Region

MICHAEL FREEBERNE

In this brief survey recent developments in Sinkiang are considered in terms of the rapidly changing
characteristics of population which have resulted from post-1949 economic, social and political
events occurring within the Uighur Autonomous Region.! These changes are dominated by the
‘ncrease in the numbers of Han Chinese, a trend which marks the latest phase in the history of the
movement of Chinese into the far north-west.

Certain features in the composition of Sinkiang’s population are closely related to the geo-
graphical environment. (See Map 1.) Lofty mountains up to 20,000 feet high, the Tienshan,
separate two vast basins, the Tarim Basin to the south and the Dzungaran Basin to the north. -
The Tarim Basin, averaging between 2,000 and 3,000 feet in height, and virtually encircled by
the Tienshan and the Pamirs (in places above 20,000 feet) to the north and west, and the Kun Lun
and Altyn Tagh, to the south and east, covers more than half of the total area of Sinkiang and
includes the extensive Takla Makan Desert. As in all parts of rain-deficient Sinkiang an adequate
water supply is vital to permanent settlement. Oases fringe the basin; Kashgar, Khotan and Agqsu
being amongst the largest. The summer run-off from melting glaciers and snow in the surrounding

L It is impossible to attempt a detailed technical analysis of the demography of Sinkiang, as the necessary informa-
tion is simply unavailable, even assuming that it exists. Instead, the present article is largely descriptive, although
highly fragmentary staristics are incorporated based upon the limited range of Chinese sources which are accessible.
These figures are of questionable value, not only because of the original techniques used but also due to the fact that
frequently the information is entrusted to mass-media news channels and shorn of meaningful context with regards
to defimition, dating, etc. | -

Relarively lengthy quotations from Chinese sources have been retained in this article, particularly in the sections
dealing with the settling of pastoral peoples, and relations with the Soviet Union, because of their peculiarly polemic-
saturated quality, which is immediately destroved by paraphrasing. The strongly political context of Chinese state-
ments does not necessarily make it impossible to reconstruct a general picture of demographic and economic
developments, however, and the claims concerning the broad outlines of population growth and distribution; the
spread of urbanization and industrialization ; advances in the agricultural sector; and certain improvements in social
conditions, are largely acceptable. Indeed, in some instances, Chinese claims are likely to err by understatement
rather than overstatement, as, for example, in the absolute figure of population recorded for the region, and news
about the discovery and location of further mineral resources. The reason for possible underreporting and concealing
. of information lies in the immense strategic importance of Sinkiang, not merely as a vast multi-racial region of
dispute sandwiched between ‘China proper’ and the Soviet Union but also as an area rich in minerals, notably in
this context, oil and uranium, and a zone of growing industrial importance. -

At the same time, in attempting to describe current developments, striking in accuraciesand inconsistencies emerge
in the Chinese sources, and these will be underlined. The degree of objectivity of the Chinese statements describing
forinstance, thearttitudes towards migration and the reactions upon arrival of new settlers ; the ecstatic life of Sinkiang’s,
minoriries ; the speed, scale, and efficacy of the extension of social amenities; and above all the successful settling of
the nomadic peoples must be strenuously challenged. In this last respect the Chinese are on their weakest ground,
and this particular facet of life in Sinkiang has been highlighted as the theoretical, ideological aspects of the Sino-

‘Soviet conflict have degenerated into practical power-politics.
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mountains, as well as underground water resources, help to supplement the low rainfall; for
example, Kashgar receives an average of only 4 inches of rain a year.

North of the Tienshan, the Dzungarian Basin is lower in height, averaging over 1,000 feet,
has higher rainfall, about 10 inches per annum, which supports more pasture and less desert, and
is orientated towards the Soviet Union. Agriculture is dependent upon irrigation almost every-
where in Sinkiang, with pastoralism more common north of the Tienshan, although also found on

mountain slopes south of the divide and in the extreme south-west. There are extensive timber
reserves in the Tienshan and Altai mountains.
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SOURCES: (a) The Times Atlas of the World, Vol. 1. -
(b) China Prouvisional Atlas of Compnurust Admimstrative Umts, Cem:raI Intelligence Agency, Wash-

ington, 1959-
Sinkiang'm rich in mineral resources. Karamai and Tushantze possess large oil reserves, and
there are probably important fields south of the Tienshan. Coal is widely distributed and reserves
total 3,000,000 million tons.2 The most important deposits are near ‘Chuguchak, Hami and

3 The Chinese Coal Industry, Part 1, Joseph Crosfield & Sons, 1961, p. 55.
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Urumchi. Extensive low-grade iron ores are found north and south of the Tienshan. Also, significant
deposits of barite, copper, gold, gypsum, halite, jade, lead, mica, molybdenum, sulphur, tungsten,
granium, and zinc have been discovered.

POPULATION GROWTH

Sinkiang occupies 627,600 square miles, roughly one-sixth of the total area of China, or, alter-
natively, an area three times that of France. Because of its remoteness, situated in the extreme

sorth-west of China, approximately 1,000 miles inland from the eastern seaboard, and with its
vast size and small population, Sinkiang has been compared with the American west of the nine-

 reenth century. In contrast to certain extravagant claims, such as that of Schomberg, who 1n 1932

estimated that the Tarim Basin alone could support a population of 160 millions,* Chang, in 1949,
was pessimistic: . . . there appears to be little prospect for Chinese colonization in the territory in
the future’. _

Sinkiang figured in Sun Yat-sen’s dream of a modern China, however, and since. 1949
Sinkiang’s population has grown considerably. In 1949 the total population was about 3-7 mi.iiivz:ms..5

~ The 1953 census recorded a mid-year population of 4,873,608, whilst the last official year-end

figure, for 1957, was §,640,000.% By October 1962 it was claimed that the population had reached
7 millions.? Although it is impossible to distinguish between natural increase and growth due to
immigration with any degree of accuracy, it is clear that this rapid increase has been achieved

mainly through large-scale immigration.
Han Chinese numbered between 200,000 and 300,000 in 1949. The Chinese claim that the

 minority population has increased by 22-5% since 1949, so that there were possibly about 26

million Han by the end of 1962. Table 1 shows the number of Han Chinese in 1953 as still only

300,000, in which case the increase must have occurred mainly between 1953 and 1962, at the rate
of about 255,000 a year. This estimate probably hides a marked upward, if fluctuating, curve in

the number of Chinese immigrants, starting from a relatively low base of considerably less than

3 Lieut.-Col. R. C. F. Schomberg, D.S.0., ‘The habitability of Chinese Turkistan’, The Geographical Fournal,
December 1932, pp. 505—5II. | | .
¢ Chang Chih-yi, ‘Land utilization and settlement possibilities in Sinkiang’, Geographical Review, 39, 1949,

- PP. §7-75.

s Ibid., p. S7-
¢ Ten Great Years, Peking, 1960, p. II.

7 NCNA, Urumchi, 25th October 1962. In fact a number of conflicting statistics were issued for the total pooula-
tion of Sinkiang after the mid-year figure for 1953. Hu Huan-vang (Ti-Iii Chih-slih, No. 9, 1957, PD. 390-391)
gave §,144,700 as the year-end figure for 1954. Wang Wei-ping and Hu Ying-mei1 gave the 1955 population as
5,200,000, but failed to state whether this was a mid-year or end-of-year figure (The Sinkiang Uighur 4_@:@;&5
Rggian,_Commacial‘Bress,_Eeking,_Lgs_Q;‘_in Chinese). At the same time the NCNA and Jen-nun ]z'h-par.:t cxt_ed figures
of between 4-8 and 5-0 millions. K ’o-hsiteh Hua-pao (Science Pictorial), for August 1956, srgted that Sinkiang had a
population of §-3 millions without giving any date. In 1958 the Sinkiang Jih-pao (Urumchi, 29th September 19_58)
gave the population as §-8 millions, whilst between March and November 1959 the same paper gave the population
as 6,000,000 or ‘about 6,000,000’ (Urumchi, 13th March and 1st November 1959). As late as 1964 another source

still listed the 1957 figure (Jen Yu-ti, A Concise Geography of China, 1964, p. 7)-
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255,000. For instance, the official population figures for 1953 and 1957 already mentioned indicate
that the average yearly growth between these dates, from immigrauon and natural increase
combined, was only 170,000.% |

The Chinese repeated the claim of a population of 7 millions, first made in October 1962, in
April 1964, and again in October 1965,° but obviously the population has not remained static
during the last three and a half years. The Chinese may simply be reiterating the latest available
statistics; alternatively, the figures might have been rounded excessively by the agencies handling
~ the information,and for arguments sake an increase of from 7-0 to 7-9 millions might be obscured;
or there may have been a deliberate attempt to conceal actual increases. In any event, especially
in view of the general economic development and strategic importance of the area, the present
population of Sinkiang is probably more than 8 millions, and may be considerably higher as a result
of undisclosed Han immigration. | |

The classification of mtgranun formulated by the American demographer Willilam Petersen
fails to describe adequately this north-westward movement of Chinese, for it is not wholly primi-
tive, forced, impelled, free or mass.* Instead, the texm channelled migration is suggested to describe
internal movement of population in a communist state where there i1s a synthesis of mdividual
and collective ideological fervour, combined with political persuasion and force, where the motiva-
tion is in part voluntary, in part containing some measure of coercion.

The press and radio appeal to socialist awareness, patriotism and the spirit of adventure in
encouraging youths to emigrate to Sinkiang, but the harsh environment caused an initial backwash
of population. In consequence advance parties were established to prepare the way, as 1n the case '
of demobilized army units, whose members with families in the eastern provinces might send for
them after an interval of a ycar Or SO. | | ._

Efforts are exerted to help the new settlers and odqurting missions are organized. When
questioning youths from Hupeh province one mission was tcld “that the factories or mines where
they are working were better than their homes and that the Party was more concerned with their
welfare than their parents were. . . . About 95 %, of them (have) decided to settle down (in Sinkiang)
and (are) in high spirits’.® ' | | |

8 Clearly the above calculations are based on highly unsatisfactory and inadequate information. For example, the
statement that the total minority population increased by 22-5%, suggests that the minorities increased from about
3-5 millions in 1949 (itself a suspect base year) to roughly 4-4 millions. This estimate doesnotagree, however,withan
NCNA report dated 2nd June 1962 which gave Sinkiang’s total minority population as ‘over five million people’.
If this last figure is the more accurate, then the number of Han Chinese in Sinkiang by 1962 would be less than
2 millions, which means that the estimates of Han migration given above are too high. For instance, an NCNA
(Urumchi) report dated 20th Septemiber 1965 stated that the eleven non-Uighur and non-Han Chinese minorities
accounted for 13% of the population. With the Uighurs totalling 67% . on this basis the Han Chinese make up only
207, of the population, or approximately 1,400,000 of the 1962 total population of 7 millions,or more than 1,600,000
if the 1965 total is over 8 millions,as suggested; these figures indicate an average yearly increase in the numbers of
Han Chinese of at least 100,000, less than half the estimate above: Unfortunately, therefore, only the crudest of

calculations of Chines= immigration can be made.
® NCNA, Urumchi, 7th April 1964 and 1st October 1965.

10 William Petersen, ‘A general typology of migration’, American Sociological Review, 23, 3 (June 1958)
pp. 256—266. .

L Sinkiang Jih-pao, Urumchi, 8th December 1959.
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Within the last few months it has been reported that a growing number of educated youths
from urban areas are leaving for the border regions, in answer to the Party’s call to devote their
youth to building up border areas, and ‘to steel and prepare themselves to become worthy
successors to the revolutionary cause’.’2 During the last two years 50,000 youths hdve left Shanghai
for Sinkiang,’® ambitiously proclaiming: ‘we carry away the sand of the vast Gobi in our willow
baskets and open tens of thousands of hectares of fertile fields with our trowels’. 14

As recently as July 1965, whilst returning from Cairo, Premier Chou En-lai and Vice-Premier
Chen Yi made a fleeting but significant stock-taking tour of inspection of the Shihhotzu Reclamauon
Area. This served the dual purpose of giving two of China’s top-ranking leaders a first-hand
impression of conditions in Sinkiang, shortly before the tenth anniversary celebrations of the
Autonomous Region, as well as providing immigrants with a political morale booster. Also, the
visit serves to underline the long-standing importance and renewed emphasis attached to Chinese
settlement in the area. The two leaders talked to a group of educated youths from Shanghai.
Apparently, ‘the young people felt warm all over. The Party shows concern for our growth every
minute of the day’.?®

Such large-scale immigration is reflected in the modified age-sex ratios, marital status and
ethnic composition of Sinkiang’s population. Under existing conditions young and middle-aged
male Han migrants predominate, although interestingly enough Chinese sources are at pains to
point out that young women are employed, for example, on the most arduous of surveying expedi-
tions, and photographs of groups of young settlers often include a pretty face or two. The changing
age-sex ratio necessarily makes marriage more compeutve. Intermarriage between Han Chinese
and the minority groups, assuming the political and social climate is favourable, would facilitate
complete assimilation ang is presumably at least permitted if not actually encouraged. On the other
hand, where mixed marriage is involved racial prejudices may well conflict with any ambiuons
towards absorbing the minorities (or at least cementing party unity) which the Chinese might
have. In 1959 the Marriage Law, previously ‘considerably modified in Sinkiang, was strictly
enforced with particular stress on monogamy and legal sanction for divorce’, whilst changing
attitudes have released more women from household ties so that they may take part in agricultural

and industrial production.®

Sinkiang’s pOpulatioﬁ includes thirteen ‘nationalities’: Uighur, Han, Kazakh, Mongolian, Hui,
Khalkha, Russian, Uzbek, Sibo, Tadjik, Tartar, Tahur and Manchu. (See Table 1 and Map 2.)
Official Chinese statements indicate that the Uighurs with 67%, of the total populaton are by far

12 Peking Review, 27th August 1965.

13 Ibid.

U Kwang-ming Jih-pao, 1oth May 1965.

1% Chung-kuo Ch’ing-nien Pao, Peking, roth August 1965.

X 1 ]. P. Lo, ‘Five years of the Sinkiang-Uighur Autonomous Region, 1955—60°, The China Quarterly, October—
December 1961, p. IOI.
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TABLE 1. Ethnic composition of the populations of Sinkiang and Soviet Central Asia

SINKIANG, 1953*
A. Turkic peopks

I. Uighurs 3,6.40,000%1

2. Kazakhs 475,000

3. Khalkhas (Kirghiz) 70,000
' 4. Uzbeks and Tartars 13,000
B. Chinese peoples

I. Chinese 300,000

- 2. Huis (Dungans) 200,000

C. Mongols 120,000
D. Manchus, Sibos, etc. 20,000
E. Tadjiks / 15,000
F. Russians 13,000
G. Others 8,000

Total 4,874,000

* SOURCE. ‘With the exception of the Uighmrs thcre are no official population figures for Sinkiang. The following
table is drawn up on the basis of modern Chinese sources and Owen Latumore’s Pivor of Asia.’
Abridged translation of S. 1. BreX’s article: “The ethnic composition and distribution of population
in the S.U.A.R. of the C.P.R., Sauukaya Etnografia, No. z, 1956 (Central Asian Review, Vol 4,

No. 4, 1956, p. 434).
T The Uighur population was given as 4 mzfhoas in 1964 (NCNA, 28th ]unc 1964).

.SOV]EI‘ CENTRAIL ASIA, 1959%

| fmduding Kazakhastan)
A. Turkic peoples
I. Uzbeks 5,961,000
2. Kazakhs 3,193,000
3. Turknm 981,000
- 5. Tm | 780,000
6. Kara-K=ipaks 168,000
7. Uighurs 74,000
B. Eastern Slavac prles
1. Russians 6,265,000
2. Ukrammaxs 1,035,000
| 3 Byelorum 108,000
C. Tﬂd]jks I,378,GOO
D. Koreans 213,000
E. Dungans 10,000
~F. Others
Jews 94,000
Poles 53,000
20,000

Total 21,288,000

¥ SOURCE W A. D. Iackson, Rmsa—Chmm: Borderlands, 1962, p. 12.

the largest group,}? although on.a percentage basis their numbers have declined ﬁ-om R but
almost certainly these figures deliberately obscure the influx of Han Chinese. Amongst the non-Han

7 China Pictonial, October 196s5.

15 NCNA, 2nd June 1962. ‘In Sinkiang the number of Uighurs under the Chmg dynasty and Kuomintang rule
was more than halved. Before 1949 the birth zate was very low, and the mortality high, with infant mortality as high
as 70°, (Liu Ch’ao, Amimal Raising in the Northwest, Shanghai, 1955, p. 16).






