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Bases of Modern Uyghur Identity

Ondrej Klimes
Institute of East Asian Studies, Faculty of Arts, Charles University, Czech Republic

Rise of modern Uyghur nation in Xinjiang during the first half of the twentieth century
is an intriguing phenomenon which has been previously approached from several perspectives.
However, so far only a small amount of research has been based on scrutiny of Uyghur
language sources. How did the people, whom we today call Uyghur, perceive their identity in

the early modern period between 1884 and 1949? How important was concept of nation to



them? Did their national consciousness correspond to factual national movement? These are
only some of unanswered questions which can be at least partially cleared by closer
inspection of Uyghur language material.

This presentation strives to shed light on the initial phase of modern Uyghur ethnic
identity formation. It is based on study of several texts authored by elite Uyghur intellectuals.
The first source is Molla Musa Sayrami’s Tarikh-i Hamidr, record of a large-scale Muslim
insurgency that occurred in Xinjiang in 1864-1877 and resulted in the Qing dynasty’s
temporary loss of control over the region. The second part of the presentation examines
shorter texts written by Nezerkhoja Abdusemet, Abdukhalig Uyghur and Memtili Tewpiq
between 1910 and 1935, which reflect increasing exposure of Uyghur society to contemporary
modernist trends. Analysis of these writings seeks to illustrate how their authors understood
identity of sedentary Turkic Muslims native to Xinjiang, to assess the intensity of their

national consciousness and uncover traits of nationalism in their thinking.
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