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Xinjiang’s Population of the
pre-Turkic Age in Light of Chinese
Archeology and Historical Sources

By IZABELLA HORVATH (Chicago) & DU YAXIONG (Beijing)

Xinjiang, the westernmost province of China, is one of the least known yet
most diverse areas of Central Asia. Though today it is a Chinese province, it
has a Turkic (Uyghur) ethnic tradition; its history reaches back o prehistoric
(pre-Turkic) times. Much of the literature about its people and its history
was written in Chinese; few—if any—scholarly publicadons appeared in the
West about early human activity in Xinjiang, specifically of its pre-Turkic
period. :

It is the purpose of this study is to list the population types and
movements in Xinjiang from the neolithic to the beginning of the Turkic
period. The data and the conclusions are based on modern Chinese
archeological research as well as on ancient Chinese and Western historical
records. Many peoples lived—as they still do—in this huge territory. The
study will also try to shed light upon where these peoples could have come
from and who the descendents of some of these peoples are today.

The Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region covers more than 1,709,400
square kilometres of approximately one sixth of China’s total landmass, and
is by far the biggest of the country’s regions and provinces. It occupies
much of the sparsely-populated Northwest. Besides the Uygur ethnic
group, Chinese Han, Kazakh, Hui (Chinese Muslim), Mongol, Kirgiz,
Tajik, Xibe, Uzbek, Manchu, Daur, Tatar and Russian peoples live in
Xinjiang today. The Uygurs, numbering 7,214,431, account for three-
fifths of the total population (NSCC 1990, see also DECSY 1988.45-46).
The region is bounded by the Altay Mountains in the north, the Pamirs in
the west, and the Karakoram Mountains, Altun Mountains and Kunlun
Mountains in the south. The Tianshan Mountains bisect Xinjiang into nor-
thern and southern parts and very different climates and landscapes.
Southern Xinjiang includes the Tarim Basin and the Taklimakan Desert,
China’s largest, while northern Xinjiang contains the Junggar Basin. The
Turpan Basin, the hottest and lowest point in China, lies at the eastern end
of the Tianshan Mountains. The Tarim, Yarkant, Yurunkax and Qarran
Rivers irrigate the land around the Tarim Basin, while the Ili, Irtish, Ulun-
gur and Manas Rivers flow through arable and pastoral areas in northern
Xinjiang.

A number of anthropologists think that Xinjiang can not be one of the
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original homelands of Homo sapiens since up to now, no paleolithic sites or
implements have been found (HAN KANGXIN 1991). But Xinjiang did ex-
perience a neolithic age with an economy based on animal husbandry and
hunting (MU & WANG 1985.1).

The history of Xinjaing can be divided into two periods: the pre-Turkic
period and Turkic period. During the 8th and 9th centuries, a large number
of Turkic speaking people moved into the south of Xinjiang and after about
300 years, in about the 11th century, the Turkic languages replaced the
aboriginal local languages in both southem and northern Xinjiang (GENG
1982.259).

, Although quite a lot of information about the populations of this period

has been recorded in old Chinese documents, and many human physical
remains and artifacts have been excavated and scientifically studied by
Chinese scholars for many years, the western world has paid little attention
to both historical documents and Chinese scientific research. This resuited
in gross omissions concerning the history, the identity and movement of
ancient populations in the Central Asian region. It also resulted in the for-
mulation of conclusions based on inaccurate use of, or incomplete consi-
deration of, scientific data.

In light of this we offer a survey of the major prehistoric periods in
Xinjiang for which both archeological and documentary data are available
from China.

From the Neolithic to the Western Zhou Period (5000-1000 B.C.)

The oldest archeological site in Xinjiang was found near the Qijiaojing
village, Hami county, the eastern part of the province. Itis 7,000 to 8,000
years old. This site tells us that people already lived there during that time.
Archeologists found several thousand microliths including blade-tools,
stone knives, and stone arrows, boat-shaped cores, and stone axes. A great
number of these kinds of microliths were also found from neolithic sites in
the Turpan and Lop Nor area, from Urumgqi, and from the border areas of
the Tarim Basin. After quantifying examinations it was found that most of
them were long, thin blade-tools (MU & WANG 1985.2). The tools have
the same characteristics as the contemporary or earlier stone implements
found in Qinghai, Gansu, Ningxia and Inner Mongolia.

Furthermore, these types of stone tools were also found in the eastern
and northern parts of Asia, as well as western and northern America. Some
boat-shaped stone cores from Xinjiang are almost the same as those found
in Shaanxi, Hebei, and Henan provinces. It seems therefore, that the stone
assemblages found in the above areas belong to one system which is quite
different from the microliths in western and southern Asia, Australia,
Europe, and Africa (WANG 1985.38).

From these facts we can infer that during the neolithic there were already
a distinctly independent cultural sphere as weil as widespread cultural
connections and relationships among the early inhabitants of Xinjiang and
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the people who lived in the upper reaches of the Yellow River, northern
Asia, and even North America. However such cultural distribution does not

necessarily imply uniformity of human physical types.

1 —
SITES amnp DISTRIBUTION or
CAUCASOID an0 MONGOLOID
POPULATIONS of ANCIENT
XINIJIANG MONGOLIA
1800BC — 200 AD

@ Pamir-Ferghana type. (brachycephal : 15 c.index)
Toosc —0OAD

i) Proto~European +ypo.(dolicoccphal: 7477 c.index)
1800 B.C.

o Indo-Afghani ypeer Eastern Mediferransan
( dolicocephal: To-72 c.index) 7o08c.—o0AD

O Tibetan Mongoloid type. (lvnuqccphal) jooo B.C.
Names and dates of Sites.

1. GUMOGU 18o08.C.

2. YAMBULAK {100 - SooB.C.
3. ALAGU 700 -2008.C.

4 XIANGBAOBAO $00 —5008-C.
5. ZAos) 400B.-C.

6. LOPSHOPLA 2008C

7 LOULAN 200AD

MAP: 1. HORVATH 1484,
AFTER : K. HAN, 144}

Map 1.
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