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      You are a spy, my friend, no matter how much you deny it. You're a spy for the Chinese, who want our land and
      women. Or for the Americans, who want our money. Or maybe for the Russians, who want us back. But we are Kyrgyz
      here, not Chinese or American or Russian. You should not be here, here in the borderzone. Why is that? Because
      you could disappear in this place, without a trace. You could die. Nobody would know, ever, I promise. I will not
      harm you, don't worry, but others could. This is a place where you must be careful of us because we don't
      know who you are, and we don't want you here.
    


    
      I was an undergraduate anthropology student in the summer of 1999 when I recorded these words spoken to me by an
      officer of the border-guard corps of Kyrgyzstan. I was not, at that time, particularly interested in the
      countries neighbouring China, and I had decided to visit post-Soviet Central Asia because it was a blank space on
      the map for me, noteworthy only because the three new countries along China's north-western frontier
      (Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan) appeared to share their names with ethnic groups in China of which I knew
      little. On previous trips within China I had heard much from Chinese friends about how inhospitable Central Asia
      was said to be. They often spoke of how the Uighurs of Xinjiang (the majority of this largest Chinese
      province's population) resented the rule of a distant government in Beijing that appeared not to respect this
      large, Muslim minority's way of life. I heard and read of how the ethnic minorities of China's periphery
      had become enamoured with the prospect of joining the peoples of post-Soviet Central Asia in their independence.
      The border, Han Chinese friends often told me, would change: the Kyrgyz, the Tajiks of China, and others – even
      the Uighurs – would either leave the People's Republic en masse or they would fight against continued rule by
      a non-Muslim Chinese state. In light of this second-hand knowledge that I brought with me on my first visit to an
      independent Central Asian republic, I was probably rightly denounced in Kyrgyzstan as a spy. In At Bashy I was
      simply yet another outsider who had arrived to tell people such as the Kyrgyz who they were and where they
      belonged.
    


    
      I found myself spending my first trip to the border between Kyrgyzstan and China's province of Xinjiang in a
      jail near At Bashy, a village of several thousand Kyrgyz inhabitants in Kyrgyzstan's largest, most
      mountainous and least populated province of Naryn. At Bashy is the closest settlement to the Chinese border – a
      dusty town at the farthest end of what had been the Soviet Union until late 1991, with a high density of military
      installations, administrative buildings, schools and monuments to World War II (the Great Patriotic War, as it is
      called here) set in the breath-taking landscape of the high-altitude Tian Shan mountains through which the
      borderline runs. I was arrested because the townspeople I had been talking to had become suspicious of my
      interest in how they regarded their large neighbour and the status of ‘the Kyrgyz’ as an ethnic minority in
      China. The man who reported me to the police had hosted me in his home in the days prior to my arrest; a former
      member of the Soviet border protection unit in this military district of a now-defunct state, he did what he
      believed to be his duty. I had violated a boundary that had been invisible to me, by speaking of the alleged
      ethnic proximity of Kyrgyz groups who, I was told in At Bashy, were no longer ‘really Kyrgyz’ due to their
      collusion with ‘the wrong state’. The state border between Kyrgyzstan and China, it was suddenly revealed to me,
      was not merely one between two states – it had become a border between different understandings of ethnic
      identity, of Kyrgyz-ness.
    


    
      Western audiences are strangely fascinated by the lands that lie to the west of central China and the east of
      eastern Europe, south of Siberia and north of the former Persian Empire. Majestic mountain ranges, fabled desert
      cities and the sweeping steppes of Eurasia spring to mind when picturing Central Asia. Exotic lands of medieval
      oriental despots – the descendants of Genghis Khan, iconic models for the tales from ‘One Thousand and One
      Nights’ – became the closed lands of a poorly understood Soviet despotism in the twentieth century; since 11
      September 2001 they have become the lands of a similarly despotic, ‘fundamentalist’ Islam in popular Western,
      Russian and Chinese imaginations.
    


    
      Fear has always radiated from this heart of Eurasia. In Europe, Russia and the United States – and in China – it
      is today a pathological fear of Central Asian structural political instability that stands to infect the wider
      world. Where before the marauding hordes of steppe warriors who entered European annals as Scythians, Huns or
      Turks threatened to destroy European or Chinese civilisation, today it is the opium-peddling farmers known as
      silent supporters of the Taliban in Afghanistan who threaten the cohesion of entire societies. Ethnic groups
      battle each other as well as their governments, and bloodshed accompanies vast numbers of migrants seeking work
      abroad. Central Asia remains an immoral vacuum; and Central Asians are a faceless source of political terror,
      economic corruption and social backwardness. The twenty-first-century solution to the world's fear of this
      region has been to keep people where they are, to increase the hold of young states over their populations.
      Borders are the sites where this is to take place, and governments from Beijing to Moscow to London and
      Washington have invested significant political and economic capital in arguing for the urgent need to increase
      the capacity of Central Asian states to ‘secure’ their edges.
    


    
      Oddly, many inside Central Asia disagree with how other, more audible commentators in places of political power
      far from the Tian Shan or Pamirs talk and write about what is happening there. Here, in places like Kyrgyzstan,
      Tajikistan and Xinjiang it is the outside world that is feared: the violence that it brings in form of Chinese,
      Russian or American troops; the poverty that it condones through its support of unpopular regimes; the injustice
      that it promotes by investing in improved border control. The three days that I spent under close police
      surveillance in At Bashy changed my understanding of what it means to live along a border, of what the
      implications are of residing at the margins of the state. In the 15 years since that first border experience I
      have discovered that better questions can be asked that do not rely on the received wisdom found in many accounts
      dealing with contemporary Central Asia, which always emphasise local powerlessness. Are the people of China's
      borderlands really that helpless, their lives pervaded by the power wielded by others?
    


    
      Borderlanders are both cursed and blessed with the vantage point of looking inwards, into the state, as well as
      outwards, into a neighbouring country. They are tied to the state through complex arrangements of citizenship and
      cooperation, yet unsettlingly ambiguous in their relations with neighbours. More centrally located people
      attribute borderlanders with the power to either threaten or uphold the integrity of state territory, whilst
      borderlanders themselves experience a powerlessness that comes with living in such a geopolitical location. They
      call spaces ‘home’ that others regard as ‘periphery’; local histories revolve around the violence, real or
      imagined, of conquest and invasion; and local livelihoods are inextricably enmeshed within an imagery of the
      clandestine and, so often, the downright unpatriotic, evident for example in accusations of smuggling and
      cross-border agitation. Their homes are locales in which states must insert themselves in the form of border
      control in order to promote state loyalty and to hold centrifugal forces (often called ‘nationalist’ and/or
      ‘separatist’) in abeyance.
    


    
      Borders are dangerous and violent places where people live and work and are not only the sites of important
      political processes. These lines are inescapable facts of life for those living in their shadow, and Central Asia
      has an exceptional number of complexly bordered spaces and peoples. In China's borderlands of Xinjiang there
      are six nationalities (termed minzu in contemporary China) that spill across the borderline to the Central
      Asian republics. Four of these minzu (the Kyrgyz, Tajiks, Kazakhs and Uzbeks) share their names (their
      ‘ethnonyms’) with large populations in Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan and, thus, share
      ‘ethnopolitical titularity’; beyond this, there are large, old Uighur communities in Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan,
      and a group known as Hui in China (called Dungani throughout non-Chinese Central Asia, but also known as Chinese
      Muslims) are widely distributed throughout northern Kyrgyzstan and southern Kazakhstan. Government officials in
      imperial Russia and imperial China, or in the Soviet Union and the People's Republic of China, have grappled
      with such complexity with varying degrees of success; contemporary politicians throughout the region often select
      individual facets of the deep interaction between groups in order to simplify (their) control over group
      boundaries. Places like At Bashy are sites where a people have been torn apart by decisions made thousands of
      kilometres away from the border. Nevertheless, it is people living in thresholds like At Bashy that are the
      driving force behind practices of togetherness and separation. To outsiders the task of deciphering bordered
      lives in Central Asia can be daunting, yet the reward is fresh insight into the political mechanics of
      nationality and state as expressed through local people's hopes for a better future as well as their fears of
      injustice, in their biographical memories of ‘how things were’ and their thoughts on ‘how things should be’,
      located as they are at the interface of China and Central Asia.
    


    
      These themes of memory, nationality and practised loyalty to the state are further developed in this book, which
      is an attempt to understand where the power of borderlanders lies in accepting, subverting and/or renegotiating
      the borderline as the ultimate limit of the territorial state. Because borders are constituted from both sides of
      any borderline – by people living in two different states – it will not suffice to observe a borderland through a
      lens provided by just one state. In order to capture the ‘messiness’ of how people live their lives as citizens
      of different states while holding a belief in shared community that does not remain unchanged over time, I will
      look at boundaries in a broader and more human sense. The ‘who’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ of borders form the heart of
      this book instead of the ‘what’ which is found in the majority of policy-relevant work on borders. I have asked
      everyday experts living and working alongside borders to lend their voices and provide a new, more personal way
      of looking at how people in socialist and post-socialist Central Asia remember, represent and take part in their
      states. Local perceptions of what it means to live with borders and with China, with the memory of Soviet might
      and the contemporary post-Soviet ethnonational state take precedence over the more commonly encountered tropes of
      Silk Roads, Islamic systems of belief and the geopolitics of proximity to Afghanistan.
    


    
      This book focuses on the people living in three segments of the frontier between China and Central Asia, all of
      which lie in the mountain ranges of the Tian Shan, Alay and Pamirs: the Kyrgyz borderlands of Naryn (in eastern
      Kyrgyzstan) and Qyzyl Suu (in Xinjiang); the Kyrgyz borderlands of Sary Tash (in south-eastern Kyrgyzstan) and
      Murghab (in Tajikistan's province of Gorno-Badakhshan); and the Pamiri borderlands of Gorno-Badakhshan (in
      Tajikistan) and Tashkurgan (in Xinjiang, where these people are, confusingly, known as a Tajik minority). In
      order to plumb the depths of borderlanders' experiences with the ever-changing states of Kyrgyzstan, China
      and Tajikistan we will follow those astride these three states and cross the borders that exist today in their
      company. While Kyrgyz groups are at the heart of this book, their experiences with these three states are
      contrasted with the ways in which Pamiri groups have fared in negotiating ‘their’ states of Tajikistan and China.
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      Map 1 China’s Central Asian frontier in the Tian Shan and Pamir mountain ranges (Map designed by Ilkka
      Janatuinen; used with permission).
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      Map 2 Borderland regions and border infrastructure in Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Xinjiang (Map designed by
      Ilkka Janatuinen; used with permission).
    

  


  
    
      INTRODUCTION
    


    
      ‘THE BORDER IS NOT WHAT IT USED TO BE’
    


    
      

    


    
      It was November and an icy wind was blasting across the Pamir plateau, the likes of which characterise the many
      months of winter in this remote and sparsely populated corner of former Soviet Central Asia. At close to 4,000
      metres above sea level, the northern and eastern horizon was filled with the towering peaks forming the frontier
      between the People's Republic of China's Xinjiang region, Tajikistan's Gorno-Badakhshan region
      (commonly known as GBAO), and southern and eastern Kyrgyzstan. The road I was travelling on must surely count as
      an epitaph to what Soviet engineering was sometimes capable of accomplishing: the Pamir Highway, snaking its way
      from the Afghan border at Khorog (the capital of Tajikistan's GBAO) over 700 km to the large Kyrgyzstani city
      of Osh in the Ferghana Valley, is the sole infrastructural lifeline of a region many travellers experience only
      as ‘inhospitable’ or ‘off-limits’. And yet, settlements exist here nevertheless, homes to people aware of their
      geographic isolation whilst experiencing on a daily basis the political attention accorded to their villages.
    


    
      We have approached the outskirts of Murghab, the largest town on the Pamir plateau and the heart of the Kyrgyz
      ethnic minority in Tajikistan's province of Gorno-Badakhshan. Ice-coated dust sweeps through the handful of
      rough tracks surrounding the settlement; the skies are always clear here, and the sun burns the unwary quickly
      while the relentless wind flays exposed skin. Nights are unbearably arctic, and the residents of Murghab seek out
      the local public bath-house so as to escape their nowadays unheated, and often unlit, homes. Most of the 4,000
      residents here speak Kyrgyz, a Turkic language that is clearly distinguishable from the Pamiri languages spoken
      by their neighbours in other, smaller settlements in the valleys of the Pamir range. The Kyrgyz of Murghab as
      well as the Pamiri of Badakhshan are citizens of a Tajikistani state in which both Kyrgyz and Pamiri are
      minorities; the Tajiks after whom the republic is named (and who are therefore the ‘titular’ group of Tajikistan)
      speak a language that is not understood by either Kyrgyz or Pamiri – Russian is still the easiest vehicle of
      communication between these three groups, although Tajik, the language of the state, is gradually becoming more
      widespread.
    


    
      I was in this region with my friend Ayilbek, a middle-aged Kyrgyz man who has lived in Murghab all of his life.
      Ten years my senior, he had had half a lifetime to learn how best to live at this altitude and in the many months
      we had known each other he never acknowledged my discomfort. Dressed in the felt overcoats his family had
      fabricated from the sheep they owned, his voice was never muffled by scarves, his vision always unimpeded by
      hoods, hands ever free to be shaken in greeting. Ayilbek lived up to his name – a common name amongst Kyrgyz,
      meaning ‘master of the village’ – in all of the challenging circumstances presented by his homeland: direct yet
      always polite, quick to smile yet impossible to catch off-guard. ‘Incorruptible,’ people in Murghab would avow,
      ‘and honest’ – two adjectives used sparingly in these regions by locals. He was the right man to help me
      understand how the Kyrgyz inhabitants of this part of Tajikistan feel about being citizens of the Tajikistani
      state. In particular, I was interested in observing how Ayilbek's neighbours and friends judge the way in
      which Tajikistan enforces its borders. For over a century in this remote part of Gorno-Badakhshan, towns such as
      Murghab have been at the centre of attention for politicians and military men in distant Moscow because of its
      proximity to China as well as Afghanistan. Yet, since the mid-2000s the responsibility for border control has
      shifted from Moscow to the newly independent state of Tajikistan, and this young state has struggled to
      accommodate Russian expectations of a secure, well-patrolled border designed to keep the infamous flows of opium
      out of Central Asia and Russia. At the same time, the Tajikistani state (just like the early Soviet state nearly
      a century before it) has faced resistance to its rule from the villagers of the Pamir plateau, who are
      predominantly either Kyrgyz or Pamiri but only rarely Tajik.
    


    
      Alongside the infrequent Kyrgyz and Pamiri villages of Badakhshan Ayilbek points out to me a far more common
      manifestation of human presence and activity: military buildings and installations in varying states of
      disrepair. These bespeak the importance this region has had in distant places and times. It was at one such
      building close to the regional centre of Murghab that the seeming remoteness of my immediate surroundings was
      shattered. The all-terrain Russian military vehicle Ayilbek was driving came to an abrupt halt. While Soviet-era
      concrete ages badly in general, the climatic conditions on the plateau made this otherwise featureless,
      one-storey edifice we had stopped by particularly decrepit. My involuntary visit to a barracks built by Soviet
      construction workers in the 1960s showed the abysmal conditions in which the Tajikistani border guards and
      military conscripts ‘patrolling’ the pogranichnaya zona (border zone) are housed. Ushered into the
      building for a perfunctory check of my permit papers by the commanding officer, an affable Tajik 20-something,
      whilst Ayilbek played with the guard dog outside, the whimsy of border control became immediately more tangible.
      The temperature inside the former building was around freezing. The three off-duty Tajik recruits were lying on
      an uncovered bedspread in the only clothes they possessed – a mixture of new Russian and threadbare Soviet
      uniforms complete with hammer and sickle and red star. One of them was coughing up what looked like blood while
      the other two played cards. The place where the stove for heating and cooking had been was marked by soot and the
      open larder contained a crate of rotting potatoes and rice. The officer who had brought me here marched me to his
      ‘desk’, that is, his bed, and we sat there while he told me about life in the Pamirs in the early twenty-first
      century:
    


    
      Three years I'll be stuck here for if I don't come down with tuberculosis like [him over] there –
      he's only still here because we haven't obtained the permission yet to get him down to Khorog [GBAO's
      capital city]. But the worst thing here is the walking: we are supposed to patrol many miles of the zona
      on foot, but look at my boots! They're full of holes. God, if I had money I'd buy yours off you;
      actually, if I were Kyrgyz I'd probably just take them off you. But I don't and I'm not – we Tajiks
      aren't like that. Maybe you have a spare pair? A friend lost three toes to frostbite last year.
    


    
      Answering Ayilbek's bemused questions shortly afterwards as to how I had fared inside the barracks, I could
      not hide my surprise at the misery in which the rank-and-file of the agents of border control and the state's
      military nowadays had to live. Was this the condition of the border-guarding state at the beginning of the
      twenty-first century? Ayilbek shared my sympathy with these men despite their role as representatives of a
      locally unpopular and ‘corrupt’ Tajikistani state – a sentiment I was to hear again and again from borderland
      inhabitants in regard to the military forces in the region.
    


    
      In Murghab the next day, Ayilbek introduced me to Orozbek, an elderly ethnic Kyrgyz neighbour of his who had
      lived and, like most Kyrgyz here, herded sheep in the immediate proximity of the town since before the height of
      the Chinese–Soviet tensions of the 1960s. In the many hours that we spent together sitting on colourful rugs,
      drinking tea at the low table in the middle of his brightly decorated living room, we talked about the two topics
      most on his mind. ‘The decades of living up here on the plateau have taught me how to understand sheep, and how
      to understand the military,’ he said. We were speaking in Russian, and he enjoyed using the lexicon of animal
      husbandry to talk about politics. Reflecting upon the interaction between local Kyrgyz villagers and Tajik border
      control personnel as well as upon the ruptures and continuities of the past decades, he said, grinning:
    


    
      We are simply doing what we always used to do. In Soviet times [we] had to provide free food to the
      pogranichniki [border troops]; during the [1990s civil] war, the Russians then became important purchasers
      of our produce, actually the only buyers at the market. After the war they then started to hire locals for menial
      jobs in the barracks and for surveillance. And today, after the Russians have left [in 2005, to be replaced by
      Tajiks], we now provide for them again! A circle, I suppose. Thus, while before we just had to give, now we again
      give but for that they don't check our papers quite as stringently and our daughters and wives don't have
      to worry like they used to when the unaccountable Soviet forces were here because they so depend on us. Of course
      it would be best if they [the Tajiks] weren't here in the first place, but then we might have Taliban [from
      Afghanistan] or the Chinese instead – and that would be far, far worse!
    


    
      Such sentiments unveil for us a complex image of how this state marks its vulnerable territorial interface with
      the world. Local people see it as being in their own interest to supply military barracks, as far as they
      possibly can within their own meagre means, to ensure ‘good neighbourly relations’. Reciprocity makes life
      bearable for state personnel whilst enabling local borderlanders to go about their lives with a minimum of
      interference. State representatives, charged with controlling movement into and through an administrative
      Tajikistani territory, are clearly aware of their non-local nature: Tajiks controlling Kyrgyz and Pamiri locales.
      Locals directly connect such authority with past experiences of control, and they acutely evaluate this form of
      penetration by the state. Tajik control today is compared to the Soviet control of a by-gone era. The spaces in
      which borderlanders such as Ayilbek and his neighbours encounter the state are marked by control patterns that
      change over time, and these spaces are inscribed by the state far from the physical borderline itself. The border
      is not linear but rather more blurred in nature, and control over it takes place not in a sociopolitical vacuum
      but rather in an environment marked by interaction between borderlanders, guardians and outsiders not readily
      visible from outside the field of the borderzone.
    


    
      Several weeks later, again driving in the Russian-built Niva with Ayilbek, it was time to finally cross the
      actual borderline between the post-Soviet states of Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan. I wanted to cross the border in
      the company of locals in order to get a clearer impression of the ways in which Kyrgyz individuals interact with
      the agents of the Tajikistani state, and of how this might differ to their interaction with Kyrgyzstan's
      border personnel. Would the status of locals as ethnic Kyrgyz holding Tajikistani passports affect the way in
      which they departed from Tajikistan and entered into Kyrgyzstan? In this Pamir region where transport is
      prohibitively expensive for locals and therefore only rarely available, it was easy to find individuals who
      wished to travel with us through the borderzone from the village of Karakul in Tajikistan's Gorno-Badakhshan
      to the village of Sary Tash in Kyrgyzstan's Osh oblast (province). Ayilbek had a network of friends in
      Karakul and arranged for us to pick up as many people and their belongings as would fit in the vehicle. He
      frequently made the run from Murghab to Osh (the location of the largest bazaar in the entire region) when the
      road was passable and the weather agreeable; however, in the weeks preceding our trip both conditions had been
      less than ideal – this would be the first private transport of any kind in over a fortnight and, considering it
      was late November, probably the last for an unforeseeable period. At the borderzone checkpoint just before
      entering Karakul, Ayilbek, who knew the border guards on duty, instructed me not to mention the passengers we
      would be picking up just down the road for the border crossing: ‘Coming the other way, from Kyrgyzstan, we have
      to because the vehicle details [including total weight and number of passengers] are radioed ahead to Bor-Döbö
      [the border post on the Kyrgyzstani side]; here [in Tajikistan], their radio was stolen three years ago and
      hadn't worked for years before that, so why mention it to the border guards?’ My trepidation over the
      reception we would receive at the border was tempered only by my faith in Ayilbek's proven skills in
      negotiating with armed and unpredictable men.
    


    
      The passengers we picked up all belonged to a local family of Tajikistani Kyrgyz headed by the elderly Askar, a
      man whose face was deeply marked by the harsh climate in the high Pamirs. His wife, who would be staying behind
      while Askar took their son and daughter and two of their young grandchildren to the Kyrgyzstani city of Osh, was
      not easily reassured by Ayilbek that my presence would not make the trip more hazardous than usual. I was
      becoming increasingly uneasy at the length of the shadow cast by this border crossing, and I promised her to do
      all I could to have a positive impact on her family's trip. We filled the jeep with bags of mutton they had
      collected from neighbours and friends which were destined to be sold at the central bazaar in Osh; the profit
      would cover the return trip and the bribes necessary at the Bor-Döbö border post in Kyrgyzstan as well as
      providing roughly a two-month income for the family. Arriving at the summit of the Qyzyl Art Pass, the
      Tajikistani border checkpoint, Ayilbek introduced me to the border guards, who quickly ushered us into the
      Chinese shipping container they were using as headquarters at that time. No longer needing to shout to be heard
      over the raging wind outside, we settled into the familiar questions pertaining to my possible possession of
      nuclear materials, narcotics and firearms. Then the officer in charge focused on interrogating me on the amount
      of cash I had with me and how much I should at the most spend on the ‘money-grabbing prostitute-officials’ at
      Kyrgyzstan's Bor-Döbö port. Stories followed of non-locals being robbed and jailed on the other side because
      they had refused to ‘play the Moscow game’, a reference to the common practice at Bor-Döbö of planting narcotics
      in crossers' bags only to then demand hefty fines.1 Armed with this advice we were sent to passport control. For me this meant
      a stamp on the exit visa yet, significantly, no check of the special propusk (permit) for movement within
      Gorno-Badakhshan which, I was told, was only of interest to state security and not border control itself, ‘and if
      you want to return don't bother with it as long as you come back with Ayilbek – he knows those security men
      pretty well in Murghab and Karakul’; for my fellow travellers it meant providing the bored border guards with tea
      and a leg of mutton.
    


    
      This edge of Tajikistani territory is deeply inscribed by the state, by networks between locals and various types
      of state agents, and by an ominous Kyrgyz neighbour. The borderland is a zone which is structured by both illegal
      and legal, negotiable and non-negotiable activities. Ethnic identity, state citizenship, and policies devised in
      the distant capital city Dushanbe come together here to constitute the border; and do so in different forms on
      different sides of the borderline, as we were about to witness. Knowledge of these parameters is what
      characterises the special skills of frequent crossers such as Ayilbek – an entrepreneurial craft that is
      practised through his connection with numerous agents of border control.
    


    
      The Tajikistani border guards had not lied to us, as I discovered when Ayilbek slowed the vehicle down in
      no-man's-land. The liminal zone of non-sovereignty between Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan presents border crossers
      with a glorious panorama of jagged peaks stretching into the distance. My attention, however, was on
      Ayilbek's briefing on the best way to handle the Kyrgyzstani checkpoint of Bor-Döbö, which we now slowly
      approached. Border control on the Kyrgyzstani side of the boundary would be a very different experience, he
      warned us, and in direct contrast to the border checkpoint we had just passed. My presence would inflate the
      price of potential ‘fines’ but he had already calculated roughly how much this would be and this was included in
      the price I had paid Ayilbek for lending me the jeep. This mercifully excluded me from having to deal financially
      with the officials. My job as ‘jeep host’ (I had paid for all my fellow travellers' shares of the price of
      the fuel) was to protect the jeep itself while he was engaged out-of-sight with the officials and to prevent our
      guests from Karakul from being forced to pay a fine for fictitious infringements before Ayilbek could finish
      clearing customs for the vehicle.
    


    
      At the checkpoint it took Ayilbek over three hours to negotiate passage for our vehicle; during those long hours
      of uncertainty I found myself at the centre of attention of what turned out to be the most senior of the
      Kyrgyzstani border guards at the post. I succeeded in preventing the puncturing of the tyres by the spiked
      rod-wielding official but failed in protecting my co-travellers from Karakul from the repeated interrogations,
      baggage checks and document inspections that became ever more spurious as the afternoon progressed. We did
      however manage to negotiate the amount of the fine they were to pay for their inability to satisfy the
      official's curiosity. After Ayilbek's return we hurriedly left the checkpoint and proceeded to
      Kyrgyzstani customs, some 25 km down the road to Sary Tash, where our passports were to be stamped and all entry
      declarations filled in. On the way I asked Askar, the eldest of the Kyrgyz travellers we had picked up in
      Karakul, what exactly had transpired and whether I could somehow make up for having failed in my duty to him and
      his family:
    


    
      It is always the same game at Bor-Döbö. The Kyrgyz pogranichniki [border guards] hate us Kyrgyz from
      Tajikistan. They call us myrk [disparaging term for allegedly non-Russified, Kyrgyz-speaking yokels] even
      if we speak Russian well. They are paid by a Russian-financed komitet [committee] to find Afghan heroin
      but let all the real heroin smugglers through the checkpoints because they are rich and able to bribe them
      properly. So many Kyrgyz people come to Badakhshan and our [Tajik] pogranichniki let them pass because
      they bring goods from Osh, but we from Badakhshan are at the mercy of corrupt people in stolen uniforms. By law,
      we are allowed to come here these days without passports if we have family members in Osh oblast, but the
      guards don't care about this. I just paid 5 [Tajik] somani for a temporary propusk for each of us
      [nearly $2] and a 250 [Kyrgyz] som fine [over $6] – all that is my daughter's monthly salary as a teacher in
      Karakul. It is not your fault – last time we paid double the fine and lost a tyre which Ayilbek's brother had
      to then replace from the stock they keep up here, and that cost him 3,000 som [$75]. Ten years ago there was no
      granitsa [border] here, and no zona [border zone], no pogranichniki, and no money economy –
      we were Soviet and who cared what men from Bishkek said. Now the Russians are gone and we have Taliban heroin,
      pogranichniki, mafias, and no fuel and everybody wants money for us to use this diabolic road to get to
      market.
    


    
      We have passed into Kyrgyzstani territory, and the experience of leaving Tajikistan and entering Kyrgyzstan had
      not been pleasant for my fellow travellers from the village of Karakul, which lay firmly within Tajikistani
      territory. As ethnic Kyrgyz who lived beyond the borders of the Kyrgyzstani state, they were greeted with
      suspicion and venality by men who were charged with securing a border that had not existed before the 1990s.
      Locales such as Bor-Döbö and the Qyzyl Art Pass, and the agents of two different states located there nowadays,
      have become manifestations of a new edge that has been inserted into – and that now fragments – a Kyrgyz world.
      Along the full length of this edge, regulations on how this edge ought to be controlled (in terms of following
      the letter of these states' laws) differ from the practices of the agents controlling the border. My passport
      had neither been checked nor stamped, only cursorily whisked through in search of a valid visa. The customs post
      down the road was shut and the customs official I queried regarding an entry stamp snapped at me angrily that
      there was no ink available and that I should inquire in Osh regarding entry formalities. Ayilbek had not been
      required to show either of his passports (neither the Kyrgyzstani nor the illegally retained Tajikistani one
      which, according to a new law, he should no longer possess). And Askar and his family, who did have relatives
      near Osh itself and the legally required papers to prove it, had not been in possession of a document they could
      never have financially and physically obtained, but which was at this moment needed, a temporary propusk
      required by borderlanders without trans-frontier family ties.
    


    
      In the mountain landscape of the knot formed by the Pamir, Alay and Tian Shan ranges a new high-altitude border
      was born when Soviet elites decided to dissolve a union that had persisted for longer than living memory.
      Ayilbek, Askar and Orozbek have experienced the ‘new’ borders that have sprung up where none had existed before
      as places of unpredictability and discrimination. Crossing borderlines now subjects individuals to violence
      sanctioned by the state in places that produce insecurity for borderlanders. The making of this international
      border between Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan within what had formerly been Soviet territory has led to complex new
      ethnic discourses and the realignment and hardening of group boundaries. A new reality of sovereignty that must
      be negotiated in places such as Bor-Döbö has made the crossing of borders a hazardous event.
    


    
      Six months later in May, I once again found myself in the company of a trusted Kyrgyz friend, but this time the
      border crossing to be negotiated was that delimiting Kyrgyzstan from Xinjiang in the People's Republic of
      China (the PRC). This crossing, one of only two ports between China and Kyrgyzstan, is the Torugart Pass, perched
      at 3,700 metres atop one of the handful of accessible gaps in the formidable mountain range known as the Tian
      Shan, or ‘celestial mountains’ in Chinese. Torugart marks an ‘old’ border, a port that has served to separate two
      different jurisdictions (the Chinese and the Russian imperial states, followed by the socialist Chinese and
      Soviet states, and now the socialist Chinese and post-Soviet Kyrgyzstani states) since the second half of the
      nineteenth century. The rugged terrain of the Tian Shan mountains is home to Kyrgyz herders on both sides of the
      border, who spend the summers on the bleak slopes just below the glaciers with their sheep and horses and retreat
      to the thinly forested valleys for the bitter, long winters. The entire Tian Shan region has always played an
      important role in Kyrgyz history, much of it bloody and nowadays the stuff of epic oral legend. This Chinese
      borderland lies at the heart of a long tradition of Kyrgyz interaction with their Uighur and Chinese neighbours,
      and I was criss-crossing this frontier so that I could better understand how Kyrgyz lived with their neighbours
      in the twenty-first century.
    


    
      I arranged to meet Almaz, a Chinese citizen of the Kyrgyz minzu (in Chinese, national group/minority)
      hailing from Artush, the regional capital of Xinjiang's Qyzyl Suu Kyrgyz Autonomous Prefecture, at the
      entrance to town at the small bazaar which always teemed with shoppers purchasing Kyrgyz felt products and
      smelled of livestock, both dead and alive. Almaz was a big man who always seemed incongruous in his garb of
      elegant Chinese waistcoats made of dark silk and traditional Kyrgyz white kalpak (‘felt hat’). His
      hometown, the city of Artush, is the administrative centre of the Kyrgyz minzu of China; its population is
      a mix of Kyrgyz and Uighurs (and, as we shall see, increasingly Han Chinese) who live together in uneasy
      proximity. Rapid growth in the last two decades has elevated its skyline from one limited to yurts (the great
      round tents used by pastoralists) that hug the ground to today's high-rises and glass-and-steel offices.
      Qyzyl Suu – the official homeland of China's Kyrgyz population, slightly over half the size of England with
      just one per cent of its population – is, similarly, an uneasy conglomerate of Kyrgyz and Uighur counties and
      villages, as well as a range of smaller settlements administratively designated as belonging to yet other
      minzu.
    


    
      Driving to the Torugart Pass means leaving behind the fertile Uighur oasis city of Kashgar and driving through
      the arid badlands of Qyzyl Suu. The region between the city of Artush and the borderline to Central Asia has for
      decades been occupied by forces of the Chinese military, and the manner in which Kyrgyz herders and villagers
      have come to interact with those forces is crucial to understanding how the Chinese state controls its border to
      neighbouring Kyrgyzstan. Regulations enforced by the military obliged us to find a driver for our journey to the
      border, and I found Ablimit, an experienced and trustworthy Uighur man who had been recommended by a Han Chinese
      acquaintance. Ablimit had been driving people, goods and animals through Qyzyl Suu for several decades, and he
      was deeply knowledgeable about the road and its guardians. Nevertheless, when I informed him that we would be
      taking my Kyrgyz friend Almaz with us to the border with Kyrgyzstan he became anxious:
    


    
      Have you checked his papers? Does he have the necessary exit permission? Has he been across Torugart before? And
      is he aware that he must also possess a borderzone tongxingzheng [permit] from the PSB [Chinese state
      security] in Kashgar if he does not take the public bus? He is local so I will not organise this for him because
      it would be too much of a hassle. If he is refused permission to exit you will not pass the boundary; if the
      Kyrgyz driver picking you up at the summit refuses to take him, you will not pass the boundary either – you know
      what these Kyrgyz are like: they either love each other or hate each other. Don't become a victim of this,
      especially not with border guards watching. What's his business anyway? Is he a smuggler or a separatist? I
      warn you: do not take this risk!
    


    
      Was Ablimit (an Uighur) making me (an outsider) into a symbolic guard of the Chinese border by obliging me to
      check my (Kyrgyz) friend's bureaucratic identity? It certainly appeared that he was performing such duties
      for the state, because I was being accredited with the duty as well as the power to inspect backgrounds, question
      motivations and identify threats. After reassuring him that all would be organised correctly, we picked up my
      friend Almaz and arrived at Chinese customs outside Artush. The paint was still drying on the walls of the
      spacious reception hall and a digital display that would prevent people from queuing was, as yet, disconnected.
      As we were the only border-crossers that morning we had the full attention of the officials on duty, most of whom
      were barely in their twenties.
    


    
      
        ‘Why are you travelling through Qyzyl Suu in the company of a foreigner? This is your home – don't you have
        any other friends?’
      


      
        ‘My son is ill and cannot wait,’ Almaz replied. ‘The medication he needs is unavailable in Kyrgyzstan. He is a
        student and has no money, so I must bring it for him from home. The flights are too expensive and there are no
        seats available on the bus.’
      


      
        ‘I see. That's reasonable. Show me your papers and we shall see whether all is in order.’
      

    


    
      Almaz winked at me and began to unpack a folder full of documents. The border guard official began to shake his
      head:
    


    
      ‘First, internal travel documents and tongxingzheng. Then hukou (residency permit). Then passport
      and visa for Kyrgyzstan. Then the statement from the bank. In that order, and only those – put the rest away
      again and don't confuse me with unnecessary papers.’
    


    
      Under his breath Almaz reassured me that all his papers would pass scrutiny. ‘Except for maybe that last one, the
      bank statement. I had to fake that one. My bank account is a bit starved at the moment. They won't let you
      out if you don't have the cash to come back again.’ He need not have worried: our passports were stamped in
      less than 30 minutes. Ablimit, who had been chain-smoking and chatting with our official throughout the entire
      episode, was issued with a car sticker stating the latest permissible time of his return to the checkpoint, the
      window allowed to him for the entire return trip. His vehicle would not be permitted to cross the border itself
      and enter into foreign, Kyrgyzstani territory with a Chinese number plate. This meant that he would be driving
      from Artush to the Torugart Pass and back to Artush (a total of 220 km through difficult terrain) before
      nightfall that same day.
    


    
      We were not permitted to travel alone through Qyzyl Suu to the border with Kyrgyzstan. From Artush until the
      beginning of the ascent to the Torugart Pass itself we were joined by a senior border guard officer belonging to
      the provincial Peoples' Armed Police Force. A dour Han of about 50 from distant Shanxi province, Mr Jiang
      wheezed into the passenger seat, leaving introductions up to Ablimit and acknowledging the presence of Almaz and
      myself only through terse nods of his head. His large frame, further bolstered by the oversized and padded grey
      uniform he was wearing, blocked our view from the back seat, and I was forced to study the sea of steadily rising
      meadows and rock faces across Ablimit's far slighter shoulders. Mr Jiang was supervising our activities in
      the borderland, ensuring that we neither stopped anywhere nor took pictures of the sparse villages and
      infrastructure we passed. Conversation was impossible with this guardian monitoring every word, and Almaz and I
      only spoke during Mr Jiang's frequent naps on the nearly three-hour journey. In clear putonghua
      Chinese for Mr Jiang's benefit, Almaz would point out various places he knew and make simple comments on how
      money was being invested in roads here and how much easier life had become in the years since the ‘Soviets had
      become extinct’ and the decrease in military tensions in the entire region.
    


    
      Mr Jiang finally left us several kilometres before the pass, at the last inhabited settlement. At a derelict
      checkpoint situated just before the hair-pin bends leading to the summit of Torugart, Almaz asked Ablimit to stop
      the vehicle for a moment. He got out and left a little package wrapped in red ribbons amidst the wildflowers by
      the roadside. I joined him and we smoked a cigarette together beside the car, for some moments in silence looking
      at the bright package lying in the wiry grass.
    


    
      ‘This cigarette now is for the dead,’ he proclaimed, breaking the silence. ‘An uncle of mine was shot here in the
      late 1960s by Chinese border guards when he attempted to flee from the Cultural Revolution. They left him to be
      eaten by the birds but this checkpoint is his grave. In 1999 the checkpoint was relocated to the top of the hill
      – I guess to show the Kyrgyz who is the master of the pass – and so I can now pay my respects here, without
      anybody watching.’
    


    
      The mountain streams of Qyzyl Suu, which means ‘red waters’ in Kyrgyz, have often run red from more than just the
      ores in the rock over the centuries that Kyrgyz have lived in this vast alpine region. Travellers on this branch
      of the Silk Routes; imperial-era adventurers, archaeologists and naturalists; men preaching various
      interpretations of Islam or, conversely, Marxism-Leninism; families moving their meagre possessions to escape
      persecution; truck drivers on treacherous tarmac. Qyzyl Suu – and much of the Tian Shan range – is a harsh land
      full of cenotaphs.
    


    
      The summit of Torugart is marked by a towering red marble column set on a massive plinth, which stands alongside
      a sparkling new building that has a power generator and amenities. Our stamped visas were checked and our driver
      Ablimit was sent home the moment the onward transport arrived. Our new driver was named Bolot, an affable elderly
      Kyrgyz man from At Bashy in Kyrgyzstan. Years of wrenching his battered Opel around, and through, holes in the
      road and over rocky meadows had given him a sturdy physique; the toll taken by his work was most evident in the
      number of teeth he had lost to flying rocks and unexpected jolts. As is custom amongst many elderly people in
      Central Asia, his frequent smiles revealed a mouth full of golden replacements, which gave him a strangely regal
      look when he hunched forwards over the wheel and tried to gauge the status of the road's surface ahead.
    


    
      We carefully wound our way down from the summit and pulled up to the Kyrgyzstani side of the Torugart checkpoint.
      We were received at gunpoint by three officers of the MVD (Kyrgyzstani Ministry of Internal Affairs) and escorted
      to a dingy, gelid waiting room replete with memories of Soviet times. Flickering neon lights illuminate laminated
      posters of long-defunct border codes, fading photographs of former over-achievers catch the eye whilst the
      silence is punctuated only by the sounds of officials stamping papers and of nervous applicants shifting around
      on their uncomfortable stools. An ambience of danger and feeling of powerlessness pervades many of the former
      Soviet Union's external, non-European borders, even when, like here, interaction with border officials is
      business-like and professional yet projecting a clear sense of the impossibility of violation. The entire process
      of crossing through border control's halls and emerging back into freedom, away from the intrusive baring of
      one's body and identity, leaves crossers with a lasting sense of ‘having got away with it’.
    


    
      Sighing in relief that immigration procedures were behind us we set off again, now across the stunning, stark
      high plateau stretching into Kyrgyzstan, and slowly made our way along the abominable road to At Bashy, the
      closest settlement in Kyrgyzstan. At Bashy has a long and proud tradition of hosting the now-departed forces of
      Soviet border control and guarding the road to China that leads from the Kyrgyzstani capital of Bishkek through
      the oblast (‘province’) of Naryn to the port of Torugart. The Kyrgyz pop music that Bolot was playing on
      his Opel's tape deck was full of references to the bravery and resilience of the people of Naryn, to their
      indomitable will in upholding traditions.
    


    
      Chatting with Bolot in Russian about how much I enjoyed being back in Kyrgyzstan, Almaz, who understood no
      Russian, kept interrupting and requested translations into Chinese because his Kyrgyz-language questions had been
      ignored by Bolot. I told him that I was describing my impressions of the Kyrgyzstani checkpoint to our driver.
      Almaz began to laugh and, respectfully asking me not to translate for Bolot what he said, told me how he, as a
      Kyrgyz borderlander from China, judged what was happening in Kyrgyzstan:
    


    
      My friend: welcome to Kyrgyzstan! They drink vodka here instead of tea, and they mingle their blood and minds
      with Russians. This makes them poor despite independence. Just look at how this road is neglected, and how the
      fence to China we just passed has holes in it. Those “professional border guards” back there are the very people
      stripping the barbed wire off the fence to sell it to us in China. Do you remember Artush and all the trucks
      coming from Kyrgyzstan that had to stand around, waiting for their goods to be inspected and reloaded onto
      Chinese trucks? How many trucks did you see at Torugart coming the other way [from China]? Not a single truck was
      waiting to enter Kyrgyzstan – instead, they all continue straight through the port and right into Naryn these
      days. The truck drivers bring baijiu [Chinese spirits] for your professionals, and maybe a Hong Kong porno
      movie or two, and they're through [without having been inspected]. Good for business at home, good for the
      guards, good for the Naryn market I suppose – but the people here know who makes the decisions these days and
      ever since the Russians left: it's us from China.
    


    
      Why was Almaz, himself ethnically Kyrgyz yet also a citizen of China, so clearly reproducing the state border
      between Xinjiang and Kyrgyzstan by speaking of ‘us from China’ in opposition to the Kyrgyz of Kyrgyzstan? ‘Us’
      and ‘them’ can be deployed in surprising ways, and it is in such borderlander speech that a more complex
      connection between ethnic identity and political loyalty along this frontier is revealed. Almaz, along with many
      Kyrgyz in China, do not automatically regard themselves as being the same type of Kyrgyz as those Kyrgyz of
      Kyrgyzstan.
    


    
      Another 70 km and a few hours later we reached the Kyrgyzstani borderzone checkpoint at Ak Beyit and came to a
      halt. There was not a soul to be seen. Nevertheless, this concrete building in the midst of the plain was at
      least temporarily manned, as proven by the presence of a sheep pen and fresh tyre marks. Eerily, the only
      information announcing the limits of Kyrgyzstan's borderzone to China was a rusty signpost that announced to
      the passer-by that one was approaching a ‘special military permit zone of the Soviet Union’ and that unauthorised
      individuals would be shot on sight. Almaz laughed once I had translated it into Chinese and pulled out his mobile
      phone, asking me to beg Bolot to pose for a picture next to the signpost. Reluctantly Bolot positioned himself
      between the building and the signpost beside his Opel. He could not resist muttering, in Russian, that ‘the
      border is no longer what it used to be’.
    


    
      *
    


    
      But what did this border ‘used to be’? It was clearly no longer the geopolitical interface between the two
      briefly fraternal (in the early 1950s) but then largely antagonistic (from the late 1950s until 1991) socialist
      states of the Soviet Union and the People's Republic of China. The USSR had disappeared, and in its stead the
      Kyrgyz Republic had been born – a brand-new state inheriting a highly contentious border with an increasingly
      assertive eastern neighbour. Kyrgyzstan is a state that, as with the other 14 successor states of the former
      Union, has been forced to negotiate two types of border. One of these is an ‘old’ border, where the new state
      inherited both an infrastructure of defence (against China in this case) and the experience of protecting the
      edge of the USSR against a hostile outside world. This is the border I experienced with Almaz, Ablimit and Bolot.
      The other is a ‘new’ type of border and marks the sudden and unexpected appearance of a solidifying border at an
      interface that, in an earlier era, had been understood as only an administrative edge. The borders to Tajikistan,
      Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan are now matters of state rather than merely lines in the shifting sand, as Ayilbek and
      Askar showed us earlier. In the Soviet period no border posts or state inscriptions in the form of flags or
      plaques had announced the transition from one Soviet Republic to another at these boundaries. When Ayilbek and
      Askar were young men – Soviet rather than Tajikistani citizens – the boundaries they had to cross to be able to
      visit fellow Kyrgyz living outside their towns were those of the kolkhoz (the ‘collective farm’). Even a
      temporary departure from places like Murghab or Karakul would have threatened to reduce local resources but would
      not have violated the state's legitimacy.2 In other words, before 1991 checkpoints on infrastructural routes like the Pamir Highway were
      internal (checking residence papers) rather than external (which would check the right to movement). The newly
      independent state was immediately confronted with questionable border infrastructures which had never had to
      conform to considerations of state space: physically, roads and irrigation systems became ‘international’, and
      sociopolitically, regional markets and healthcare and schooling infrastructures violated the bordered state.
    


    
      Now, in the twenty-first century, when our Kyrgyz friend Ayilbek ‘goes to market’ he must move between two
      states. He negotiates a crossing which has brought a host of new individuals to a space that, for Ayilbek and
      others in Gorno-Badakhshan, has not traditionally been inscribed by the forces of two competing polities.
      Day-by-day he realises that his family's survival depends on his ability to think in three currencies (Tajik
      somani, Kyrgyz som and US dollars), to communicate in three languages (Kyrgyz, Tajik and Russian); he owns and
      juggles two passports, two SIM cards, two sets of car registration plates, and two wallets; he is as fluent in
      today's Kyrgyzstani politics of nationalism and grassroots activism as in Gorno-Badakhshan's complex
      system of local Pamiri allegiances. And he knows what border guards expect from him because he has learned the
      skill of talking to them in the ‘right register’ in order to successfully cross over. Living his life at the
      state's margins (indeed, beyond these margins) means that he has learned intricate structures of hierarchical
      command, military control, effective gatekeeper power, and functioning bureaucratic channels and their languages
      of interaction. Although he has never moved his house or changed his lifestyle, Ayilbek has become both an
      international smuggler and dangerous violator – as both Kyrgyz and Tajikistani he is accused of membership
      in a ‘fifth column’ endangering both his ‘state of birth’ (now Tajikistan) and his ‘national state’ (now
      Kyrgyzstan), and he experiences personal interaction with both states as one who is bureaucratically undesirable.
    


    
      Ayilbek and his compatriots, as well as large numbers of people in the more widely known Ferghana Valley to the
      west, experienced the birth of the post-Soviet state through the rise of new narratives of sovereignty and
      belonging in territories that had previously been subject to rather different discourses of political control.
      Tajikistan, just like Kyrgyzstan, is a new state that has in its brief lifetime been confronted with the
      threatened secession of Gorno-Badakhshan (representing nearly 50 per cent of the state's territory) as well
      as claims to chunks of its territory (by China), a devastating civil war (1992–7), the controversial activities
      of foreign troops and internationally operating relief organisations, incessant border conflict in the west and
      north, and the looming issue of its long frontier with Afghanistan.
    


    
      Following the transition to becoming an autonomous region in a post-Soviet state, the Pamiri of Gorno-Badakhshan
      began to starve. They were severed from a supra-regional embeddedness and deprived of Soviet-era resource
      distribution, relatively refined infrastructure, and networks that encompassed the entire USSR. A new politics of
      ethnic belonging and regional power has come into existence alongside the birth of new post-Soviet borderlands
      with Kyrgyzstan. In the Pamirs, as well as in the Alay range and in the Ferghana Valley, the new borders between
      Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan today serve to allocate resources on the basis of a state's territory. Water,
      pasture and farm land, and mines ‘rightfully belong’ to people characterised by citizenship rather than custom.
      Individuals such as Ayilbek have been caught in the midst of such acrimony.
    


    
      Finally, across the ‘old’ Sino–Soviet border, Xinjiang – three times larger than Texas yet slightly less populous
      – is going through deep changes. The rim of China's Muslim periphery has found itself thrust once more into
      the centre of a wary, geographically distant regime's strategic considerations. Inhabitants of Xinjiang the
      Kyrgyz and Tajiks of China may well be, but their ethnopolitical loyalties have remained highly questionable for
      the Chinese state. Would people like Almaz ‘unite’ with ethnic brethren who were now masters of their own
      political fates a stone's throw to the west? Yet, as revealed by Almaz, this supposed solidarity between the
      Kyrgyz of Qyzyl Suu Autonomous Prefecture and the Kyrgyz of Kyrgyzstan, between the Tajiks of Tashkurgan
      Autonomous County and the Tajiks of Tajikistan, is highly contested between Kyrgyz and Tajiks themselves.
    


    
      Xinjiang is commonly understood, both in China and abroad, as an Uighur polity. In Xinjiang itself the
      sociopolitical dynamic of most importance to the Chinese state, as well as to its non-Han majority, is that of
      the negotiation of power between Uighurs and Han Chinese. However, Kyrgyz and Tajiks also claim Xinjiang as their
      home, and border change in post-Soviet Central Asia has brought about profound change in Xinjiang. Several weeks
      before our border crossing from Xinjiang to Kyrgyzstan described above, Almaz (my Kyrgyz friend from
      Xinjiang's Qyzyl Suu) pre-empted what Bolot, the Kyrgyzstani Kyrgyz in Naryn above, had to say about border
      change after the Soviet Union: ‘this is no longer only our borderland.’ The past two decades in Qyzyl Suu and
      Tashkurgan have been characterised by change no less momentous to Kyrgyz and Tajiks in China than in Naryn or in
      Gorno-Badakhshan: mindful of the remoteness of Qyzyl Suu and Tashkurgan to the rest of China, and their proximity
      to Naryn and Gorno-Badakhshan, a new drive for connectivity has taken place. The inauguration in 2000 of a
      campaign to ‘Remake the West’ has brought new infrastructures and bureaucracies of control to Xinjiang's
      mountains and deserts in general, and to the Kyrgyz and Tajik borderlands in particular. The Chinese state has
      been brought right to locals’ very doorsteps.
    


    
      Bolot could not have been clearer when he told me that the borders in Central Asia are ‘no longer as they used to
      be’: vaguely delimited in the nineteenth century with the implicit assumption of future renegotiation to the
      advantage of either the Russian or Chinese empire; poorly patrolled for decades; and suddenly sealed shut in the
      mid-twentieth century and to remain impenetrable until the western half of the frontier simply collapsed
      politically at the end of the century. This collapse has brought about a curious change in this part of Central
      Asia that has ramifications far beyond the fate of villagers and herders in remote mountainous locales. Some
      borders in this tri-partite borderland, once thought of as amongst the ‘hardest’ in the world, have softened
      while others that were once translucent have hardened. In the former case, on the Chinese–Central Asian frontier,
      peoples calling themselves the ‘Kyrgyz’ or ‘Tajik’ are finally re-establishing personal contacts with each other
      after decades of border closure. Like this, individuals sharing ethnonyms are discovering that they have certain
      elements of national identity in common but that a new sense of alienation and difference has developed between
      them in the twenty-first century. In the latter case, along the fresh borders within post-Soviet Central Asia, a
      new language of sovereignty and exclusive historical rights to state territory is penetrating local
      understandings of belonging, and its evolving syntax demands adjustments in the practices of both borderlanders
      and border control.
    


    
      Locating Borderlines in Time and Space
    


    
      The element that all states in our twenty-first-century world have in common is that their territory is bounded.
      This edge of sovereignty is understood as a line – the borderline – that hosts the forces of the modern state.
      Yet, such lines do not simply exist outside of time and space. They have been defined and drawn by political
      actors of the past; they are enforced in the interests of the present, and often legitimated with a view to the
      future; and they are places that give rise to certain types of behaviour by people. This behaviour, in turn,
      affects how borders are controlled. The borders that locals like Ayilbek (the Kyrgyz driver from Tajikistan) and
      Almaz (the Kyrgyz traveller from China), and outsiders such as myself, today find themselves crossing in order to
      move through this part of Central Asia are the physical manifestations of historical claims to control over local
      groups' allegiances. Borders are imbued with symbolism crucial for a state's legitimacy; they heave with
      political significance in regard to being home to so-called peripheral groups, and they are contested in terms of
      surveillance and control. In his overview of how he and his neighbours have always provided for the
      pogranichniki in Badakhshan, Orozbek formulates that border control is neither inscribed into a
      sociopolitical vacuum nor enforced or contested in such a vacuum. This socio-cultural, economic and political
      space is the environment within which locals live their lives everyday and in connection to which they articulate
      borders. Such are the spaces that constitute borderlander ‘lifeworlds’.
    


    
      Ayilbek's encounter with both the Tajikistani forces of border control in Badakhshan and his knowledge of the
      dynamics on the Kyrgyzstani–Tajikistani border clearly differ from Almaz' portrayal of the formerly heavily
      fortified Sino–Soviet border. The Tajikistani state is encountered differently by crossers than the Chinese
      state, and both exhibit modes of governing that differ from those of the Kyrgyzstani state. To make matters even
      more complex, Kyrgyzstan's borders with Gorno-Badakhshan differ from its other borders with Tajikistan in the
      Ferghana Valley, and these differ yet again from for example Kyrgyzstani–Kazakhstani border dynamics. Regulations
      on movement, the parameters of bureaucratic identity, and the effective power of gatekeepers collide here,
      presenting border-crossers with wildly dissimilar sets of rules that must be taken into account. Furthermore, the
      ‘rules of the game’ are liable to suddenly change, reflecting processes taking place in far-away places and
      expressed in the fanciful language of regional stability, border security and Eurasian trade flows. Borderlanders
      must deal with such fluidity everyday so that they can live their lives in the spaces squashed between countries.
    


    
      In Central Asia, the line that was to have the greatest longevity was the demarcation between imperial China and
      imperial Russia, which was finalised in 1864. One of the men drawing this line on a diplomatic map was Colonel
      Ivan F. Babkov of the Russian tsar's Imperial Siberian Corps. This Russian adventurer-turned-diplomat's
      signature is to be found on the document that was to define Russian (and then Soviet, and then
      post-Soviet) Central Asia as geopolitically separate from Chinese Central Asia. Babkov believed that:
    


    
      the direction of the boundary depends on political considerations and, in view of the importance of government
      interests, it is necessary to sacrifice the local interests, in essence, of the most inconsequential part
      of the boundary inhabitants. In this connection, the separation of [Kyrgyz] groups by the boundary […] is
      necessary owing to political necessity.3
    


    
      Who are these groups that were sundered by an arbitrary line drawn across the peaks of the Tian Shan and Pamir
      ranges? More precisely, whose ‘local interests’ were to be ‘sacrificed’ in the name of the nonchalant state?
    


    
      By the early 1800s, Kyrgyz migrations – both seasonal between winter and summer camps, and more permanently away
      from areas due to warfare and conflict with groups such as the Uzbeks and Kazakhs – had led to a wide
      distribution of peoples who regarded themselves as belonging to one of the numerous Kyrgyz groups. This region
      stretches from Kashgar in China to the Talas River in today's north-western Kyrgyzstan, the Ferghana Valley
      in the south-west of Kyrgyzstan, and Murghab in Gorno-Badakhshan.4 An ethnography dealing with affiliations of kinship over such a
      geographic spread that is unbiased by Soviet historiographic tradition has yet to be produced, and those that are
      available disagree in their presentation of internal divisions amongst Kyrgyz groups.5 However, it would be wrong to assume that a
      commonly held and explicit formulation of a ‘Kyrgyz identity’ has always existed, as a Kyrgyz national identity
      did not crystallise until the Soviet period and was then exported to China across Colonel Babkov's new
      borderline. Kyrgyz groups throughout the region did share a set of common characteristics that set them apart
      from others, in particular from groups which collectively came to be known as the Uzbeks (at this time still
      including groups later to be known as ‘Tajiks’), Pamiri, Uighurs, Dungani, Mongols, and Russians and Han Chinese.
      In particular, this was a tradition of pastoralism, an interpretation of Sunni Islam practice heavily influenced
      by Sufism, and a strongly held belief that the mythical hero Manas – as recorded in the oral Kyrgyz tradition and
      transmitted by manaschy (narrators of the Manas Epic) – represents core Kyrgyz values. To this day,
      popular tales about Manas provide definitions of the most authentic Kyrgyz identity by outlining traditions and
      customs, morals and values, religious worldview, and language usage.6 Since independence, Kyrgyzstan has elevated this epic to the status
      of a national symbol of the state – an icon of Kyrgyz-ness that represents the embodiment of the Kyrgyz man, the
      defence of Kyrgyz territories, and the battle against Chinese invaders. Much of the state's legitimacy rests
      in its self-representation as heir to Manas, the ‘Father of the Kyrgyz Nation’.7 However, as we shall see, all of these
      elements constituting Kyrgyz-ness are contested between various Kyrgyz groups within Kyrgyzstan as well as
      between Kyrgyzstani Kyrgyz and the Kyrgyz in neighbouring China.
    


    
      Next-door to the south on both sides of Colonel Babkov's new borderline, Pamiri groups have referred to
      themselves as ‘Pamiri’ since at least the sixteenth-century conquest of the lower-lying and more westerly parts
      of the Pamir region by Uzbeks. Warfare in the west caused the population in Badakhshan to swell with displaced
      Pamiri and led to increasing conflicts between Pamiri locals and outside political entities (most notably, Afghan
      emirs), who repeatedly attempted to establish their rule in Badakhshan.8 The legitimacy of local elites has traditionally been based on a
      combination of ideological legitimacy through descent (in the Pamirs either through descent from the Prophet
      Muhammad or, contradictorily, from Alexander the Great, who had lingered in the Pamirs on his way to India) and
      their ability to deal with intruders. Long-term political instability coupled with extreme infrastructural
      remoteness has promoted strong fragmentation of sociocultural identities amongst Pamiri groups. Broadly speaking,
      locals agree on the fact that ‘the Pamiri’ consist of six separate groups: Shugni, Rushani, Wakhani, Yazgulyami,
      Ishkashimi, and Sarykuli. These designations refer to the valleys where these groups reside and which today lie
      in Gorno-Badakhshan, Afghan Badakhshan, and Xinjiang's Tashkurgan county (traditionally referred to as
      Sarykul, or the Little Pamir). There are further linguistic sub-divisions in smaller valleys that form subgroups:
      the seven languages of the Pamiri in Tajikistan's GBAO (all members of the north-eastern subgroup of East
      Iranian languages)9 are
      almost mutually incomprehensible, and the Tajik of the western lowlands (which belongs to the West Iranian
      language group) has been used as lingua franca alongside Russian; in Xinjiang it is Uighur, which is a Turkic
      language, that has fulfilled this function. Pamiri groups have all experienced periods of conflict and long-term
      warfare with one another as well as with non-Pamiri such as pastoralist Kyrgyz or sedentary Tajiks from the
      lowlands. The sparse historical sources available agree only on the overarching importance for Pamiri groups of
      their shared Ismaili Sevener Shi'i faith, the importance of the religious head of the Ismailiyya (the Aga
      Khan), and religious tensions over orthodoxy and heresy with lowland Tajiks, who are followers of the Hanafi
      school of Sunni Islam.10
      The ‘Tajik’ minority of China are, in fact, Sarykuli Pamiri, and I shall return to how such ascription of ethnic
      proximity to Tajiks affects the border between Gorno-Badakhshan and China.
    


    
      Border-centred histories of the Central Asian frontier
    


    
      Since its inception, this borderline has always been the interface of competing political conceptualisations of
      Chinese and Russian-influenced Central Asia. A micro-analysis of the power ascribed to, and the power actually
      wielded by, borderland elites reveals the complexity of relations between centre and periphery, core and
      borderland, the state-internal and the trans-frontier. The history of contemporary Kyrgyz and Pamiri borderlands
      can be looked at with fresh eyes by taking as a point of departure the ways in which local groups in these
      Central Asian borderlands have been involved, as distinct groups, in state-building processes and in which ways
      borderlanders have encountered state control at the margins of changing states.
    


    
      The list of historical identities given to people living in the Tian Shan and Pamirs is confusing to compile and
      impressive to read. Over the span of just six-to-seven generations – since the late nineteenth century and, for
      many Kyrgyz, the traditional length of time told in oral genealogies – borderlanders have been imperial Russian
      or Chinese subjects; later, citizens of the Republic of China, the Soviet Union, the People's Republic of
      China, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan; and, often simultaneously, members of the Kyrgyz or Tajik natsiya
      (Soviet ‘nation’), the Pamiri narod (Soviet ‘people’), the Kyrgyz or Tajik minzu (Chinese
      ‘minority’). They have been inhabitants of, variously, the Khanate of Qoqand/Emirate of (Eastern) Bukhara, the
      Governor Generalship of Turkestan, Naryn/Osh Oblasts (in Russian, ‘provinces’), Gorno-Badakhshan
      Autonomous Oblast, At Bashy/Sary Tash/Murghab Raions (in Russian, ‘counties’), Qyzyl Suu Kyrgyz
      Autonomous Prefecture, Tashkurgan Tajik Autonomous County, the Kyrgyz/Tajik Socialist Soviet Republics, and the
      Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region. ‘Neat’ if bewildering categories of territorial belonging all have in common a
      focus on one distinct state and ignore the more cluttered political reality that borderlanders experience.
      Political interaction between states and their borderlands, and between states that share those borderlands, can
      also be cast in terms of the spaces in which borderlander power has thrived or shrivelled in regard to the
      (im)permissibility of expressions of local power and belonging vis-à-vis states.
    


    
      By adopting this approach, histories of borderlands become as ‘messy’ from the point of view of any one state as
      are contemporary allegiances in the borderlands to any given political system. To help us synchronise historical
      events on the Tian Shan and Pamir frontier that highlight a localised view of outside claims to political control
      rather than a simple history of the countries involved, a border-spanning history of the Kyrgyz and Pamiri
      borderlands can be divided into four roughly diachronic periods. In this way and as an introduction, we can
      approach the individual segments of these borderlands in terms of their similarities rather than the differences
      between them.
    


    
      The common imperial period (1757–1917) began with the conquest of Xinjiang from the east by the Qing empire of
      China in 1757 and lasted until the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 in Russia to the west. In this period an imperial
      Russian presence gained increasing influence over the indigenous patrimonial state structures of Central
      Asia;11 imperial Chinese
      troops struggled to hold onto the north-west and keep Russia at a distance. The southern sections of the
      ill-defined frontier between China and Russia had not yet solidified into a clearly demarcated border by the time
      the old order was swept away: both Chinese and Russian control over the Kyrgyz and Pamiri borderlands was
      tentative at best as opposed to the Kazakh borderlands farther to the north, where frequent uprisings against the
      Qing empire in Xinjiang led to repeated violations of the slowly hardening border.12 At this time local power in the embryonic
      Central Asian borderlands was only tenuously connected to interaction with the gradually ever more visible
      imperial state.
    


    
      The End of Empire (1911 in China and 1917 in Russia) was followed by a more than three-decade-long common
      post-imperial period (1917–49). This was marked by the consolidation of Soviet rule in the west and the creeping
      influence of socialist influence into Chinese Xinjiang, which was under the control of local (Han Chinese)
      warlords well aware of their distance to Beijing and proximity to the young Soviet Union. Significant change was
      brought about in local autochthony following the end of ‘loose’ imperial control. Local borderlander power was
      successively brought into the orbit of the internal rather than the external affairs of the states of the
      post-imperial Soviet Union (1917–91) and the Republic of China (1911–49). This was the period in which
      today's borders between Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan were developed, as well as between Gorno-Badakhshan and the
      rest of Tajikistan. Such administrative entities were to serve as ‘national homelands’ – containers of national
      aspirations within the container of the socialist state.13
    


    
      The Chinese revolution of 1949 ushered in the common socialist period (1949–91). Initial fraternal cooperation
      between the socialist People's Republic of China and the Soviet Union was quickly replaced with suspicion and
      then outright hostility: borderlands were militarised and borderlanders increasingly found themselves the subject
      of intense competition for their loyalties. Lifeworlds on both sides of the Sino–Soviet border rapidly came to be
      saturated by the institutions of two states that were intent on severing traditional cross-border networks. These
      networks threatened the stability of the state through irredentism fuelled by borderlanders' access to a
      political system on the other side of the border or through the flight of much needed resources such as revenue
      or manpower across the border. Prior to socialism, border control had been rudimentary and sporadic with forces
      wielding little effective power and unable to practise territorial enclosure due to lack of accessibility, as
      well as (especially on the Chinese side) severe internal political instability. The new regimes of socialist
      border control clearly signified to locals that the state had finally arrived on the ground and in everyday life.
    


    
      Finally, the titular independence period (from 1991 onwards) that commenced with the collapse of the USSR in late
      1991 can be understood as a period of inversion in terms of state involvement in borderlanders' lifeworlds.
      As roads, schools, markets, and networks of regional exchange began to decay in former Soviet Kyrgyzstan and
      Tajikistan, new infrastructures and network connections arrived abruptly in Qyzyl Suu and Tashkurgan in Chinese
      Xinjiang. By the early 2000s, border ports had opened that never existed before, and Chinese businesses, products
      and citizens started to flow into Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. Prior to this contemporary period, in the shared
      history of the Kyrgyz and Pamiri borderlanders along China's margins, their lifeworlds had been branded by
      the inescapable political fact of a sealed border. Since the early 2000s the Tian Shan and Pamir have been
      claimed by states in new ways, and systems of border control have undergone yet another unprecedented change and
      become both stronger (in China) and weaker (in post-Soviet Central Asia).
    


    
      Spanning New Bridges between Xinjiang and Central Asia
    


    
      Throughout southern Central Asia and western Xinjiang, the state lays claim to its edges and the people living at
      them, if not always successfully. On the ground, the creep of a new focus on the state has seemed unstoppable
      when locals speak of what they think constitutes a specific ethnic group's rightful homeland. Many in
      Kyrgyzstan question whether people such as Ayilbek (who, in his own words, is ‘a Kyrgyz soul in a Tajik box’)
      properly belong within the Kyrgyz fold. In a slight shift of focus, Almaz embraces both his Chinese citizenship
      and his Kyrgyz-ness and is able to scathingly condemn a Kyrgyz state for not being Kyrgyz enough to deserve the
      distinction of ‘land of the Kyrgyz’.
    


    
      The dissolution of the Soviet Union beyond China's borders created new political centres in Bishkek and
      Dushanbe for example, which were ill-prepared for their role as points of gravity for vigorous national
      aspirations. New peripheries have become visible and contested between states that before had been equal
      administrative units of a supranational state: borderlands have been born where before there was only hinterland.
      Former peripheries-within-peripheries had perhaps always been vital for local forms of belonging, but with
      regional independence their inhabitants were imbued with state-wide significance within the context of a world
      order that is built on rigid borders and promotes territorial inviolability. A Soviet system that once
      apportioned resources to individual territories within a framework of interconnectedness has become the root of
      fracture. Ideologies of sovereign boundedness have been gradually imposed upon suzerain categories. Central Asia
      is a particularly dynamic space in which to observe the ever-evolving relationship between nations and states and
      their respective edges. Nowhere else in the world has a new generation of political anthropologists, historians
      of the state-in-motion, and political scientists studying the flux between new peripheries and new centres had as
      much opportunity to observe how – and between whom – fresh statehoods evolve.
    


    
      Any study of lifeworlds along state borders quickly reveals that boundaries do not necessarily represent the
      limit of ‘all that belongs’, especially from a local perspective, although they certainly do serve an ulterior,
      political purpose that structures the framework of interaction and discourses between those residing at the
      margins of states. Political boundaries between territorial states are important to states precisely
      because they symbolise the existence of states as the legitimate masters of their citizens' loyalties.
      Most of us have crossed state borders, for work or for leisure, and have been able to observe first-hand that
      countries mark their presence in uncompromising ways at such locales. There is no observable shrinking of the
      twenty-first-century state at its margins and, it seems, there will not be.
    


    
      The approach I have adopted in this book shifts the centre of attention away from the state's core to
      borderlands and the ways in which local populations there encounter the states whose interfaces they inhabit.
      This remains an unconventional way to focus on state territoriality, forms of sovereignties in contemporary and
      historical contexts, and the negotiation of state power. We may suppose that this is due to the fact that
      political territories are generally cast in terms of distinct bodies.14 A brief glance at atlases, encyclopaedias and historical compendia
      reminds us that cartographers excel at highlighting the boundaries between distinctly delimited entities, be they
      natural, as in maps showing topographic, climatic or geographic features, or man-made. The same holds true for
      physically intangible, societal spaces depicted on maps of demography (urban centres versus rural peripheries),
      language areas or political bodies (the representation of states in a multitude of colours). Learning to
      interpret and ‘read’ maps is instilled in most of us at a young age and we have come to accept the graphic
      representation of these distinct entities intuitively. On maps, these bodies appear as deceptively precise sets
      of lines setting one entity apart from another, indeed, from all others. However, such neat lines on maps are
      often more important as a political image, a pictorial rhetoric that reifies a boundary from the perspective of a
      polity's core, rather than as an actual representation of boundedness.
    


    
      This is particularly important when we attempt to understand the reach of the everyday lives of people living in
      the immediate vicinity of a border – people whose local notions of belonging and political loyalty need not
      coincide with those borderlines on maps. The mapping of space as ‘state space’ can be regarded as a hegemonic
      narrative that attempts to cognitively conquer and engineer boundedness.15 Furthermore, distinctly bounded,
      institutionalised systems of scientific knowledge are often suspiciously congruent with such state-imposed
      boundaries; scholars often manoeuvre themselves into a ‘territorial trap’ by reproducing assumptions that the
      domestic and foreign essentially represent two different domains of a state's political activities.16 Categories listed in state
      censuses and statistics on the ethnoterritorial distribution of, for example, language use, religious practice or
      ethnic ascription are often taken at face value and thereby perpetuated. Such cartographies of the political
      world present us with a powerful narrative of the international state order,17 and we should be wary of allowing people to
      be bounded by what the state ‘says’ rightly belongs. It is striking that the state, as the most important unit of
      discussion, has so clearly infected approaches to the region by scholars engaged in political analysis of places
      like Central Asia.
    


    
      For nearly 25 years, studies of political relationships in Central Asia have been accompanied by thrilling
      accounts of inevitable implosion. A heady mystique of ‘hyper-ethnicity’,18 failed modernity and global threat saturates
      many of the books and policy reports written on Central Asia. As the anthropologist Morgan Liu has pointed out,
      the region is too often treated in terms other than itself:19 as Islamic periphery, as the subject of various imperial projects past
      and present, as underdeveloped provider of natural resources under the corrupt stewardship of local regimes, as a
      blank space into which neoliberal practices can be inscribed following the tabula rasa of Soviet
      disintegration. Largely dominated by the research interests within political science and international relations,
      a new body of literature has developed that has sought to understand political change through the lens of the
      state. In the ensuing scramble to create research models pertinent for understanding a region suddenly accessible
      to Western scholars, governments and development agencies, attention has largely been devoted to the region as a
      testing ground for the analysis of a post-Cold War world order. Narratives of civil society, state failure and
      sophisticated European border management have penetrated Central Asia all too easily.20
    


    
      The new pathways of exchange and the evolving forms of communication between Central Asia and Xinjiang are
      subject to a similar bias in perspective. Journalists as well as scholars have found it difficult to resist the
      lure of regarding Chinese frontiers in terms other than the ‘Uighur factor’ or, at least to some extent, as being
      a function of geopolitical considerations: the weight and promise of trade with China, the threat of a large and
      populous neighbour, and questions surrounding purported Uighur irredentism and the spectre of Soviet-style
      implosion – these three narratives loom large in treatises on Sino–Central Asian trans-frontier dynamics.21 There has been no discussion
      on the ‘smaller minzu’ of Xinjiang, that is, officially recognised groups marginalised by both state
      discourses (which focus on Uighurs in this region) as well as Uighur discourses (that choose to highlight
      Xinjiang as a supposed ‘Uighuristan’, thereby excluding Kyrgyz, Kazakhs, Tajiks and others from claims to
      rightfully ‘belonging’ there). The most recent monograph on the cross-border relationship between a Central Asian
      nationality entitled to wield power in Central Asia and its Chinese namesake was written before the collapse of
      the USSR.22 To date, not
      a single English-language monograph exists on the Tajiks of Xinjiang, and Kyrgyz have been subsumed as footnotes
      to discussions of Kazakhs farther north in the Ili Valley, thereby intriguingly perpetuating an old
      nineteenth-century categorisation, one that Soviet ethnologists and their Chinese counterparts found themselves
      confronted with for decades. Understandings of political lifeworlds have remained remarkably bounded by the
      borderline that runs through the Tian Shan and Pamirs.
    


    
      Socialist and post-Soviet border experiences are severely understudied, both in terms of case studies, as well as
      in regard to a heavy reliance on a policy-oriented approach that tends to uncritically reproduce core-biased
      categories and paradigms of political change. There is nothing ‘central’ about Central Asia in regard to
      twenty-first-century debate on how groups actually interact with their neighbours or participate in new regional
      flows. Marginalised in academia, as well as within the political economy of the emerging multipolar world, there
      is a glaring shortage of studies, which go beyond the tired metaphors of new Eurasian Silk Roads and Great
      Games.23 However,
      valuable new approaches have been formulated that have focused on reappraising the Soviet period, thus moving
      away from totalitarian paradigms of top-down rule and showing how local participation in Soviet Central Asia
      could, and did, work.24
      With new attention to local practices of border making and maintaining, traditional understandings of endemic
      ethnic conflict are being replaced by an appreciation of borderlander networks and how they relate to the
      production of power by the state. Across the border in China, boundaries have interested scholars in terms of how
      ethnic difference is marked rather than the ways in which they are inscribed administratively or territorially.
      In effect, most debate has imagined Xinjiang in terms of Han Chinese versus indigenous (Muslim) Uighur
      socio-demographics, and the Chinese state in Xinjiang is rarely scrutinised as anything other than ‘foreign’ and
      antagonistic. Nevertheless, important works have emerged that address the relations of members of various
      minzu (including, controversially, Han themselves) with the Chinese state, its ethnopolitical
      categorisations, and the ensuing narratives of loyalty and dissent in the far-flung Chinese north-west.25
    


    
      The aim of this book is to do away with overly imaginative accounts of factors (the Uighur factor, the Taliban
      factor, etc.), actors (China, Russia but, tellingly in a world view dominated by global capital, never Kyrgyzstan
      or Tajikistan), and flows (in pipelines, of extremists or narcotics). Instead, the time has come to bridge the
      divide between Central Asia and China, and also the new divides that are developing within this part of formerly
      Soviet Central Asia. My desire to present empirical work in and on these borderlands springs from dissatisfaction
      with the dominant paradigms of fragility and decline, hegemony and conflict, security and trade that seem to
      characterise the majority of scholarly and policy works on this extraordinarily complex region. Dichotomies such
      as majority/minority, Soviet/post-Soviet worlds, spheres of Russian/Chinese influence, or border
      security/porosity do not do justice to the complexity of the processes taking place here. An undue focus on
      border stability tells us much less about life at the border and dynamics within borderlands and far more, one
      may suspect, about those pursuing such narratives for consumption by far-removed audiences. I feel that there is
      an urgent need to tackle the striking lack of empirical studies on Central Asian lifeworlds and how they are
      inflected with hegemonic definitions of political borders. In order to redress the imbalance created by
      state-centred approaches, we need to adopt a method better suited to discovering which social forces originate in
      borderlands and how they constitute sociopolitical life locally, nationally, and beyond the territorial limits of
      the state.26 In fact, we
      need to understand how the border is lived.
    


    
      Living the Border
    


    
      Borderlands are places where political space is negotiated between locals, visitors and state representatives.
      But how does the intangible entity of the state insinuate itself into its territorial periphery? How is the state
      felt in these locales, thereby ‘telling’ borderlanders where their allegiances must lie? Both the USSR and the
      PRC have been states that became markedly manifest through the installation of physical technologies of
      surveillance and control; socialist states which directly wedded ethnographic classification to an intricate
      ideological system of territorial entitlement to exert political and sociocultural power. Borderlander
      characterisations of the constitution of Kyrgyz-ness or Pamiri-ness reveal how such ascription works, and
      locals' cognitive maps of the borders of the states that exist here today derive from the local acceptance or
      rejection of the parameters of ethnopolitical lifeworlds which have resulted from this ascription.
    


    
      The ways in which locals in these borderlands have come to adopt these states' vocabularies of nationality
      can be traced in order to see how Kyrgyz and Pamiri have opted into state belongings. Why was it in the local
      interest to accept frameworks of reference offered by the state? An answer to this question will also expose how,
      and why, borderlanders today contest the efforts of post-Soviet states to pursue a similar agenda of bordering.
      Narratives of border control that came to be accepted locally in a previous era in places such as Naryn in
      Kyrgyzstan, Gorno-Badakhshan in Tajikistan, and Qyzyl Suu and Tashkurgan in China are not easily transplanted to
      the new borderlands of, for example, the Ferghana or Alay. Similarly, the highly successful insinuation by the
      socialist state into all aspects pertaining to cross-border exchange and trans-frontier networks has not been
      replicated by the post-socialist state, and the ways in which this plays a role in borderlanders' hesitancy
      to accept post-socialist borders should be closely questioned.
    


    
      Fieldwork on borderlander lifeworlds must discover how ‘what is happening in borderlands?’ relates to ‘who is
      doing this?’ Who implements the effective inscription of the state into spaces enveloping the border? What is the
      relationship between such agents and borderlanders (who can be implicated as such agents themselves) in the
      production of power and reproductions of boundedness? Pragmatically, research in borderlands has to identify
      ‘border experts’, that is, individuals who deal with the borders on an everyday basis and on the ground within
      the borderlands. Such experts are not merely interlocutors who negotiate the border sociopolitically. They also
      form a group of individuals that develops and reproduces specific types of knowledge about territorial borders
      through constant engagement. This expert group consists of borderlanders and various types of agents invested
      with power to ‘keep the gates’ of the state; thus, we can bring together locals and border control into one
      analytical field. Border control matters for fieldwork in borderlands because border control matters to
      borderlanders: the agents of border control can be co-opted, cooperated with, or possibly evaded but they cannot
      be ignored. It is in the ebb and flow of the implementations of border control that notions of belonging are
      negotiated, changing jurisdictions experienced, cross-border networks managed, and access to and movement between
      countries secured. At borders ‘the operation of state power is both naked and hidden from view’.27 Mechanisms and equipment pertaining to
      the surveillance of the actual borderline are vital to states pursuing rhetorics of territorial integrity, and
      they surely inform the (naked) parameters of sovereignty projected from the centre to the periphery through the
      politics of border control. Yet, it is in the (hidden) social domain of the interaction between the agents of
      such control and borderlanders that the state becomes legible in all of its power and impotence. In other words,
      the boundedness of the state cannot be regarded as being enforced in a sociopolitical vacuum, and hence the
      agents of state control cannot remain faceless in any discussion of borderlands: the narratives of
      border-controllers are as vital to approaching local lifeworlds as are the narratives of borderlanders
      themselves.
    


    
      My discussion of China's borderlands rests on material gathered through participant observation, long-term
      residence and fieldwork in the region, and repeat semi-structured interviews with such local experts who indeed
      live together with the border. Their representations of ‘what used to be’, of ‘what is’ and ‘what ought to be’
      are primary data for me throughout this book. However, an empirical approach to borderlands is confronted by an
      array of methodological problems that arise from the generation of such data. Evading the risks of state bias
      calls for adopting a multi-sited, cross-border comparative fieldwork structure and becoming part of life along
      the border. This means learning how to communicate in various languages as well as in the largely undocumented
      speech of bureaucracy, dealing with various national literatures and traditions, and comprehending various sets
      of opaque and mercurial regulations pertaining to different segments of the borderlands. Controversially, this
      also means identifying politically subversive experts and gaining access to hidden and sometimes illegal
      networks. The ethical pitfalls of protecting interviewees and vindicating the trust they have placed in me whilst
      adhering to institutional considerations of best research practices have not been easy to evade. I hope to have
      done justice to all parties involved in generating the qualitative data contained in this book.
    


    
      Data from these primary sources were gathered over the course of more than a decade (between 1999 and 2013) in
      the context of multiple border crossings, active participation in cross-border economic networks, and interviews
      conducted by myself in Russian and Chinese with border guards and borderlanders. I complement this material with
      detailed experiences of the Chinese, Soviet and post-Soviet bureaucratic regimes in borderlands and how these
      interact with locals and crossers, observation on how state representatives and outsiders represent these
      peripheries, and the nature of practised pathways of exchange (both physical and communicational). The book also
      draws heavily on secondary scholarly literature on the state and minorities in imperial Russia, the Soviet Union
      as well as on Chinese minority studies.
    


    
      *
    


    
      I have chosen to divide the book into two parts. I begin with a discussion of how Kyrgyz and Pamiri have received
      political change in the Tian Shan and Pamir mountain ranges through their interaction with successive states that
      have claimed their ethnopolitical loyalties. In the second, ethnographic section of the book I explore how
      borderlanders in this part of Central Asia and Xinjiang have been taking part in the ways in which borders have
      connected, disconnected and reconnected Kyrgyz and Pamiri groups over the last quarter-century. Both parts, as
      well as the chapters of the book, begin with themes chosen by borderlanders and state representatives themselves,
      and my discussion of local experiences, memories and practices aspires to present alternative interpretations of
      state power and local involvement in bordering mechanisms. Such an approach of ‘listening to borderlanders’ will
      allow me to render the state legible in its various manifestations and strip it of finely worded arguments that
      so easily seduce us into accepting its control over people as static and bordered.
    

  


  
    
      PART I
    


    
      COVETED LOYALTIES: A HISTORY OF CLAIMING CHINA'S EDGES
    


    
      

    


    
      There has always been a border between here and the Chinese, and we [Kyrgyz] are now on both sides of it. The
      [renowned mythical Kyrgyz] hero Manas already crossed it, many times, to make war on China. I think the border
      has always been like a river: sometimes angry and dangerous, sometimes just a trickle between the mountains
      depending on the season. I suppose this river has changed course many times in the past, over the centuries. But
      now its course is set. Like an act of nature, it suddenly appeared back then [150 years ago], without asking us
      [Kyrgyz] for permission. For years, it brought us many advantages, like a bountiful river with many fish. But
      nowadays it floods our lands and we haven't yet found a way not to be drowned by all the water that it
      brings.
    


    
      Rustam is always passionate when he talks about the state border between (Kyrgyz) Central Asia and (Kyrgyz)
      Xinjiang. We are sitting together outside a small cafe in the heart of his native settlement of At Bashy, the
      mountain town in Kyrgyzstan that lies closest to Xinjiang. He has just finished his night job as singer in a
      local ensemble of musicians playing Kyrgyz-language cover songs of American and Russian rock artists. A Kyrgyz
      man in his early 50s, Rustam is also a primary school teacher who holds a doctoral degree in geothermal
      engineering from Leningrad, where he studied in the late 1980s. His return to At Bashy coincided with the
      collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 and the birth of Kyrgyzstan. The end of the Soviet period in Kyrgyz history
      also spelled the end of his career as an engineer and the beginning of his interest in the history of the Kyrgyz
      people. It is summer in the Tian Shan mountains, and the heat is intense despite the late hour of our
      conversation; his audience of off-duty military personnel has faded away and we are eating barbecued mutton and
      drinking local spirits without being disturbed. Our conversation will last all night, as is usual.
    


    
      Rustam deciphers for us what it means to live with a border that ‘does’ something by symbolising the change felt
      at first hand by borderlanders. Rustam's metaphorical use of the border as a ‘river’ emphasises the swelling
      and dwindling intensity of the ways in which these lands washing up against the borderline – the borderlands and
      their inhabitants – have experienced the effects of the power of the state. In his telling, the border can be
      generous and bring bounty. Towns such as At Bashy in Kyrgyzstan (just like Murghab in Tajikistan's
      Gorno-Badakhshan) gained much from lying ‘at the very end of civilisation, just before China begins’, as the
      town's chief of police told me in 2013. Yet, the border can also be dangerous in its function as a floodgate
      or as a battlefront. At Bashy (again, just like Murghab) still exists as a town today because it is perched at a
      gap in the mountains on the Chinese frontier. The articulations by locals like Rustam offer a window to the face
      of the ever-changing state presented to borderlanders on both sides of borders. The historical process of
      border-making and border-guarding between China and its Central Asian neighbours is directly reflected in Kyrgyz
      and Pamiri livelihoods and lifeworlds. Due to their status as inhabitants of a region which ‘rubs up’ against two
      polities that claim these borderlanders in their name, the voices of borderlanders illuminate how subjects of the
      bordered state judge the state – both states.
    


    
      The first part of our encounter with the Kyrgyz and Pamiri borderlands of the Tian Shan and Pamir shared today by
      China, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan is to accompany Rustam's river through its ‘seasonal’ waxing and waning. The
      precise course of that river, that is, the actual borderline between the Chinese state and the Central Asian
      Republics, is 150 years old, and it is a demarcation that was not drawn by those it came to divide. It was not a
      border that locals would have devised, had they been consulted. The act of drawing this line between Russia and
      China in the 1860s created the borderlands of Central Asia and Xinjiang within territories home to groups that
      collectively, over the following decades, came to be known to their states, to themselves, and to each other as
      Kyrgyz and Pamiri. Over the course of its existence as a line marked on the maps of ‘its’ territorial states the
      borderline between Central Asia and Xinjiang has served many purposes. It was a temporary line of control
      (between imperial Romanov Russia and imperial Qing China), a line of protection (for Kyrgyz, Uighurs and others
      escaping political upheaval to the east or to the west) and a platform of projection (for Soviet internationalism
      and Leninist solutions to the National Question on minority policy). Then, a forbidden zone of death guarded over
      by the panoptic forces of the modern state; and, today, a conduit of opportunity (for the successes of the
      Chinese economic miracle in the economically fragile post-Soviet west). What unites the two sides of the border
      is a shared history of territorial contention and trans-frontier ethnic affiliation. What divides them are
      strongly held and locally formulated political loyalties to the states that have drawn and enforced this
      borderline, thereby laying claim to these groups' allegiance. It is not the border that has changed over the
      century-and-a-half of its existence but rather what this line has meant to the states it borders, who its
      inhabitants are and how they relate to each other.
    


    
      Throughout this sweep of history borderlanders have been affected by, and have in turn affected, state power in
      their locales. Traditionally, accounts of border-making emphasise the imposed nature of new notions of
      territoriality and political control penetrating ignorant, artless peripheries. Histories of borderlands tend to
      emphasise the role of the state and how it has expanded into new territories by infiltrating the
      borderlands-to-be. Yet, the ‘modes of governing’ devised by a state are not merely policies that force the
      borderland into its territorial and political orbit and exert some form of control over internal processes at the
      periphery. From the borderland's perspective, they are also modes that can be appropriated in order to
      mitigate and negotiate this control. ‘Borderland control’ is always a two-way interaction.
    


    
      Rustam should know all about how easily borderlanders' encounters with the state can appear as an act of
      nature. As a young student from the farthest reaches of the state Rustam was invited by a confident Soviet Union
      to participate in life at its heart; by the time his studies ended he was a foreigner from a distant former
      Russian frontier. Diplomatic arrangements between neighbouring states are experienced as unpredictable,
      non-negotiable and inexplicable in locales such as the Tian Shan or Pamir. However, both the benefits and
      disadvantages of living on the border are exceedingly visible to borderlanders, and locals assess the quality of
      the state and its legitimacy to govern through the manner in which states conduct the battle for local loyalties.
      More than merely a phenomenological account of borders as physical and sociopolitical constructs, the three
      chapters that follow focus on the evolution of successive border-guarding states and their reciprocal relations
      with Kyrgyz and Pamiri. The ability of borderlanders and their local leaders to influence, direct, co-opt, or
      accept/reject the embrace of states changes in step with the ways in which those at the edges of two states are
      confronted with the needs of the respective political cores. Part One asks how local allegiances were claimed
      through such an embrace so that we can explore how deeply the river invoked by Rustam has become entwined with
      Kyrgyz and Pamiri peoples.
    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 1
    


    
      FRACTURINGS AND REALIGNMENTS: THE MAKING OF A BORDERLAND
    


    
      

    


    
      China and the Central Asian states have been cooperating from time immemorial – geography is not the only
      factor of our closeness: there is also spiritual affinity.
    


    
      Mr Jiang, the burly senior border guard official we met briefly in the Introduction, was confident in his opinion
      on the history of Chinese ties with Central Asia. Rustam, whose border-as-river metaphor accompanies this
      historical outline, points towards a very specific historical condition of local conceptions of interaction
      between Central Asians (in this case, Kyrgyz) and the outside world: more than any other polity over the past
      centuries that has staked its claims to control in Central Asia, it is China that preoccupies people's
      thoughts from the smallest mountain hamlets to the capital cities. In the past, in a time often spoken of vaguely
      as the ‘era of Manas’, Kyrgyz horse warriors would burst forth to terrorise the edges of the known, Chinese world
      and to plunder the riches produced by their neighbours' agricultural way of life. To this day Kyrgyz
      formulate their preoccupation with China in economic terms, although nowadays it is the risks and opportunities
      which accompany cooperation with a large and politically confident neighbour that have replaced the desire to
      wage war.
    


    
      Socio-economic interaction is by no means a novelty of the post-Soviet period.1 Symbiotic, mutually beneficial relationships
      between a wealthy ‘China’ and ‘Turkestan’, the land of the Turkic peoples, have structured politics along the
      entire frontier ever since pastoralism became a way of life on the fringes of sedentary polities.2 Central Asia is a region richly connected
      with the wider world through peoples enmeshed within world history. The depth and intensity of historical
      interaction between the peoples of these mountainous areas and peoples arriving from the surrounding steppes and
      deserts is a frequent topic of conversation for many in Central Asia to this day. The Kyrgyz and Pamiri of the
      frontier have converted their relationship with the wider world into an important part of their identities.
    


    
      Kyrgyz oral tradition concentrates on the exploits of generations of local heroes who unify the people of
      far-flung ayil (in Kyrgyz, kinship villages) to resist invasion and, indeed, to invade neighbours and mete
      out punishment to enemies old and new – often labelled indiscriminately as ‘Chinese’, as for example in the
      superlative oral Manas Epic. This goes hand-in-hand with a cherished tradition that understands Kyrgyz origins to
      lie in the distant lands of the Yenisei; visitors to the region today are often treated to Kyrgyz claims that it
      is their language which provides the linguistic basis for place names all over Mongolia, Siberia and Inner Asia.
      Kyrgyz themselves understand their own ethnonym as a way to connect or differentiate them to a world beyond their
      own chek-ara (in Kyrgyz, borders): local variants include qirgh qiz (40 daughters/girls), qirgh
      jüz (forty hundreds, a military term), qirgiy (to destroy), and qirkir (mountain dwellers). In
      the tales of Manas it is the first of these which is presented as orthodox etymology, and its claim that the 40
      girls alluded to were ‘Chinese maidens’ is a fascinating first clue to pre-modern interaction between imperial
      China and the then-nomadic ‘Kyrgyz’ of the steppe.
    


    
      Similarly, Pamiri groups in remote valleys commonly connect themselves historically to a far larger world. Ethnic
      origins are seen in the progeny of an invading Macedonian army (Alexander the Great, locally known as Iskender,
      and his generals), and local myth in Tashkurgan traces interaction with Chinese neighbours back to the Han
      dynasty (206 bce–220 ce). In an early, oral account it is
      told that:
    


    
      a Han princess was travelling through the Conglin [archaic Chinese name for the Pamir] on her way to marry a
      Persian king. She was escorted by an entourage of servants and a train of military protectors. The weather turned
      bad and she was forced to set up camp in the mountains beyond Kara-kul [just north of today's Tashkurgan in
      China]. Her company, in order to make her comfortable for the winter, constructed a palace for her named
      Kyzkurgan, the Princess Fortress, and guarded it closely. However, she met the Sun God on top of Muztagh Ata
      [mountain] and became pregnant and bore him a son. After this, the servants and military escort did not dare to
      either continue on to Persia or to return to the Han court, so they remained there. Her son was named han
      ritian zhong (‘Han Married To The Sun’), and he became their benevolent and wise king. The people settled on
      the land there and became known as Tajik.3
    


    
      Local lore tells that fortresses at Tashkurgan (which means ‘stone fortress’ in Turkic Uighur) have a 2000-year
      history and that the famous Chinese Buddhist pilgrim Xuan Zang passed by this remotest of Tang-era frontier
      outposts on his way through Central Asia (627–45 ce), thereby ‘rediscovering’ these
      ‘Tajiks’ of the Sarykul Pamir range. In the tales of locals in this part of the Pamirs, outsiders certainly
      figure prominently in mythological understandings of wider connectivity.
    


    
      This chapter asks how Kyrgyz and Pamiri interacted with the empires of neighbouring peoples. An account of how
      Kyrgyz and Pamiri, along with their Kazakh and Uighur neighbours, experienced the inexorable encroaching of China
      and Russia reveals the hegemonic discourses that led to the drawing of a borderline through the middle of Kyrgyz
      and Pamiri areas of settlement. Historians often approach the birth of the interface between ‘Russian Central
      Asia’ and ‘Chinese Xinjiang’ as an inevitable clash of Russian imperial expansionism into the Muslim wastes south
      of Siberia (taking place from the eighteenth century onward), with the search by imperial Qing-era China
      (1644–1912) for stable frontiers protecting the (Han) heartland. While the men at the map tables of Petersburg in
      Russia and Beijing in China may well have seen this encounter between rival empires in such a way, for the
      peoples of the Tian Shan and Pamirs the appearance of powerful and aggressive neighbours was far from unique.
      What was new, however, was the reordering of Kyrgyz and Pamiri relations with their neighbours and the
      rebordering of local horizons.
    


    
      Before the Borderline
    


    
      Prior to the twentieth century, the mountainous areas on the edges of both steppe confederacies ruled by qaghans
      (more commonly known as ‘khans’ in English) and agricultural empires such as China were not ‘controlled’ by any
      state. There was no visible and uncontroversial inscription into the landscape of a polity's power – nor was
      there any desire to control territory in such a sense. Before the arrival of the modern state, the inhabitants of
      what were to become the borderlands between China and Central Asia did not have any borders with which to
      interact that did not arise from local forms of rulership.
    


    
      The Central Asian frontier of China has a complex and fluid history of interaction with the rest of what is today
      known as ‘China’. Chinese governments ritualistically remind the world and their own citizens that Xinjiang (just
      as Tibet or Mongolia) has been ‘part of China for millennia’. The representation of age-old contacts as proof of
      Chinese control over a region so very different from any other part of its territory forms the myth of continuous
      Chinese sovereignty over the entirety of its present-day borderlands. This assertion looms large in the belief
      that the present socialist government of the People's Republic of China has legitimately inherited the reins
      in guiding the political fates of its borderland minorities, here and elsewhere. Leaving aside the poisonous
      waters of debating how such lengthy cooperation translates into contemporary China's ‘rightful sovereignty’,
      the significant question of ‘lengthy interaction’ unfolds before our eyes.
    


    
      China's recorded relations with Central Asia date back to at least the second century bce and have throughout history been characterised by the building of walls, military campaigns,
      and strategies of subterfuge along the edges of Chinese civilisation.4 Peoples beyond the Chinese orbit were politically accommodated by
      constructing a socio-cultural space which was organised around an imperial centre and represented as surrounded
      by oceans and, beyond concentric circles of diminishing civilisation, ‘barbaric’ peripheral peoples.5 Chinese walls were not built to
      clearly demarcate the limits of a distinct empire – walls were not a type of boundary to be defended and employed
      to limit passage. Instead they manifested and reproduced Confucian ideals of the separation of civilised,
      organised agricultural space from the barbarian, uncultivated nomadic wilds. In the Confucian canons underlying
      classical Chinese notions of frontiers, both natural geographies and social boundaries are conceptually entwined
      with a primary focus on military defence (as expressed in the Chinese term for ‘borderland’, bianjiang)
      and understood as sites where social interaction takes place.6 Traditional Chinese histories cast steppe nomads as dangerous enemies
      whose ultimate aim was the subjugation and humiliation of China. Yet, the interaction between groups beyond
      China's frontiers, and between those groups and China itself, was based on a more complex socio-historical
      dependency between the successive peoples of Turkestan and the regions to the east. The Inner Asian frontier was
      ‘a world permeated by the influences of both China and the steppe but never permanently mastered by
      either’.7
    


    
      By the mid-eighth century ce the Uighurs, a Turkic people from western Mongolia, had
      formed a qaghanate (commonly known as ‘khanate’ in English, ruled by the qaghan, or ‘khan’) in western Mongolia
      and northern Turkestan and allied themselves to the sedentary Sogdians, who inhabited the oases of the Taklamakan
      Desert and Tarim Basin and were in nominal control of the Pamirs (Badakhshan) and parts of today's
      Tajikistan. Uighur groups had traditionally supported the weak and distant Tang dynasty (618–907 ce) and were instrumental in preserving it from internal rebellions and invasions by other groups
      from the steppe, in particular protecting Tang China's frontiers along the Great Wall and Chinese Turkestan
      from rebellious Chinese warlords.8 The strength of the Uighur state was based on the military domination of the steppe, aid from
      China, and near-exclusive rights in the trade with Chinese silk onward to the west. Marriage alliances between
      Uighur elites and Chinese nobles bound both polities together and made the Uighurs rich. The early Uighur state
      was one of numerous nomadic and semi-nomadic polities founded by local dynasties that emulated the Han style of
      rulership in China.
    


    
      Excessive wealth led, in the mid-ninth century, to the overthrow of the Uighur qaghanate by the Kyrgyz, a Turkic
      people who at that time lived in southern Siberia along the Yenisei in what is today Russian Tannu Tuva. The
      reliance by Uighur elites on wealth generated through their increasingly sedentarised way of life was easily
      exploited by the invading Kyrgyz. After their overthrow, the Uighurs fled to Turkestan where they established the
      Qocho kingdom around Turpan in the Tarim Basin, and later spread to Kucha and present-day Kashgar and became
      thoroughly sedentarised. Uighurs appeared in Turkestan at a time when Tang China was consolidating its suzerainty
      over the Iranian-influenced Sogdian oasis-states in wider Central Asia. Thus, the Uighurs became a group whose
      allegiance was claimed by Tang China. Chinese attempts to integrate the newly appeared Kyrgyz into a symbiotic
      relationship akin to that which they had displaced, however, failed due to the lack of interest that these Kyrgyz
      groups showed towards China. While other Turkic steppe empires had relied on exchange with China in order to
      finance their state formation, groups identified in Chinese annals as ‘Kyrgyz’ disrupted this type of
      relationship.9
    


    
      The Kyrgyz, displaced themselves by yet further warring groups in southern Siberia such as the ever-more powerful
      Mongols of the thirteenth century, were entering into a more consistent and permanent type of interaction with
      China (here understood in its widest sense as the suzerain of local oases).10 They were feared as unpredictable and
      implacable raiders of the sedentarised peoples of the deserts, and successive Chinese dynasties used the
      withholding of local trade as an economic weapon to keep the Kyrgyz in a state of uneasy dependence. Oasis
      dwellers were forbidden from establishing reciprocal ties with them or welcoming merchants who traded with Kyrgyz
      nomads.11 However, ties
      were forged, and relationships with the Chinese state – or, more precisely, with successive and sometimes
      competing polities claiming to represent a ‘Chinese state’ – are remembered by Kyrgyz and Pamiri in the local
      myths of origin outlined at the beginning of the chapter. Memories still exist of the fabulous riches gained by
      association with China. Although such myths cannot serve as uncontroversial historical fact, it is noteworthy
      that in their myths both of these groups choose to emphasise interaction with ‘China’ as an opting into a wider
      Chinese world order for reasons of protection and the enrichment of local leaders. A process that looks like
      ‘assimilation’ to modern eyes is best seen as the willing choice by such groups to agree to a world order that
      defended its frontiers through subsidies and trade advantages coming out of China. In this way the internal
      structures of nomadic empires all along China's land-locked frontier were affected by a reordering of power
      relationships between individual groups to China's own advantage.
    


    
      Looking to the East
    


    
      Ever since their appearance at the edges of Turkestan, relations between Kyrgyz and Pamiri groups of the Tian
      Shan and Pamir with the Chinese lands to their east can be regarded as traditionally stable. The ability of
      Kyrgyz warriors such as the mythical hero Manas to wage war and plunder settled neighbours was crucial for such
      warriors' claims to leadership. Local elites became, and remained, leaders due to their skills in extracting
      wealth from China. However, by the eighteenth century the political relationship between steppe and Chinese
      empire had changed. The Manchu Qing, China's last dynasty, had come to power in 1644 and brought new modes of
      governing to the imperial periphery. Instead of the ruinously expensive tribute (kong) system used by
      previous dynasties throughout Inner Asia, diplomatic marriage alliances were now forged with strategically
      located groups along the frontier and nomadic warriors and their leaders were incorporated into Qing armies as
      entire units (‘banners’).12 It was in such a way that Mongol groups to the north (specifically, the Qalqa Mongols)
      became co-opted as vassals. The effect of the removal of these Mongol groups from the interplay of power between
      various groups along the frontier was monumental and would not leave the Kyrgyz unaffected.
    


    
      Kyrgyz groups had been successively driven south by Jungars, a branch of Mongols living in northern Turkestan and
      the Altay range who waged constant war with Kyrgyz groups. The end of Qalqa Mongol independence made the Jungars
      into a major force in Inner Asia. By the late seventeenth century they had extended their power south into the
      Tarim Basin and Tibet, west across the Kazakh steppe, and east into most of Mongolia. While the Qing government
      was at first unable to prevent this advance, due to the effort of consolidating its power over southern China,
      the Jungar's conquest of areas in Gansu directly threatened central China. By this time a new group – the
      Russians – had already advanced into western Siberia and an uneasy alliance between Jungar Mongols and Russians
      had been formed to guarantee the Jungars' northern flank to what was rapidly becoming Russian territory. The
      Qing court, which had only vague notions of who the Russians actually were and presumably viewed them at first to
      be yet another steppe empire arising to the far north-west, saw their Qalqa allies threatened by invasion from
      all sides and decided to militarily crush the Jungar forces along their frontier. This was made possible through
      the Treaty of Nerchinsk in 1689 between Qing China and Russia, thus pre-empting a similar treaty between the
      Jungars and Russia.13
    


    
      In 1722 Qing armies advanced into Turkestan and occupied Urumqi. This new and decisive military move had been
      made possible by enforcing Chinese suzerainty upon neighbouring Tibetan elites, who had allied themselves with
      Jungar leaders following their conversion to Tibetan Buddhism by the early eighteenth century. China's
      greatest problem in securing Chinese frontiers was, however, not Jungar resistance but instead a factor generated
      by the frontier itself: the ignorance of Chinese commanders and generals. Under native Chinese dynasties military
      service at the border and knowledge of the nomads was culturally devalued – Chinese officials viewed the entire
      frontier as terra incognita.14 To combat this problem, the (Manchu) Qing dynasty went to great lengths to familiarise (Han)
      frontier commanders with the peoples they were meant to govern, and first attempts at ethnographically
      classifying the frontier's inhabitants were undertaken. The campaign against the Jungars in the north-west,
      the objective of which was a ‘taming of the frontier’, was afflicted with the same problems earlier dynasties had
      encountered in their campaigns against other steppe empires. The expansion of the length and depth of the
      frontier suddenly opened up space into which Chinese peasants could flee to escape exploitation farther
      east.15 The Qing court
      was ambivalent about the new marginal settlers: on the one hand, it supported the settling of the frontier region
      by peasants and promoted the introduction of settled agriculture where possible so that the frontier could be
      ‘tamed’ and brought into the Chinese world order. On the other hand, Qing rulers knew that these frontier regions
      were the least subject to control by the centre and most likely to revolt or be ‘negatively’ influenced (from the
      court's perspective, that is) by exposure to other world orders.
    


    
      The final defeat of the Jungars in 1757 brought about a new development in what were to become the Central Asian
      borderlands: the reduction of pastoralists to a more subordinate status went hand-in-hand with a changing world
      economy and improved communication and transportation networks. A new dynamic was developing with the arrival of
      Han settlers drawn to the region after the disappearance of the Jungar threat. The Qing government made extensive
      use of frontier settlers and took advantage of the pressure these agriculturalists put on nomadic pastoralists
      such as the Kyrgyz in the competition for land in their winning-over of the Qalqa and, later, the pushing back of
      the Jungars. Aid was offered by the bureaucracy in settling disputes over pasturelands and thus the mostly
      independent nomadic pastoralists came under increased domination by the administration.16 The expansion of China's permanent
      frontiers, defined here by the centre's ability to claim authority right up to the boundary, was made
      possible due to the expansion and replication of social and economic structures in the newly conquered
      territories, culminating in the proclamation of the region's status as a Chinese province in 1884.
      Unsurprisingly, the expansion of the Chinese system and world order into regions hitherto held only tenuously, if
      at all, by the imperial court through military expeditionary forces did not go uncontested. The peoples of the
      region inhabiting these regions were as hostile to Chinese advances as were the emissaries of a new power arising
      from the far side of the Jungar empire which had begun to assert itself in China's neighbourhood: Romanov
      Russia.
    


    
      China's initial encounter with imperial-era Russia took place through the intermediary of pastoralist groups
      such as the Jungars along the entire northern and north-western frontier, all of which had long interacted with
      the Chinese state. While diplomatic contacts were established through the treaty of 1689 (which regulated trade,
      residency and documentation),17 the Central Asian borderlands yet to be born remained a backwater for both empires in their
      relations with each other until the formulation of the first Russian–Chinese border treaty of 1858 (the Treaty of
      Aigun, which Chinese historiography regards as the first of the so-called Unequal Treaties signed by China with
      European empires). From a local point of view, the Chinese lands to the east served as a source of traditional
      wealth, prestige and legitimacy. However, this was increasingly disrupted as the lifeworlds of herders and
      subsistence farmers in the Tian Shan and Pamir were instead coming under the sway of polities farther away from
      Chinese lands, to the west.
    


    
      Looking to the West
    


    
      Kyrgyz and Pamiri relations with non-Chinese polities to the west, north and south changed fundamentally in the
      nineteenth century. Prior to this time both groups had lived in the frontier spaces that formed the vague
      interface of sedentary polities based in Afghanistan and the Ferghana Valley. Yet, political relationships were
      increasingly overshadowed by the crumbling ability of steppe confederacies to the far north-west to maintain
      their military ascendancy over what was fast becoming the Russian empire in Central Asia.18 In the late eighteenth century, Russian
      penetration of the Kazakh steppe, which until then had been slow and gradual, began to increase mainly due to the
      increased mobility of Russian peasants. Tatar traders spread south and were in turn protected by Russian military
      outposts.19 Then followed
      decades of skirmishing with the oasis qaghanates of Khiva and Qoqand, and the emirate of Bukhara. By the
      mid-nineteenth century, these three states controlled all of the territory of what was later to become Uzbekistan
      (then split among both qaghanates and the emirate), Tajikistan (split between Bukhara in the west and Qoqand
      along the Pamir frontier), and Kyrgyzstan (belonging to Qoqand). The emirate of Bukhara was subjugated by
      expanding Russian forces in 1868 but remained as an informal Russian protectorate until 1920, when it was fully
      incorporated into the nascent Soviet state during the Civil War. Khiva was conquered in 1873 and remained a
      Russian protectorate until 1919. In south-eastern Central Asia, the qaghanate of Qoqand, centred on the Ferghana
      Valley, plays a central role in understanding the Russian encounter with China in Central Asia due to its
      geopolitical control over the most fertile areas of the region (Ferghana), its historiographic claim as the
      successor state of powerful ancient states (for example, Sogdia), and its profitable trade routes to China and
      Persia over the Tian Shan and Pamir ranges.
    


    
      Until 1840 Qoqand was a comparatively stable state that competed with Bukhara for pre-eminence in the eastern
      borderlands and that underwent an astonishing technological development (for example, the construction of
      irrigation channels and a considerable increase in agricultural production). Contemporary rulers of Qoqand worked
      hard to undermine the settled Uzbek chieftains' traditional influence in the area and promoted the status of
      mercenary troops from Badakhshan, in particular Pamiri highlanders.20 Kyrgyz, too, were central to Qoqand's style of rulership. The
      mid-nineteenth century is today seen by many Kyrgyz as the final blooming of the traditional power of Kyrgyz
      horse warriors. The infamous unpredictability of these men's loyalties to regional states arose from their
      sudden switches of allegiance depending on circumstance.
    


    
      Amir is a retired historian in the sleepy provincial capital of Batken, in Kyrgyzstan's segment of the
      Ferghana Valley. He spends his afternoons telling school children about the fading glory of their forebears,
      teaching a new generation of Kyrgyz children about
    


    
      a time when the settled peoples […] feared us [Kyrgyz] as great warriors. In those days, all the cities in this
      region existed only due to the whim of the Kyrgyz: we controlled those who were in power […] The qaghanate [of
      Qoqand] was independent from Russia because we kept it independent.
    


    
      Tensions between the settled portion of the qaghanate (mainly Uzbeks and Tajiks) and nomadic elements (including
      Kyrgyz pastoralists of the qaghanate's mountainous periphery) caused the decline and collapse of the
      qaghanate's political structure: by 1876, Qoqand had been invaded, occupied, and carved up by Bukhara (with
      the full support of the sedentary segment of the population) and only survived in a reduced form.
    


    
      These wars, and the internecine quarrels within Qoqand itself, eventually deprived the qaghanate of what was left
      of its sociopolitical stability and induced Russia to annex its northern territories (today's Kyrgyzstan) and
      impose a treaty on the qaghan, making him a de facto vassal of the Russian Empire. In contrast to Bukhara, where
      the emir retained nominal control over his territory until after the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, a series of
      rebellions (precursors to the basmachi revolts of the 1920s, to which I shall return) erupted that
      threatened to spill over into the neighbouring guberniya (imperial province) of Turkestan and its new
      capital Tashkent. As a result, Russia occupied the entire territory and annexed it in 1876; what remained of
      Qoqand was attached to Turkestan province as the Ferghana oblast. By 1884 all of what was first to become
      Russian Central Asia then Soviet Central Asia had lost its political independence from Russia and now formed the
      new Russian southern borderlands to Persia, British India/Afghanistan and China.
    


    
      The Drawing of a Border
    


    
      China's meeting with Russia along the entire length of the frontier from Manchuria to Turkestan was about
      borders and conflicting Chinese and Russian interpretations of the meaning of ‘control’. Confucian ideals,
      through which the Qing dynasty understood its relationship with peoples at the fringes of ‘civilisation’, clashed
      with European attitudes towards the ‘inconsequential’ resistance of ‘natural peoples’ living in the wilderness of
      the res nullius (the empty land), the Roman principle that regarded uncivilised space as belonging to
      whoever first occupied it in the sense of putting it to productive use.21 Imperial Russian expansion was based on a
      practice of embracing prostor (in Russian, open space), which implied seizing vastness and limitlessness
      as well as elbow-room and freedom. The extension of the frontier converted untamed and hostile terrain into
      tangible space later to be ordered (and then bordered) by the very political entity from which many settlers and
      adventurers were escaping – the state. The imperial claim that ‘our border strides forward together with us’
      suggested that all territories in Central Asia and Siberia were deemed res nullius; their conquest was a
      process of self-stimulated territorial chain-reaction in their conquest.22 This approach, and a string of military
      successes such as the annexation of Qoqand, led Russia into direct territorial conflict with areas that had
      witnessed some degree of Chinese military presence in the past and that were often still seen as part of Chinese
      territory by China.
    


    
      Cartographies of control in imperial state systems are a poor guide to understanding the extent to which
      pre-modern states inscribed themselves into their territories. Colouring a map of the Tian Shan or Pamirs in
      shades that imply historic Chinese or Russian ‘possession’ is, at best, the mark of an empire's self-image –
      commissioned out to a map-maker in the interest of a core's domestic interests at court and perpetuated by
      social scientists decades and, often, centuries later – rather than actual control itself.23 The drawing of the line, and the subsequent
      manifestation of the state on its inward-looking side, did not delimit sovereignty so much as create
      sovereignty.24 Central
      Asian populations were about to discover European concepts of borders.
    


    
      What did the clash of these differing frontier concepts look like on the ground, to Kyrgyz pastoralists and
      Pamiri mountain villagers? Two closely interrelated events from this period highlight how local groups were
      implicated in this meeting of empires: the fall of Qoqand in 1876 and the Ili Crisis of 1879–81. These two
      examples bring out the last moments of local power in lands that were on the verge of becoming the borderlands of
      Central Asia and Xinjiang. They mark the moment in which Kyrgyz and Pamiri first encountered the political system
      that was to force local leaders to acknowledge a new logic of interaction based on exclusive loyalty to a state,
      due to their belonging on territory claimed by that state. Conflict between a Chinese state and polities in
      Central Asia was, of course, nothing new, but such conflict had always been a source of local power. As we have
      seen, groups all along China's northern and north-western peripheries had learnt to profit from a
      specifically Chinese interpretation of territoriality and political control, and the parameters of such
      interaction had been integrated into local socio-economic structures of rulership and prestige. In contrast to
      this traditional type of interaction, the events in Qoqand and Ili now directly led to the mapping of the
      borderline which was to form the symbolic political construct inscribing the embrace of the state onto local
      topology and into local lifeworlds. The course of Rustam's metaphorical river (that is, the borders that
      Kyrgyz must deal with) was about to be set, eventually swelling to divide a Chinese order from a Russian one.
    


    
      At the time of its annexation by Russia, Qoqand claimed control over the physically accessible parts of the Pamir
      region of Badakhshan (including Shugnan, Darvaz, and the northern bank of the Pyanj river that today forms the
      boundary between Tajikistan and Afghanistan); furthermore, the qaghanate had extracted the right to send tax
      collectors across the Tian Shan and Pamir and among the Uighurs of Kashgar.25 The qaghan had previously entered into a
      tributary relationship with Qing China in the late eighteenth century and formally acknowledged Qing suzerainty
      over today's southern Kyrgyzstan (Osh oblast) and eastern Badakhshan (Murghab raion). With the
      overthrow of the Jungar Empire in 1757 by Chinese forces, local Kyrgyz groups from the Tian Shan mountains had
      become increasingly troublesome raiders of Qoqand territory until they were forced to pay tribute to the
      qaghanate by 1830. Thirty years later, the same Kyrgyz clans were critical allies of Russian troops annexing
      northern Qoqand (including today's capital city of Bishkek). By the time Qoqand fell, all the Kyrgyz groups
      had submitted to nominal Russian rule. Local historians such as Amir today characterise this submission as
      treachery by Kyrgyz leaders – as ‘giving up Kyrgyz sovereignty’ to an invader; the collusion of local leaders in
      enabling the Russian conquest plays a significant role in the twenty-first-century Kyrgyz nationalisation of
      history.26 Farther south,
      in Badakhshan, the Chinese presence had been extended as far as the Pyanj river following the fall of the Jungar
      Empire until the tributary relationship with Qoqand made the costly maintenance of military outposts redundant.
      Nevertheless, Qing China did retain a foothold in Badakhshan and prior to the overthrow of Qoqand by Russia its
      authority extended westwards as far as Lake Zor Kul.27 Chinese military presence did not however present a deterrent to Russian
      expansion because, as Russian frontier commanders must very well have known, Qing troops were struggling to quell
      domestic unrest across the boundary.
    


    
      Throughout the entire mid-nineteenth century, much of China's province of Xinjiang had been gripped by
      violent uprisings. The ensuing lawlessness in the entire region had, from Russia's perspective, become a
      grave threat to its own frontier with China in Central Asia.28 After the final defeat of the Jungars in 1757, Chinese Turkestan was
      renamed Xinjiang (‘New Territories’) and the Qing court, for reasons of pre-emptive defence, encouraged the
      influx of settlers from central and eastern China to ‘pacify’ this strategic area. Uprisings by the indigenous
      peoples of Xinjiang were caused by the immense corruption of military officers and religious tensions between
      Dungani (Muslim Chinese, or Hui as they are officially known today) and Han Chinese settlers.29 Chinese control over Xinjiang depended
      on military occupation and Han settlers required protection by armed forces. Despite the expansion and
      specialisation of the economy, the predominantly Uighur population experienced Qing rule as an onslaught on a
      traditional way of life and as deeply un-Islamic in terms of rulership by unbelievers.30 Popular unrest was seized upon by Yakub
      beg, a member of the local elite in Kashgar, and in 1867 he established a qaghanate in western Xinjiang by
      taking advantage of turmoil amongst the Qing troops caused by Muslim rebellions in other Chinese provinces.
      Preceding this, the entire area north and south of the Tian Shan range had fallen to the rebels and no longer
      remained under even nominal Qing control. Simultaneously, on the western side of the Tian Shan the Russian
      imperial government struggled to contain Kyrgyz irregulars who supported Kyrgyz fighters amongst Yakub
      beg's rebels in Xinjiang. Russia, in direct violation of recent treaties, allowed fleeing Kazakh and
      Uighur refugees from war-torn Xinjiang to settle in its eastern borderland so as to populate this remote area and
      ingratiate itself to the anti-Chinese rebels. When the Qing government finally regained control after 1869, the
      rebels moved into Mongolia and threatened Russia's main communication and trade lines with China. At the same
      time, many rebels decided to retreat to the Ili Valley and, in 1871, an Uighur sultan declared independence from
      China. From his base the sultan actively contested Chinese trade with Russia by harbouring Russian fugitives and
      clashing with Russian troops; he also began to express a desire for territorial expansion into what Russia by now
      regarded as its territory (as outlined in the 1860 Treaty of Beijing).31 Hence, the Russian government decided to
      occupy the entire Ili Valley in an act of righteous self-defence and in order to defend Russian interests in the
      region.
    


    
      It was in this environment that the delimitation of a borderline between the two empires was agreed upon. The Ili
      Crisis had awakened the Qing state to the danger presented by Russian territorial ambitions and that this polity
      was more dangerous than the traditional type of invading northern ‘barbarian’ people.32 This insight changed Chinese attitudes on
      the role that uncertain boundaries could play in relation to the uncertain loyalties of trans-frontier groups
      such as the Kyrgyz and their neighbours. Up until this point, the Qing court had decided to operate within the
      traditional system of vague and shifting frontiers, ‘which were given up in times of troubles to “placate the
      barbarians” only to be retaken at a later date when it was possible to “bridle the barbarians” once again.’33 But China was no longer
      dealing with a nomadic steppe empire but rather a technologically superior foe who was determined to gain
      territory. This new Chinese adversary was a polity that saw its boundaries in terms of definite lines drawn on a
      map and legitimised by treaties, even if such treaties could be ‘adjusted’ following successful military
      campaigns.
    


    
      Over the course of the 1880s, several boundary commissions were sent into the field to physically map the
      frontier between China and Russia in the Tian Shan and Pamir ranges for the first time ever, following which
      additional demarcation protocols were signed relating to today's Kyrgyzstani and Tajikistani borderlands with
      Xinjiang. These protocols, and the pickets that were subsequently erected along the boundary, represent
      China's first precisely marked boundary ever in the region. The entire length of this boundary from the Altay
      mountains and Tannu Tuva all the way to the Uz Bel Pass in Badakhshan (just north of present-day Murghab town)
      was meticulously described; for some reason, however, the remainder of the boundary from Uz Bel to the Wakhan
      Corridor (the Afghan ‘finger’) – some 300 km in total – was left aside. In this way a wedge of no-man's-land
      was constructed that comprised the bulk of the Eastern Pamir range (including the Sarykul Pamir range around
      Tashkurgan), a total of 20,000 km2. The motivation behind this unusual move may have
      arisen from topographic ignorance but is far likelier to be found in British involvement, who desired a Chinese
      buffer zone between Russian-controlled Badakhshan and British-controlled Afghan Badakhshan.34 Due to China's ruinous war with Japan,
      which erupted in 1884–5, China was unable to maintain a military presence in the Pamirs at that time, and during
      the last encounter of Chinese frontier troops in Badakhshan (in 1883 when they were challenged by a Russian
      detachment near Murghab) they withdrew without a fight after already coming under increased pressure from
      British-sponsored Afghan invaders farther west in Rushan and Shugnan.35 Advancing Russian troops removed Chinese boundary markers from the
      area and demolished Chinese military outposts on the plateau. Badakhshan was now a part of Russia.
    


    
      *
    


    
      The Pamir plateau was, and remains, an unthinkably difficult region onto which to inscribe a borderline. The
      harsh climate, the lack of permanent settlements in the nineteenth century, and local Pamiri and Kyrgyz
      groups' opposition rendered surveyors' work all but lethal. The number of rudimentary settlements bearing
      the names of slain Russian military officers speak for themselves. An introductory text to the history of Murghab
      town claims that ‘Murghab's place in history commenced with the actions of early Russian military explorers
      who in 1891 founded an outpost in the Pamirs named Shah Jan. Two years later this was renamed Pamirski Post [and]
      became known as a market for Russian goods and for traders from Kashgar [in Xinjiang] and Osh [in Russian Central
      Asia].’36 Local Kyrgyz
      herders were informed by Russian officials that they were now subjects of the Russian tsar and were no longer to
      take orders from Chinese officials. By 1893 the Sarykul range had become the de facto Sino–Russian boundary,
      although China claimed control of the wider Pamirs and only agreed to a temporary borderline through the Sarykul
      Pamir range.37 The
      discrepancy between de facto control and de jure agreement was to linger until 2005 or 2006; the
      stage had been set for territorial claims persisting for over a century, claims which were to play a pivotal role
      in the Sino–Soviet disputes of the 1950s–1980s as the ‘Czarist Russian Seizure and Occupation of Chinese
      Territory’.38 In the
      meantime, however, Russian efforts to expand their influence did not end with the delineation of the Sarykul
      line-of-control. Between 1901 and 1917 the ancient fortress of Tashkurgan in Xinjiang was occupied by Russian
      troops; this followed the repeated return of Chinese irregulars who replaced Russian-appointed officials in
      eastern Badakhshan with pro-Chinese local officials presumably from amongst the local Kyrgyz elite in Xinjiang
      itself, as an interview with a descendant of one such ‘local’ official suggests.
    


    
      Life as an Embryonic Borderlander
    


    
      The peoples of the region stretching from the Altay in the north to the Pamir in the south had now become very
      clearly ‘in-between’. Local leaders looking to the east could identify Chinese narratives of empire; looking to
      the west, Russian narratives of empire had arrived. The river that Rustam invokes in his characterisation of the
      edges of a Kyrgyz world now flowed through the Tian Shan and Pamir ranges. Alongside neighbouring territories
      claimed by other non-Russian and non-Chinese groups (such as Kazakhs or Uighurs), a new environment was
      established that became ever more dominated by Russian and Chinese empires' internal modes of
      governing. For a brief time of about three generations – that is, until the 1930s when the embryonic borderline
      began to serve as a line of limitation comprehensively embracing locals – Kyrgyz and Pamiri elites were able to
      weigh these different modes of inclusion against each other: loyalties of the traditional type, in other words
      temporary alliances, could be proclaimed either way depending on expediency. Indeed, this must also have informed
      local support for the number of rival polities that arose in-between China and Russia before the common socialist
      period of the mid-twentieth century.39 Local power lay in deriving the maximum possible gain for local (not yet ‘national’)
      interests vis-à-vis rapidly changing state systems.
    


    
      It was precisely such ambivalence that the Ili Crisis presented to the Qing administration. The direct
      consequence of the crisis was the realisation that the imperial court could no longer rely on its traditional
      mode of formulating frontier policy: the suddenly defunct tributary system could not ward off territorial
      encroachments. Retaining control over a province that was directly threatened by the most powerful neighbour
      imaginable required closer administrative ties with the rest of China.40 The administrative conversion of (Eastern)
      Turkestan into the province of Xinjiang in 1884 signalled a fundamental and innovative shift in discourses
      between the Chinese centre and its Turkic and Muslim periphery. For the first time Xinjiang ceased to be a
      vaguely defined frontier area surrounding the approaches to China proper and instead was incorporated into the
      Qing empire as a fully fledged province. What effect did this have on local governing and on how locals now began
      to encounter a state that laid stronger claims to their belonging? How did this process limit the range of
      allegiances available to locals?
    


    
      Xinjiang's elevation to provincial (sheng) status can be understood as the state's desire – indeed
      the belief in its capacity – to separately administrate the region. The relationship between province and central
      administration has always been characterised by the provincial desire for more autonomy and decentralised
      decision-making and the state's check on too much autonomy whilst retaining lower echelons' efficacy in
      managing local affairs. Since the nineteenth century the province has served not only to administer but to build
      the state. Administrative reform aims to penetrate towns and villages in order to set up state structures in
      people's everyday lives within counties (xian) rather than merely in distant administrative
      capitals.41 The reason
      for the conversion of Xinjiang from a loosely defined frontier area under military central command to a province
      with a civilian administration was most surely greater access to the frontier inhabitants and an attempt at
      redefining (or, in the case of the actual borderland population, of creating) loyalties to the state through the
      intermediary of the province. The drawing of provincial boundaries that started already under the Yuan dynasty
      (1279–1368 ce) has rarely coincided with social, cultural, and economic criteria and
      seems to have primarily served the state by severing undesirable cultural or economic units and supporting new
      provincial (and, thus, state-focused) local identities and economic spheres of activity. These boundaries
      frequently mutated from dynasty to dynasty, depending on levels of state capacity and the degree of power
      commanded by imperial governments.42
    


    
      The focus of governing was shifting from purely military occupation to a more aggressive integration of the
      region into China as a political entity in the European rather than Confucian sense. Hegemony over the
      inhabitants of Xinjiang was hereby intensified.43 Such an adoption of the practices of Russian imperialism (see below)
      brought with it an emphasis on keeping a delicate balance of power between the various peoples in the region so
      that the Qing government could rule them all and retain control over what was regarded as a conspicuously
      volatile region.44
      Initially, Qing administrators in Xinjiang were very circumspect in their policies towards ethnic groups: while
      Han immigration was encouraged and settlers were given financial incentives to move there, clear cultural and
      physical boundaries between Han and locals were established. These internal boundaries showed Uighurs and
      borderlanders that they constituted distinct ethnic blocs and that they were now components of the larger empire
      as members of such groups.45
    


    
      A central element of imperial Qing frontier policy, and quite in line with the state's desire to secure local
      loyalties, was the creation of ‘indirect governing institutions’. Members of local elites or leaders of kinship
      communities (known in Turkic Xinjiang as begs) were employed as Qing officials who were responsible for
      their respective ‘ethnic bloc’ (that is, ethnic group) in that specific region; like this, local leaders became
      part of the Qing bureaucracy.46 Central control over these local leaders was tenuous at best, and the presence of the
      military represented Beijing's strongest claim to a semblance of hegemonic order especially when begs
      began to squeeze the local land-owning classes so severely that internally displaced and dispossessed people
      started to threaten the stability of the region.47 However, this system of incorporating local elites never applied to
      Xinjiang's pastoralist groups: Kazakhs and Kyrgyz were subject to the old tribute system while they remained
      pastoralists, and the Qing administration aimed to limit their trading opportunities and mobility whenever this
      was possible.48 In regard
      to the sedentary native population, it was only when this system broke down that it became possible for local
      begs (such as the infamous Yakub beg mentioned above) to assert their own power and challenge
      Chinese control over Xinjiang.
    


    
      The Qing Chinese administration sought to protect non-Han groups from depredations by both powerful officials and
      the commercially more successful migrants, but this proved to be extremely difficult considering the level of
      reported corruption among Chinese officials in the region, many of whom had in fact been exiled to the region for
      crimes against the Qing court.49 This was exacerbated by a policy of increased agriculturalist Han immigration designed to
      finance control of the frontier through an expanded (agricultural) tax base. A system of encouraging soldiers to
      settle in remote frontier environments (the tuntian policy) was established, which served the multiple
      objectives of securing sufficient food supplies for the armed forces by reclaiming new land and more intensive
      farming in fertile regions, especially in Uighur desert oases.50 Tuntian also came to include the settling of exiled convicts, the
      relocation of Uighur farmers from the south to the north of Xinjiang, and the creation of farms for Chinese
      migrants and demobilised soldiers. However, increased financial burdens provoked more unrest along the frontier,
      and increased migration strained the Qing's ‘ethnic bloc’ policy and heightened tensions with non-Han
      peoples.
    


    
      The decision to convert the vague Chinese frontier into an administrative Chinese borderland – a close
      replication of bureaucratic processes taking place within Russian Central Asia – presents us with a first
      instance of political seepage between states across the budding border. The proximity of a powerful and, from
      imperial administrators' point of view, seemingly more successful system of governance (most visibly so in
      the military domain) was making itself felt in the new Chinese province. Borderlands such as Xinjiang are best
      understood as being subject to two states' narratives of control and processes of governing rather than
      belonging only to the state that actually claims territorial control over them. The transmission of Russian
      practices into Chinese governing structures alerts us to the beginning of a relationship between these two states
      that was to be characterised by asymmetry. The borderline has always symbolised this political relationship, and
      the borderlands on either side of it have always had an inward as well as an outward-looking surface;
      borderlanders in Inner Asia have been deeply involved ever since in the negotiation between both states.
    


    
      Across the slowly solidifying line to the west in what was now Russian Central Asia internal governing had
      already been characterised for several decades by administrative reordering, migration dynamics, and a complex
      mix of military penetration and economic change. Russian approaches to the value of interaction with the peoples
      of Central Asia are best summed up in the words of a key architect of late nineteenth-century imperial foreign
      policy, foreign minister A.M. Gorchakov. In 1864 he portrayed Russia as being forced
    


    
      in the interest of the security of its frontier and its commercial relations, to exercise a certain ascendancy
      over those whom their turbulent and unsettled character make most undesirable neighbours [and therefore] the
      tribes on the frontier [have] to be reduced to a state of more or less perfect submission.51
    


    
      The commercial interests alluded to by Gorchakov consisted of the Russian government's plans to use Central
      Asia as a base for cotton manufacturing. Following the liberation of serfs in Russia in 1861, a vast number of
      settlers from Russian territories in Europe flocked to Central Asia, in particular to today's Kazakhstan and
      northern Kyrgyzstan. These areas, which were the most fertile in Russian-controlled Central Asia, were
      expropriated from pastoralists who depended on these tracts as grazing grounds, thereby severely hampering their
      seasonal movement in search of water and pastures.52
    


    
      The new order that Russia imposed upon its frontier with China consisted, at the administrative level, in the
      establishment of the Turkestanskoye General-Gubernatorstvo (also known as the General-Guberniya
      Turkestan) – the Governate–General of Turkestan, administrated by the military governor in Tashkent and
      divided into five oblasts and two protectorates (the aforementioned Khiva and Bukhara): Syrdarya (in
      today's terms, northern Uzbekistan and southern Kazakhstan), Ferghana (the Ferghana valley and eastern
      Badakhshan), Semirechie (eastern Kazakhstan and eastern Kyrgyzstan), Samarqand (central Uzbekistan and
      north-western Tajikistan), and Transcaspia (Turkmenistan); the Protectorate of Bukhara included southern
      Uzbekistan and western Tajikistan with western Badakhshan. As can be seen by comparing these late-imperial
      administrative divisions with today's ethnoterritorial entities, such a new order did not persist on the
      ground: the later, specifically Soviet order yet to be created was to prove rather more ‘successful’ in
      weathering transition to a new political environment.
    


    
      The main aim of the new order in the late imperial oblasts and Russian protectorates of Central Asia was
      not to change or reform Central Asian society in any fundamental way – a society that the imperial administration
      did not yet purport to understand – but rather to attain a maximum of control at a minimum of cost.53 Earlier attempts farther
      north and west to govern pastoralist groups such as, for example, the Kazakhs had failed: their conversion into
      ‘loyal citizens’ had been sabotaged for decades by, ironically, Russian frontier commanders and Russian settlers
      in the steppe, who lived by plundering pastoralists who had been militarily subjugated.54 In the 1860s a citizenship strategy was
      introduced in the borderlands which was hammered out and supported by the host of Russian ethnographers and
      orientalists who followed in the imperial armies' tracks. New concepts of citizenship
      (grazhdanstvennost) in the Romanov empire were extended to the ‘rude inorodtsy tribes’ – the
      imperial Other in the new borderlands: non-Christian, non-Slavic, and (as the term increasingly came to denote)
      non-sedentary tribes, who in no way saw themselves as subjects of the tsar.55 Grazhdanstvennost was coming to imply
      mechanisms of citizens' participation in governance, and in the newly conquered areas of Central Asia
      peaceful coexistence between the inorodtsy and the settlers, between the local elites and the
      administration, was seen by the centre as a precondition to the reinforcement of the state's power in the
      borderlands. Local leaders in many cases became skilled at bending Russian proposals to their own benefit and, in
      the end, imperial reform had the unforeseen effect of producing networks of clan elders (in Kyrgyz,
      aksaqal) who succeeded in subverting direct Russian control at local levels.56
    


    
      In effect, Russian imperial control of Central Asia was primarily indirect in nature:57 attempts made at codifying indigenous
      customary law (adat) for use in relation to the local population went hand-in-hand with legitimating
      locally elected aksaqal, who were often also enfranchised to collect taxes locally and to administer
      justice. Parallel systems of administration – a Russian one and a local one – were created at the local level
      amongst the pastoralist Kyrgyz and Kazakhs. Citizens of the Empire they may well have been, but the lifeworlds of
      locals were left largely unaffected by this and native institutions, including many Islamic ones such as the
      waqf (religious endowments), continued to operate. It appears as though the imperial administration was
      content to leave Central Asians in their own lifeworlds as long as the goals of the empire were not affected,
      namely geostrategic control and expansion, new tax revenues, and economic exploitation of regional resources.
    


    
      *
    


    
      Both the Chinese and Russian imperial orders of the nineteenth century were about to be swept away: three decades
      after the border treaties of the 1880s neither empire existed and two states arose in their stead that can be
      characterised as border-guarding states inheriting a contentious imperial-era borderline. The evocative image of
      this line as a river, as outlined by Rustam earlier, was about to take on new connotations: it was about to bring
      something other than policies aimed solely at colonial exploitation. How did those groups, soon to be called
      the Kyrgyz or the Pamiri, experience the last years of the old order? What was the manner of local
      encounters with two states who had deemed it necessary to draw a political line through lands already claimed by
      pastoralists and high-altitude subsistence farmers?
    


    
      Although not yet enforced to much degree, the new borderline fragmented a vibrant network of economic and social
      exchange between the Pamiri groups as well as between Pamiri traders and Ismaili communities in the north-west of
      today's Pakistan (then still part of British India), who acted as middlemen between Kyrgyz producers of felt
      products and the salesmen located in Chitral and Hunza who traded in household utensils and grain.58 The only three small market
      towns that existed in the entire Pamir region (in Khorog, Murghab and Tashkurgan) all represented Pamiri sites of
      interaction with non-Pamiri groups that had come to be established in the early nineteenth century. Khorog served
      trade networks between lowland Tajiks and the Pamiri in the mountains, Murghab between Kyrgyz pastoralists and
      Pamiri, and Tashkurgan between Pamiri, Kyrgyz, and Uighurs from Kashgar.59 It was in Tashkurgan that the Sarykuli
      Pamiri encountered nominal contact with Qing officials as, by this time, Tashkurgan was undergoing militarisation
      and coming under the direct control of imperial China's gateway city of Kashgar.
    


    
      When the Russian empire arrived in Central Asia it did not encounter modern territorial states. Even the
      qaghanates of Khiva and Qoqand or the emirate of Bukhara had not disrupted traditional structures of political
      life such as kinship ties and communal organisations; they had neither declared fixed territorial borders nor
      imposed supra-regional identities.60 Hence, for Russia at this time, there was no distinction between the Kazakhs of the steppe
      (today's Kazakhstan) and the Kyrgyz of the Tian Shan and Alay ranges (today's northern and eastern
      Kyrgyzstan); the former became known to the first generation of imperial ethnographers as ‘the Kirgiz’
      (today's Kazakhs) and the latter were termed ‘the Kara-Kirgiz’ (‘black Kirgiz’, today's Kyrgyz).61 Towns were founded in the
      mountain ranges along the Chinese–Russian frontier, for example Karakol (the Przhevalsky of Soviet times) in
      1869, which was to become the place of refuge for Dungani fleeing from Xinjiang, and the garrison town of Naryn
      in 1868. Such settlements made the traditional areas of Kyrgyz pastoralist activities somewhat accessible, and
      administrators realised that the entire area served as pasture grounds for Kyrgyz herders, who moved from region
      to region depending on current climatic conditions. Russian adventurers discovered that the Pamirs served as
      their main summer bases (jailoo) and that excursions into the Alay were only undertaken when fodder failed
      in the Pamir during winter. Imperial bureaucrats encountered Kyrgyz herders in the region between Murghab and the
      Alay at the turn of the century, and they were included in a Russian census of the time as a group distinct from
      other residents of the Pamirs.62 By the 1920s they had become an integral part of the local economy and local Pamiri could
      even communicate in ‘Turkish’ (that is, Kyrgyz).63 In the internal Soviet boundary delimitations that were to take place in
      the coming decades, the argument was made that they were a crucial part of the economic foundations of the
      regional administrative entity to be delimited.
    


    
      The anthropologist Frank Bliss has argued in his unique monograph on the Pamir area that the entire Alay–Pamir
      zone (which is today divided among the four states of Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, China and Afghanistan) can be
      understood as loosely forming a single entity.64 Numerous accounts by travellers to the region remark on the invisibility
      of state borders at this time, the weakness of both (de facto) Russian and (de jure) Bukharan control over the
      region, and warfare between the pastoralist Kyrgyz, local Pamiri groups and Afghan invaders.65 By the early twentieth century, Russia
      seemed to have gained confidence in its internal control over the region and had withdrawn soldiers from
      small posts in Badakhshan and the Central Pamirs while simultaneously maintaining its heaviest presence on the
      Chinese frontier and the Pamir passes to the Wakhan (in Afghanistan). Indeed, there is no account of resistance
      to Russian occupation by the Pamiri themselves prior to the Bolshevik Revolution; quite to the contrary, there
      are accounts both in the Khorog archives and in living memory of the protection Russian soldiers granted to
      Pamiri individuals resisting Bukharan and Afghan tax collectors. Local Pamiri mirs had long been at the
      mercy of rival claims from both the Emir and a strong rival Afghan state, and many paid taxes to both potentates
      at times. Incessant warfare and fluctuating degrees of sovereignty had been a constant element of Pamiri life for
      more than a century and the population of the Pamir had been reduced to a third of its former size by the time
      Russian expeditionary forces arrived. Mirs had become increasingly despotic and exploitative in demanding
      the zakat (alms), hospitality, and the support of the elite through yet more taxes and military service
      from Pamiri qishloq (villages).66 It is in this context that popular support for advancing Russian claims should be seen.
    


    
      Relations between the Kyrgyz of the Pamirs and the Pamiri, especially those from Shugnan in western Badakhshan,
      had been tense ever since the Kyrgyz had started to migrate into the Pamirs in the early nineteenth century due
      to population pressure in the Alay;67 there was repeated serious conflict between both groups and, by the 1870s, the Kyrgyz area
      of activity in Badakhshan had been limited to the Murghab region. The advent of Russian rule was a boon to these
      Murghab Kyrgyz because grazing rights were accorded to them by the military commanders of Murghab where none
      before had been claimed. Herders were granted with freedom of travel, that is, the right to rotate their grazing
      land in the sparse environment around Murghab. It remains open to speculation whether the Russian administration
      intended to thereby stake future claims to trans-frontier pastures on the Chinese side of the border, but it
      seems clear that pre-Soviet Russian frontier troops in Badakhshan were considerably more accommodating to such
      movements than were their Chinese counterparts in the Tashkurgan area, at least according to the memories that
      have been passed down. From the perspective of Pamiri–Kyrgyz relations in regions that later became part of
      Tajikistan, a foundation had been laid by imperial governance for future disgruntlement and conflict between
      these groups.
    


    
      The Border-Guarding State Arrives
    


    
      ‘When the Kyrgyz hero Manas crossed the chek-ara [borders] of his meken [homeland] to make war on
      our Chinese neighbours’, an accomplished manaschy (narrator of the Manas Epic) will relate, ‘he
      encountered the guards of the Chinese realms. They were fearsome indeed: sorcerous ducks and one-eyed giants,
      magically enhanced athletes, protected those lands. He fought many battles with these guardians, often overcoming
      them through his martial skills in the field and the strength of his clever mind.’
    


    
      By the 1930s, the guardians of China were equipped with machine-guns; more importantly still, there were now two
      sets of such wardens. Border control had arrived on both sides of the line drawn between Kyrgyz groups – for
      Kyrgyz pastoralists it was not just entry into a land claimed by a foreign power that needed to be gained but
      also exit from a homeland now claimed as state territory.
    


    
      Manas' descendants first encountered this new type of border in 1916, on the very eve of the Bolshevik
      Revolution, when the distant and weak Russian imperial state attempted to systematically invoke its claims to
      sovereignty over locals by drafting Kyrgyz for World War I. I had the opportunity to meet one such descendant and
      ask her about how her family experienced this critical moment in Kyrgyz history. Anara, the elderly daughter of a
      Kyrgyz refugee who had escaped the draft by ‘using’ the new borderline to flee to China, is still visibly upset
      when she tells the story of how her father witnessed the butchering of his entire ayil (in Kyrgyz, kinship
      community) at the Torugart border-crossing to Xinjiang first by Russian and then by Chinese border troops. The
      fate of her family (to be discussed in greater detail in Chapter
      4) is intricately connected to the evolution of this new border, and her outrage is directed at that moment
      in time – the day that local leaders communicated to locals the imperial order to mobilise – when it ‘dawned on
      our fathers that they supposedly owed Russia their lives while other Kyrgyz to the east apparently did not.’ The
      border-guarding state had arrived in Central Asia, and its first appearance was marked by a massacre.
    


    
      The 1910s were an eventful decade for both the Russian and Chinese polities as well as for Anara's family.
      Old orders were swept away, new elites arose, and a revolutionary rhetoric of rulership was quickly formulated
      that tackled an imperial legacy of staggering territorial expanse and ethnic diversity. In both states revolution
      started in the core, and both post-revolutionary states were wracked by years of civil war; and neither state was
      willing to entertain the idea of rejecting a future as a multinational state inherited from the multinational
      empire that had preceded it. Not a single borderline adjustment was to be made, no territory given up to foreign
      agitators. Political attention in post-imperial Russia and China immediately swung to the borders of the
      respective empire that had been inherited – a new vocabulary of ‘nation’ and ‘state’ was quickly embraced by
      Soviet Bolsheviks and Chinese Guomindang (GMD) that demanded careful consideration from those seeking a new,
      non-imperial legitimacy within the lands of the former empires.
    


    
      All of a sudden borderlanders' lifeworlds became paramount to questions of state legitimacy. Roads like the
      Pamir Highway introduced in this book's opening pages were constructed, books in local languages were
      published for a wider regional audience, and the minions of central control (in the form of ethnologists,
      administrators and agents of border control) were instructed to identify, categorise, nationalise and,
      essentially, to border local ethnic groups.68 It is in this period that the territorial borders between Kyrgyz and non-Kyrgyz groups
      within the formerly Russian-now-Soviet segment of the frontier were devised and then drawn. A nascent Kyrgyz
      ‘nation’ was subsumed into a Kazakh polity, both in the Soviet Union as well as in the Republic of China; by 1936
      the Kyrgyz became a Soviet nation in their own right and the administrative borderline between Kazakhs and Kyrgyz
      in the form of socialist republics was delimited within the USSR. Similarly, Tajiks were originally regarded as
      ‘less national’ than Uzbeks, and Pamiri as ‘less national’ than Tajiks. By 1929 Tajiks had been accorded national
      status, and Pamiri given the highest type of autonomy in the USSR short of their own Republic – administrative
      borders were drawn between, and within, Gorno-Badakhshan and the Kyrgyz national unit. Delimitation was designed
      to clarify homeland territories because belonging to distinct units of nationality was the pre-condition of being
      part of the state; and such boundaries were not to be conceptually questioned by members of the new nations.
      However, such belongings could be, and indeed were, manipulated by local leaders in their relations with the
      state69 – as long as the
      legitimacy of the notion of national borders was not called into question. Leaders of Kyrgyz and Pamiri
      groups were increasingly tied to the state as the provider of privileges, resources and legitimacy.
    


    
      The replication of this process within Xinjiang took another 20 years to occur although a new Republican vision
      of self-determination and autonomy was quickly proclaimed. Heavily influenced by Soviet thinking on
      nationalities, the original vision of five ‘nationalities’, the minzu of China – one of which grouped
      Uighurs, Kyrgyz and Kazakhs into one ‘Muslim Turkic’ (huijiao tujue) people, thereby leaving Pamiri as yet
      invisible to the state – was quickly replaced with a drive for ‘national unity’ that, in theory, was to create
      the unified Chinese nation.70
    


    
      First Reactions to Bolshevik Rule
    


    
      Borderlanders in Central Asia were of immediate concern to the new socialist state because of their uncertain
      allegiance. But the new socialist state presented borderlanders with a set of question marks in regard to what
      they stood to gain from the allegedly ‘bottom-up’ revolution that had created it. The Bolsheviks came to power in
      a state riddled with internal turmoil within a precarious international political scene, and they waged a battle
      on two fronts. Their rule over the periphery was consolidated by rushing to establish territorial integrity. This
      meant militarising the state's edges while also using that military capacity to aid new state-building
      processes and Soviet legitimacy. In other words, state control extended both outwards from the centre as well as
      inwards from the periphery.71 Reflecting on the special conditions pertaining to Kyrgyz experiences with the solidifying
      borders at that time, Amir (our retired Kyrgyz historian from the Ferghana Valley) points out differences in how
      the new logic of rule was received by different groups:
    


    
      Before the Bolshevik Revolution [in 1917] we roamed everywhere and defended our byt [way of life]. This is
      why there are Kyrgyz in all Central Asia, and also in China and Afghanistan. Then Russia came and they created an
      office in Tashkent […] We Kyrgyz and Kazakhs could not read or write back then, but the Uzbeks could, and they
      used their skills to steal much of our land. We were not so clever: we loved our freedom and our sheep and
      horses. But they learned Russian and drew the very borders we now fight over.
    


    
      Life in these Soviet borderlands underwent fundamental changes throughout the 1920s and 1930s. Borderlander
      livelihoods at the USSR's external boundary to Xinjiang were to be fundamentally and irrevocably influenced
      by a type of governing that established institutions at the frontier with which borderlanders had to deal. New
      processes were set in motion that altered local perceptions of the meaning of belonging to a state. Where before
      those who had lived between the imperial states of Romanov Russia and Qing China were by no means one
      proto-Kyrgyz or one Pamiri Nation, no self-ascribed ethnic whole, the internal group boundaries between various
      subdivisions of these groups that had existed prior to socialism lost their traditional fluidity and, crucially,
      their members lost the political ability to maintain, extend, or alter narratives of inclusion or exclusion
      themselves.
    


    
      While in the preceding period it may have held true that empires had been quite content to leave local lifeworlds
      and trans-frontier loyalties only loosely affiliated with nascent state control in Central Asia, especially where
      these would (possibly unwittingly) aid the expansion of the limits of Empire, such indirect rule becomes anathema
      to states that command a narrative of territorial inviolability.72 Infrastructure was constructed that redefined the reorganised
      administrative units of the USSR as the point of reference in regard to physical accessibility; employment
      opportunities arose from the presence, in the borderlands, of large numbers of agents of border control; and
      local and regional political bodies became empowered to blur internal political differences between the
      state's borderlands and the Soviet state's political system. This promoted a political narrative of state
      inclusion propelled, crucially, by the embedding of local leaders into regional governing. In this new Soviet
      era, borderland inhabitants became involved in discussions of the indigenisation of regional power. Traditional
      elites were largely purged in the early decades of Soviet rule, and new local leaders now acted within the
      framework of the state.73
    


    
      Reaction in the borderlands to such new territoriality, and the claims on locals that it brought with it, was
      swift and violent. Beginning in 1916 and lasting well into the late 1920s, the basmachi rebellions were
      the only concerted armed resistance to outside rule (and to the co-optation of local leaders) ever to arise in
      Central Asia in the twentieth century, and they cost the new Soviet Red Army dearly in terms of both lives and,
      through its actions, popular support for the regime.74 The basmachi were loosely organised groups of partisans formed
      into bands by traditional leaders; and all the peoples of Soviet Central Asia were, at one point, involved in
      this grass-roots movement described as bands of robbers and pillagers in Soviet literature. Much remains obscure
      regarding the political nature of the rebels, with some historians arguing that they were sponsored by the Emir
      of Bukhara in exile in Afghanistan in collusion with the British;75 others have noted that the term basmachi came to be applied
      to general (armed) resistance to the imposition of unpopular Soviet policies such as collectivisation and
      indigenisation (korenizatsiya), an argument of particular importance in remote Tajikistan.76 What is undoubtedly true is that the
      revolts enjoyed the support of rural inhabitants throughout Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan in no small part due to
      agitation by religious leaders (who were members of the local Muslim elites) and the lack of government
      institutions in the countryside. Nevertheless, the movement lacked unity and leadership and was mostly
      characterised by internecine fighting – this was not centrally co-ordinated resistance to outside rule but rather
      the venting of local grievances against perceived injustices (whether perpetrated by Russians or, in the case of
      Tajik areas, by Uzbeks). Even more significantly, in some regions designated as basmachi territory by
      Soviet authorities there were groups who resisted both the rebels and central control: in eastern Badakhshan
      there was severe unrest between ethnic Kyrgyz (who generally supported the basmachi) and the Pamiri (who
      did not). To combat the revolts, Soviet policy changed to one of temporarily conceding religious and traditional
      rights while pushing for the creation of a new cadre of local leaders loyal to the Soviet regime: the policy of
      indigenisation of power (officially termed korenizatsiya) was implemented at the same time as were new
      economic policies and the national delimitation of what were to become the Central Asian Republics.77
    


    
      Chinese Empire becomes Republic of China in Xinjiang
    


    
      In post-revolutionary Xinjiang these developments on now-Soviet territory to the west caught the attention of new
      warlord-run governments as well as local Kyrgyz and Pamiri borderlanders. Borders are made from two sides – by
      two states, as we have seen, even if such a making is not necessarily equitable – and post-imperial,
      pre-socialist Xinjiang always remained closer to Soviet Central Asia than to the structures of the central
      government (GMD) in China proper. Soviet mechanisms of bordering were very influential for the remainder of the
      twentieth century in both segments of this borderland, and shall be treated according to their importance in the
      next chapter. But first, the ways in which the short-lived Republic of China (ROC) interacted with borderlanders
      who were truly ‘trans-frontier’ now prompts a closer look at how borders function not only as lines of separation
      but also, sometimes, as sites of transmission.78
    


    
      Strictly speaking, the Central Asian borderland as a sociopolitical fact was born in 1884 with the Chinese
      decision to convert the north-western dominion of Xinjiang into a fully fledged province. A frontier buffer zone
      between China proper and what dynastically had been understood as tributary states beyond the pale was converted
      into an integral part of Chinese territory. It was the dissolution of the traditionally vague frontier that
      created ‘trans-frontier networks’; these networks served as the forum where local loyalties were negotiated and
      where the new concept of Chinese state–nationality (zhonghua guozu) promoted by the Republic of China was
      challenged. They directly threatened the new government's narrative of territorial integrity because the
      numerous non-Han groups, now named minzu, occupied a far larger part of the ROC's territory than the
      Han – similarly classified as a minzu – did themselves.79
    


    
      The Republic's government was convinced of its right to inherit the territories ruled by the Qing dynasty and
      regarded any infringement on this territory as a direct challenge to its authority to rule. Officially, the term
      bianjiang (‘borderlands’) was used to designate the territories which were home to the minorities, which
      included the Manchurian provinces, Inner and Outer Mongolia, Xinjiang and Tibet. New administrative bodies were
      created that were to tie the bianjiang more closely to central rule and forestall the loss of any
      territory. These reforms were based on the assumption that the inclusion of areas settled by Han would prove to
      have assimilatory advantages and facilitate central control. However, central control remained tenuous throughout
      the entire Republican period and the government remained unable to implement any policy at all in most areas;
      instead, Xinjiang was controlled by warlords. In reality the Revolution of 1911 made very little difference to
      the way the province was run except that the provincial government was now able to pursue its own policies
      without interference from the central government. Xinjiang's Muslims resented the unpredictable rule of the
      warlords because it left them entirely at their mercy. Then, from 1931 until 1942 most of the province became a
      de facto independent state under the control of Sheng Shicai, a Han warlord who enjoyed the logistic support of
      the Soviet Union.80 The
      warlords of Xinjiang reluctantly recognised the need to trade with the Soviet Union but did what they could to
      resist its sociopolitical influence within the province. The civil war to the east, which cut trade lines to the
      Chinese interior, exacerbated the local government's dependence on Russian supplies and led to the opening of
      Soviet consulates and trading agencies from Kashgar and Yining to Urumqi.81 Successive warlords secretly signed
      independent agreements with the Soviet Union that guaranteed Soviet military assistance. As in dynastic times,
      the threat to the frontier as a zone that was to be marked primarily by its ties to a Chinese polity was brought
      about by the uncontrollability of ‘frontier governors’.
    


    
      An assessment of the policies on borderland minorities actually implemented during the Republican era is
      difficult due to ‘the diffusion of the decision-making process among sundry warlords, several foreign powers, and
      numerous [GMD] factions’.82 After the death of Sun Yatsen (the original leader of revolutionary China) in 1925, Chiang
      Kaishek retreated from the ideals of Sun's policies of self-determination and autonomy by claiming them to be
      communist propaganda designed to strengthen Soviet influence in the minority borderlands. This accusation –
      specifically, the attempts by a neighbouring state to use borderlanders and their networks to subvert a
      state's legitimacy to control its borderlands – was neither overly imaginative nor wholly unjustified: we
      have already seen how late imperial China had adopted specifically Russian practices of borderland governance.
      Xinjiang with its strategic size and vast natural resources held a special importance for the ROC's domestic
      discourses of legitimacy and control of state resources.
    


    
      When the implementation of the Republic's policies on minorities broke down, the treatment of the peoples of
      Xinjiang became open to the interpretation of the warlords in Urumqi. All three warlords who governed Xinjiang in
      the common post-imperial period were Han. While never happy to acknowledge explicit central control by the GMD,
      none of them were interested in the establishment of a de jure independent Xinjiang because this would have
      curtailed their personal power and increased the power of groups such as the Kyrgyz and Kazakhs, who had
      trans-frontier access to Soviet territory. Policies towards borderlanders therefore remained repressive and
      assimilative, albeit probably less so than the implementation of GMD policies may have proved to be.83 However, despite policies
      aimed at repressing trans-frontier networks and pathways of migration it was not possible to seal the border to
      ideas and people coming from the other side of the borderline. The migration of Kazakh pastoralists into Xinjiang
      in the late nineteenth century, who were fleeing from the increased immigration of Russian peasants onto
      traditional pasture lands, intensified the ethnic trans-frontier networks; and the reach of these networks
      expanded when migrant Kazakhs pushed deep into Chinese territory to escape from political unrest and Russian
      claims on the Chinese frontier.84 Kyrgyz pastoralists found themselves on the Chinese side of the solidifying frontier for
      much the same reasons. The instability of the Republican period was exacerbated by the independence of Mongolia
      in 1921, which in the nationalist fervour of the time seemed to wipe out minority rights for non-Mongols. Many
      Kazakhs moved from the reaches of the Altay to the south, into an area already populated by Chinese farmers. The
      Chinese government had realised the threat of these Kazakh groups being ‘used’ by the Soviet Union to support
      their own possible claims on the Ili Valley, where many had finally settled, and decided that only a small number
      would be allowed to re-emigrate to Soviet Central Asia.85 On the other hand, the last warlord of Xinjiang, Sheng Shicai, regarded
      pastoralist borderlanders ‘as an obstacle to the peaceful development and construction of Xinjiang as well
      as to his continued friendship with the USSR’;86 especially the Kazakhs were in the unenviable position of being
      personae non grata in both the Soviet Union and the ROC, with the former using them to put pressure on the
      Urumqi regime and the latter suspecting them of collaboration. The pressure exerted by the Soviet Union took the
      form of support for the Kazakh rebellion against Urumqi, which it aided by supplying goods and arms from the
      Soviet Union through Kazakhs living in the Mongolian People's Republic.87
    


    
      The distant GMD government far to the east watched in horror when an uprising led to a declaration of
      independence from Xinjiang and China in 1944. The new polity comprised mainly pastoralist north-western Xinjiang
      and named itself the East Turkestan Republic with its capital in Gulja (the Kazakh name for Yining, in the Ili
      Valley); Kyrgyz in Qyzyl Suu supported this uprising by evicting Chinese forces from Tashkurgan.88 Soviet assistance came upon official
      request by Urumqi to quell the insurgent Republic. Ironically, all parties involved (that is, the Xinjiang
      governor, the independent Republic, and the Han general sent by Chiang Kaishek to set things straight) ended up
      appealing to the Soviet military for help. Sheng had turned Xinjiang into a Soviet client state, on the very
      verge of becoming a vladenie (protectorate) of Russia – precisely the situation the former Qing government
      had feared throughout its last decades in power. Until the mid-1940s when Sheng's defeat by troops sent from
      Nanjing forced the USSR to withdraw its explicit support, the Soviet economic and political impact on Xinjiang
      was immense. The Soviet Union was blamed for instigating this latest Ili uprising and supporting secessionist
      ideas amongst borderlanders in the region. The suspicion that borderlanders were being made into bridges capable
      of carrying the weight of revolution (and Soviet hegemony) to the east was great; in other words, trans-frontier
      Kyrgyz and Kazakhs were regarded as harbouring loyalties to the (foreign) Soviet state. By the time the ROC
      collapsed and the socialist People's Republic of China came to power in 1949, Soviet influence had increased
      perceptibly in north-western Xinjiang due to increased suppression, or ‘pacification’ as it was termed, by
      Chinese authorities afraid of resurgent secessionism.89
    


    
      *
    


    
      By no means have all the world's former imperial frontiers undergone a transformation from vaguely defined
      ‘transitory zones’ to areas delimited on the outside by borderlines and on the inside, the side looking inwards
      into the state, by hardening internal administrative boundaries. Maps are littered with sovereign states formed
      from the carcasses of empires; not all imperial frontiers become post-imperial borderlands. Yet they did in the
      case of the Sino–Russian Central Asian frontier. Produced or, from another perspective, provoked by Russian
      notions of limitless space (the prostor), the solidifying jurisdictional boundary bisecting Central Asians
      became just as much a product of the Chinese need to make newly defined sovereign rule coincide with the
      pragmatic reality of frontier control. The borderlands came into existence first and foremost because of changing
      state notions of territoriality and peripherality rather than arising from local dynamics of interaction with
      encroaching states. It was only after diplomatic policies had led to the cartographic drawing of a line that
      local political authority came to influence trans-frontier negotiation, acceptance, or rejection of state modes
      of governing in what was becoming a borderland with all the characteristics of ambiguity and fluidity so common
      along the borders of territorial states the world over. If the frontier in the preceding common imperial period
      had been experienced by Kyrgyz or Pamiri as a diplomatic narrative rather than as a sociopolitical fact of
      permanence and depth, such peoples were now to be tied into ‘their’ respective Soviet and Chinese states as
      ‘national minorities’. Such a laying-hold of various groups by the post-imperial state was taking place all over
      the Soviet Union and (more slowly) the Republic of China, but in the borderlands such ‘ethno-spatial
      socialisation’ was particularly critical because of the perceived ability of citizens at the periphery to
      question, even contest, the territorial boundedness of the state.
    


    
      Despite the portentous events unfolding in the early twentieth century it took time before the majority of the
      inhabitants of Central Asia and Xinjiang could have understood the importance – indeed, the very permanency – of
      the demise of the old order in their everyday lives. As opposed to this, borderlanders were confronted with new
      modes of governing much more quickly than those in the interior because the nascent Soviet Union quickly moved to
      set up border control in former Romanov territories. For the first decades of the twentieth century, during what
      may be called the common post-imperial period (1917–49), it was the border itself that marked the arrival of a
      new ideology of territoriality; and this border was to prove to be more Russian/Soviet than Chinese for
      borderlanders. In Xinjiang's periphery, this chaotic era of warlords was marked by frequent and competing
      rebellions against both central rule and the rule of provincial warlords. Many local uprisings were finally
      suppressed by warlords in Urumqi who utilised Soviet military assistance – in the borderlands it was the Soviet,
      not the Chinese warlords', regime that was encountered by local people in all its economic and military
      might.
    


    
      The manifestation of a sovereign Chinese state in the Xinjiang borderlands of the Tian Shan and Pamirs is
      difficult to identify at this time. Locals remember that until 1933 at the latest the boundary at Torugart was
      negotiable from the Russian side because ‘there were no Chinese border guards’. The frequent violation of the
      boundary by Soviet troops sent to ‘aid’ the pro-Soviet regimes of Xinjiang point to a heavy military presence in
      Qyzyl Suu and Tashkurgan; the presence of Soviet-run markets in several towns in Xinjiang suggests changed
      patterns in trans-frontier trade, where local Kyrgyz supplied semi-official Soviet-sanctioned traders with their
      goods. By the late 1930s such access for Kyrgyz traders to traditional markets in Kashgar, where furs and meat
      were traded, was no longer possible – the Kyrgyz-supported basmachi rebellion had had a profound effect on
      the enforcement of the border and it is likely that the strengthening of border controls played a crucial role in
      suppressing this local unrest.
    


    
      Processes taking place between 1917 and 1949 reveal how the Tian Shan and Pamirs ceased to be a vaguely defined
      borderzone. During these decades the Kyrgyz and Pamiri first encountered the full force of the border-guarding
      state; through a type of enclosure that was only partially constructed within the socialist model at the time (in
      the west) they truly became borderlanders. It was also at this time that non-Russian, non-Han groups became
      ensnared by mutually exclusive concepts of ‘Russian Central Asia’ and ‘Chinese Xinjiang’. They had ceased to be
      the ‘most inconsequential part of the boundary inhabitants’ – to quote Colonel Babkov from the imperial era –
      and, instead, became actors critical to these states as a whole. The existence of the border brought special
      attention to borderland groups such as the Kyrgyz and Pamiri; through the adoption by a Chinese warlord (namely
      Sheng Shicai) of Soviet ethnic categories that were formulated during these years, local elites were invited to
      participate in the institutions of the provincial polity, and they did so as representatives of groups sharing
      cross-border ties to Soviet peoples who bore the same ethnonym. In order to understand how borderlanders of
      neighbouring socialist states interacted with the border itself as an institution of ethnopolitical cleavage
      after 1949, the next chapter begins by taking a closer look at the line which embodied the fracturing of a Kyrgyz
      and Pamiri world.
    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 2
    


    
      THE MYTH OF SOCIALISM WITHOUT BORDERS
    


    
      

    


    
      In the spring of 1959, at the close of the first decade of the common socialist period on the frontier between
      Soviet Central Asia and the People's Republic of China (PRC), Nikita Khrushchev outlined his vision of the
      ultimate fate of state borders to an audience in Leipzig, in the German Democratic Republic:
    


    
      With the victory of communism on a world-wide scale, state boundaries will become extinct, Marxism–Leninism
      teaches us. In all probability only ethnographical boundaries will remain for the time being, and even they will
      no doubt only be conventional. On these boundaries, if they can be called such at all, there will be no frontier
      guards, no customs officials, no incidents. They will simply record the historically evolved fact that this or
      that nationality inhabits a given territory.1
    


    
      The leader of the Soviet Union was clearly not referring to Soviet borders in his speech on an unbordered
      socialist utopia. Between the early 1960s and the 1990s the border between the People's Republic of China and
      the USSR in Inner Asia was sealed to a degree that his East German audience of Party members had to admire, in
      light of socialist Germany's efforts to seal its own borders with walls. Whatever this merely ethnographical
      boundary in a truly communist world may have looked like on the easel of a Marxist–Leninist artist of the 1950s,
      Sino–Soviet borders throughout the common socialist period must have presented such an artist with a vision of
      dystopian nightmare. Socialist rhetoric and Central Asian reality could not have been more at odds at the
      interfaces between states which shared the same ideological tradition, embraced the same revolution, and rejected
      the same outside world dominated by Western imperialists and capitalists.
    


    
      On a quiet afternoon in the Kyrgyzstani village of At Bashy I talked with Talaybek about Khrushchev's vision
      of a borderless world characterised only by open ethnic boundaries rather than closed state
      borders. Tears still in his eyes, he overcame his mirth and began to talk about border life in the Soviet period:
    


    
      There were so many speeches like that back when I was a young man. If only he had been right! We all wanted to
      believe this was possible, but the Chinese have always claimed these lands – our lands, damn it – and somebody
      had to stop them, put them in their place. Show them some strength.
    


    
      We spent three days together talking about his memories, for Talaybek had much to tell. For 30 years (from 1960
      until 1990) this elderly herder from At Bashy had travelled extensively throughout the Soviet segments of the
      Kazakh, Kyrgyz and Pamiri borderlands, at first as a cook for the Red Army, then as an aide during the invasion
      of Afghanistan (1979), and, finally, as a local translator for border guard detachments in the province of Naryn.
      The paragraphs that follow are a collage of my conversations with Talaybek; and they also include comments made
      by friends of his, who often joined in the raucous telling. It was his suggestion to choose the year 1980 for
      this recreated vignette because it places us just after the end of actual military tensions with China but well
      before anybody might have suspected that demilitarisation would follow in the 1990s. Our imaginary tour along the
      border that Rustam earlier described as a river begins in the south, on the border between Afghanistan and
      Tajikistan in the year after the Soviet invasion (in 1979), and takes us northwards through Gorno-Badakhshan past
      the future sites of the Qolma and Irkeshtam ports to China; it ends at Naryn's Torugart border crossing to
      Qyzyl Suu in Xinjiang.
    


    
      Arrival in Khorog, the capital of the Tajik SSR's region of Gorno-Badakhshan, is easily arranged in 1980 with
      several daily flight services from Dushanbe. The new airport is full of Tajiks and Pamiri who are taking
      advantage of new and simpler internal travel regulations to visit family members. The town teems with Soviet
      military personnel as well as those engaged in supporting it logistically; the thriving informal market is
      stocked with scarce goods from the Kyrgyz SSR, which will eventually find their way across to the border to
      Soviet-occupied Afghanistan. However, Afghans from the other side of the Pyanj river are not to be found here at
      this time due to strictly enforced travel restrictions and the lack of permanent bridges across the raging river
      (which will not to be built until the late 1990s and after). Leaving Khorog we travel north and east along the
      Pamir Highway. The heavy traffic that we encounter is made up mainly of trucks supplying goods to the settlements
      between Khorog and Osh as well as mining equipment for the uranium and plutonium mines near Murghab. The endless
      columns of tanks, military supply trucks, and motorised armoured vehicles we pass on the road make driving
      hazardous.
    


    
      We encounter no checkpoints until just outside Murghab. In 1980, just as today, Murghab is where the KGB
      vigorously checks internal passports – the focus, however, is on the possession of a local propusk
      [permission document] permitting individuals to temporarily leave their place of work. We have entered the
      outermost of four successively stricter borderzones implemented along Soviet borders.2 Murghab at 3,500 metres is a busy place: there
      is no bazaar yet but rather state-run goods outlets and supply stations; power and electricity is relatively
      stable, telephones work, and Murghab airport operates flights to Khorog, sometimes to Dushanbe and Osh, and under
      special circumstances military flights to the Russian SFSR (mainly for high-ranking military men). Local Kyrgyz,
      who work for the sovkhoz [state farm] in Murghab, exchange raw materials such as meat and wool for
      manufactured goods from the rest of the Soviet Union, and livestock numbers are booming.3 Just beyond Murghab to the north we
      successively pass through the next two layers of the borderzone, enforced by Soviet KGB pogranichniki
      [border guards] at highly fortified checkpoints (the so-called zastavy are placed every 5 to 10 km)4 complete with machine-gun
      turrets and watchtowers equipped with powerful searchlights. The road runs about 50 metres parallel to the 2.5
      metre-high electric double fence marking the no-man's-land enveloping the Soviet–Chinese borderline; nothing
      and nobody passes this live fence, which is reportedly so highly charged as to immediately slay a sheep. In these
      years, motion detectors are being installed to the right of the road, and we pass many motorised patrols. The
      turn-off to the east (which many years later will lead to the as-yet physically inaccessible Qolma Pass to
      Xinjiang) connects the small Kyrgyz settlements of Rang Kul and Toktamysh. It is lined on both sides by a similar
      fence, and sheep herding areas are patrolled by border guards on foot and horseback. Travelling towards the
      Kyrgyz SSR we pass Karakul, where a large KGB detachment has its base; the town is ringed, to the east, by the
      fence and, to the west, by the vast lake that has formed in an ancient meteorite crater. The ascent to the Qyzyl
      Art Pass is accompanied by more checkpoints of the same nature as before; 3 km from the pass there is a sign
      announcing the end of Murghab raion (county) and the beginning of Osh oblast (province) – this is
      the only marking of the administrative boundary between the Tajik and Kyrgyz SSRs in 1980. At this point,
      precisely, the border fence to China swings off to the east and we will not see it again for over a thousand
      kilometres. The Tajik side does not differ much from the Kyrgyz side of the ‘boundary’ – Russian is all we
      encounter and we have been hearing mostly Kyrgyz spoken since back in Murghab. The first Kyrgyz SSR flag we will
      see is on the school building in Sary Tash, the first settlement of size in the Kyrgyz SSR. There is as yet no
      open road leading to the east and towards Xinjiang, barring a dirt track running parallel to a stone military
      road that leads to the checkpoint at Nura (now still named Beskennovski Post)5 near Irkeshtam. High peaks, deep gorges and
      stony meadows ring the entire road.
    


    
      Now we are obliged to break away from the boundary and travel to Osh, from there to Bishkek, and back east to
      Naryn because there is no infrastructural connection between the south-eastern Kyrgyz SSR and the north-east –
      the Ferghana range is (and remains to this day) an impenetrable natural obstacle. The road from Bishkek to Naryn
      is broad and heavily used by the military forces stationed in Naryn town in 1980, the headquarters of the Kyrgyz
      SSR's eastern Border otriad (detachment); private transport generally takes place via air from Frunze
      (today's Bishkek) or, just as frequently, from Alma Ata (today's Almaty), the capital of the Kazakh SSR,
      but there are public buses. In the early 1980s, Naryn itself presents us with two faces: in summer it houses
      military personnel, in winter the once again permissible practice of herding brings local Kyrgyz back to their
      winter camps in the vicinity of the town.6 There are as yet no bazaars, but state-run goods outlets and supply stations allow local
      families to exchange meat and wool for manufactured goods from Ukraine; herd numbers are increasing due to
      improved bureaucratic administration in these years, power is stable and telephones work. Most buildings in the
      centre of the settlement are for military support and administration – it is very much a military town with a
      high proportion of Russians, Ukrainians and Baltic peoples.
    


    
      On the road to At Bashy, itself just outside the borderzone to China, we encounter a vast number of military
      installations, especially on and after the Qyzyl Bel Pass (24 km past Naryn) with its commanding view of the
      alluvial valley leading to the peaks of the Tian Shan in the distance: barracks for several thousand men lie off
      the road here and several tracks lead to ‘tank parks’. At Bashy lies off the main road to the boundary, and the
      two turn-offs to the settlement are heavily fortified. Ever since the beginning of the Sino–Soviet conflict, the
      settlement has sported the best secondary school in the entire oblast and the (Russian) commander of the
      border troops at Torugart sends his daughter there; weekly school buses bring children from small settlements
      throughout the region to attend school here. Leaving At Bashy behind us, we travel towards Torugart, strictly
      off-limits to all but military personnel before the opening of the port there a couple of years later (1986). 40
      km from At Bashy the road suddenly turns into a wide and surprisingly smooth road, roughly the width of a
      four-lane highway and about 3 km long. The entire length of this strip is under the watchful eye of nine high
      towers complete with warning lights, and is entirely fenced in. This airstrip has never been used – and it never
      will be – but was purpose-built by an army of workers from Naryn under instruction of the MVD (Ministry of
      Internal Affairs) for an invasion of China once planned in the early 1970s; the remainder of the road was first
      built by German prisoners-of-war in the 1940s.
    


    
      The turn-off to Tash Rabat, 20 km further, marks the beginning of the zapretnaya zona – the forbidden zone
      not a soul may enter without explicit permission of the KGB in Moscow over 3,000 km away. And indeed, the ancient
      Kyrgyz settlements ringing Lake Chatyr-Köl, itself within sight of the actual boundary, have not been inhabited
      for decades and have fallen into ruin.7 Our encounter with the Soviet borderlands of 1980 ends with our arrival at the Ak Beyit
      checkpoint, beyond which not even military personnel are allowed to travel without a formal declaration of war
      with China. On both sides of the checkpoint a double electric fence stretches into the distance and entry to this
      innermost of zones is prevented, on the one hand, by a massive iron gate that finds its exact Chinese counterpart
      12 km south across the pass and, on the other, by the watchtowers commanding a view of the no-man's-land that
      have their mounted machine-guns trained on all points beyond here. A flag of the Soviet Union presides over the
      scene and, when the wind comes from the south, the Chinese national anthem can be heard faintly at regular
      intervals.
    


    
      *
    


    
      Six months after Talaybek and his friends had provided me with the account of the Soviet-era border with China
      from a Soviet perspective, I had the opportunity to gather a similar account on the same border from the other,
      Chinese side. In Xinjiang's Kyrgyz city of Artush I asked another elderly Kyrgyz man, Arslanbek, about
      Khrushchev's vision of a borderless socialist world. His reaction was sobering:
    


    
      Curse the Russians. And curse Mao [Zedong] too. The Soviets could have done so [and moved the border] if they had
      truly wished – they had the power. After all, they conquered as much as they wanted and then they stopped. I
      guess they didn't want us [the Kyrgyz]. And that's alright because look at how they messed up those lands
      [across the border in Kyrgyzstan].
    


    
      While Talaybek and his friends in Kyrgyzstan spent several days reminiscing about what many in Naryn called a
      ‘time of opportunity’, Arslanbek in China is decidedly circumspect about his feelings towards being asked to
      characterise ‘border life in 1980’. A herder, and the son of a herder who had been involved in the politics of
      the warlord era of the ROC (as a supporter of Leninism), he was in his early sixties when I interviewed him. He
      later told me that he felt uncomfortable talking about this period with me: ‘I didn't want to sound like I
      was only complaining about how bad life was then’. It is important to him that readers realise that his
      ‘disillusionment’ with the condition of life in the 1970s and 1980s arose from the uncertainties of the Cultural
      Revolution period (1966–76) – a time which, in Arslanbek's own words, ‘truly brought out the worst in
      everybody, whether Chinese, Kyrgyz, or the military’. The second part of our recreated tour along the Sino–Soviet
      border now derives from Arslanbek's tales. We begin in the north, on the other, Chinese side of the Torugart
      and travel southwards to Tashkurgan on the far side of the future site of the Qolma port to Murghab in
      Gorno-Badakhshan.
    


    
      In 1980 the Torugart checkpoint in Xinjiang is staffed mainly by Han, in a bewildering variety of uniforms. The
      checkpoint infrastructure and, in particular, the road leading away from the boundary are make-shift: the former
      consists of several concrete buildings inscribed with four-character slogans and quotations from Mao's
      speeches while the latter is a dirt track that has seen heavy use by the military. The immediate area is watched
      over by a succession of watchtowers strategically placed on the hills and guarded, it is rumoured, by a vast
      minefield blanketing the valleys to the south, east and west. Just past the checkpoint is a high radio tower with
      three mounted loudspeakers pointing to the north-west (towards the Kyrgyz SSR), and the tower is decorated with a
      picture of Mao Zedong and hung with several red banners complete with golden characters. Travelling along the
      poor road through Qyzyl Suu Kyrgyz Autonomous Prefecture in 1980, we catch glimpses of how tradition is changing
      in these years: concrete yurts are beginning to replace the traditional felt types – many Kyrgyz are becoming
      settled. The reopening of the local Sunday animal market just outside Artush is starting to bring a number of
      non-Kyrgyz (especially Uighurs, who generally dominate the service, market, and education sectors) into town.
      Social infrastructure such as schools and hospitals cannot yet deal with the booming population. Agriculture is
      growing in the vicinity along with small industry enterprises satisfying, for example, the demand for irrigation
      installations. The road branching off the Torugart road, which leads back towards the Kyrgyz SSR and to what will
      in 20 years' time be the Irkeshtam port, is in even worse condition and is used mainly by locals (Kyrgyz,
      Dungani and Uighurs) on horses or with donkey carts bringing their livestock from Wuqia to Artush and,
      increasingly, the Kashgar Sunday market.
    


    
      Travelling south and west from Kashgar towards Tashkurgan Tajik Autonomous County, we pass through a
      predominantly Uighur region interspersed by small plots of land where new settlers are visible. The city of
      Kashgar itself, while in the 1980s still a largely Uighur-dominated settlement, is beginning to exhibit an
      increasing presence of non-military Han workers and officials from distant parts of the rest of China. The road
      to Tashkurgan, now the Chinese section of the Karakoram Highway to northern Pakistan, is a construction site: the
      trickle of trucks to and from the boundary with Pakistan (to turn into a torrent within a decade) still make
      their way over a mix of metalled road and dirt track, thundering through small Kyrgyz and, the farther south we
      go, Tajik settlements.
    


    
      We are now moving roughly parallel to the road we took to the north on the other side of the boundary – the Pamir
      Highway – and the peaks surrounding Murghab in the Tajik SSR are no more than 50 km distant. At its closest the
      Soviet border is a mere 20 km away from the Tashkurgan road. Checkpoints and military surveillance towers are
      frequent on the western side of the road; the county is, as yet, however not connected to the rest of China by
      telephone lines, and electric power is rare beyond Kashgar. The site of the future turn-off to Qolma (which will
      lead straight to Murghab after 2004) is still a sheer mountainside and there are no roads or tracks leading to
      dispersed settlements to the east of the road. Tashkurgan at 3,600 metres is a sleepy town and a fraction of the
      size it will be 20 years later, its population nearly exclusively Tajik (the name by which the Pamiri of the
      Sarykul Pamir range are now known in China) and Kyrgyz. Itinerant Pakistani traders are secluded in a government
      hostel on the outskirts, as are the Han construction workers. There exists a very small animal market, but the
      town's most striking feature is the graveyard at the entrance to the valley that has been erected in memory
      of the hundreds of Chinese (mainly Han) construction workers who died constructing the deadly Karakoram Highway.
      On the date of the grand official opening ceremony in 1978, Xinjiang's largest statue of Chairman Mao was
      erected in the town centre, and every day school children attending the county's only school (located just
      off the central square) can be seen saluting here and singing the Chinese national anthem.
    


    
      *
    


    
      Our journey along Talay and Arslan's border of 1980 has led us from the Soviet–Afghan frontier to the
      Chinese–Pakistani frontier – as the bird flies a distance of just under 400 km. Yet, in the 1980s the two sides
      of the boundary could not have differed more, both from each other and from what the borderlands must have looked
      like 50 years earlier, in the 1930s and as discussed in the last chapter, as well as how they would 30 years
      later, in the early twenty-first century (see the next chapter).
    


    
      Socialism's great legacy throughout Central Asia was the introduction of bordering practices that replaced
      older, more rudimentary and vaguer forms of enclosure. Its great innovation was border control and the ways in
      which protecting the state's territorial integrity translated into winning borderlanders' support through
      such an enterprise. How did local lifeworlds at the frontier between ‘fraternal’ yet increasingly antagonistic
      socialist states re-orient themselves towards inclusion into the respective state society? Borderlanders are not
      passive receptacles of central state policy, and this chapter explores how the initial imposition of the
      borderline between Kyrgyz and Pamiri groups came to be accepted – in which ways new notions of territoriality
      that had not existed before socialism came to be embraced locally and why it made sense to do so for
      borderlanders. Kyrgyz and Pamiri socialism was a deeply bordered socialism; the two states with which individuals
      belonging to these two groups interacted were deeply inscribed into the locales and lifeworlds of the frontier.
      The minions of such inscription were those military and ethnopolitical actors who stood at the interface between
      borderlanders and the state in this period: the agents of border control controlled borders that had neither been
      drawn in a sociopolitical vacuum nor were to be enforced in a vacuum; and Kyrgyz and Pamiri leaders promoted new
      narratives of ethnic belonging in their role as elites whose legitimacy had come to depend on borders.
    


    
      Border Control along the Edges of Soviet Central Asia
    


    
      In the post-Soviet borderlands of eastern Kyrgyzstan and Gorno-Badakhshan of the twenty-first century, much is
      made of how Soviet control depended on infrastructural connectivity and the influx into these remote lands of
      individuals who serviced the border militarily and technically. Talaybek's tales stress how goods flowed from
      the distant centre, work was abundant in support of the large numbers of forces, utilities worked quite reliably,
      and schools were highly regarded. Critically, the borderline itself was inaccessible. The border was a physically
      distant symbol of the edge of Soviet-ness. The degree to which individuals in these locales emphasise the
      relative ease of living, especially in the late Soviet period, is significant even if we keep in mind that such
      an imagery is coloured through contrast with the lamented decay of interviewees' contemporary twenty-first
      century socio-economic environs (of which more in the next chapter). More than merely being nostalgic,
      interviewees clearly deliberate upon the relative advantages of Soviet life as compared to both what had come
      before and what was to follow. In other words, they choose to highlight the benefits that were gained locally
      from the hardening borderline to China.
    


    
      The adjective most commonly encountered in conversations to describe the quality of Soviet border control is
      ‘effective’. This elusive quality comprises two dimensions, depending on point of view. First, from the
      perspective of the Soviet state, the institutions of border control proved highly effective in severing
      traditional trans-frontier networks. These were connections which threatened the integrity of the state through
      irredentism fuelled by borderlanders' access to other political systems or through the loss of much needed
      resources such as revenue or manpower. In this respect, the most important function of border control was the
      cutting of links that eluded the state's reach and that thereby supported ambiguity in politically sensitive
      yet physically and ethnically remote places. The revolutionary policies of collectivisation (after 1928) had led
      to upheaval in the form of the basmachi movement and massive dislocation and migration across the borders.
      Border controls responded to the centre's need for stabilisation and was provoked by domestic opposition to
      the way in which the state governed its borderlands.8
    


    
      Second, from the perspective of borderlanders, ‘effectiveness’ lay in the growing realisation that the new state
      brought a number of benefits for locals that former networks could no longer provide. I met Aynur, an energetic
      entrepreneur in Kyrgyzstan's young and troubled tourism industry and elderly mother of two, in the town of
      Kochkor in Naryn oblast, which lies on a straight stretch of the road leading from Bishkek to the Chinese
      border. She does not hold much love for what she calls ‘the fucking Russians’ – her father had been an early
      victim of the Stalinist-era purges in the 1930s, her son was slain in Afghanistan in 1981, and her daughter was
      the victim of rape in Moscow in the late 1990s. However, she does carefully point out that while her own family
      had suffered terribly the state had benefited everybody as a whole:
    


    
      When our fathers became Bolshevik, we stopped being backward. Why? Life has always been harsh here. We are
      constantly worried about our animals surviving the next winter and our children having enough to eat to grow up
      strong and healthy. But the outsiders who came here built schools, roads and factories. All these things then
      brought more outsiders but also allowed us to leave from here and head off to learn ourselves how to run schools
      and factories, how to plan and build roads. We became teachers to our children, doctors to our herds, and
      engineers. Mistakes were made, especially in the Stalin era, but we gained civilisation.
    


    
      The transmitters of Aynur's ‘civilisation’ in the south-eastern borderlands of the USSR were, on the one
      hand, the agents of border control and, on the other hand, local leaders who had become thoroughly embedded
      within the structures the state (but not co-opted, as we shall see below). Together, these groups translated
      central policy on territorial integrity (that is, border policy) as well as on local loyalties to the state (that
      is, minority policy). In this way they made the Soviet state legible to borderlanders who, in turn, chose to
      cooperate for reasons that I shall now explore.
    


    
      Border Control and the Soviet Campaign for Local Loyalties
    


    
      Controlling borders means controlling individuals' physical access to and through borderlands and across
      borderlines. Border control is the logical political conclusion to the shift from vaguely defined frontiers to
      territorial boundaries enclosing modern states and therefore represents state attempts to address
      vulnerability.9 Initially,
      border control in the Soviet Union was mainly a matter of economic expediency. Revolutionary changes in domestic
      economic policy forced the state to establish itself as the monopolistic controller of physical and human
      resources. As in all socialist systems with command economies, this meant calling for border control to act as
      the bastion defending and enforcing these monopolies in the light of economic adversity.10 Cross-border trade, the importing of foreign
      (and therefore potentially subversive) goods and cultural artefacts, and the movement of financial assets were to
      be made prohibitively difficult and perilous. In their quest for economic self-sufficiency, that is, the end to
      any vulnerability along the state's territorial edges, Soviet authorities came to increasingly employ the
      language of ‘Soviet patriotism’ and ‘treachery to the masses’ to denote compliance with or violation of
      economically induced border controls. Economic expediency and ideology were fused to notions of loyalty to the
      state. Yet, a paradox arose in the Soviet borderlands. Economic development is perhaps most needed in peripheral
      borderlands in order to refocus local loyalties and preclude the feeling that ‘life is better over there across
      the boundary’; this kind of sentiment can easily persuade locals that they need to subvert the state economically
      for their own prosperity. But it is precisely these areas that states are loath to develop industrially because
      of their proximity to a hostile neighbouring state which could seize such exposed assets. Henceforth, those
      engaging in illicit economic activities came to be considered political enemies or opponents of the regime. The
      duties of the loyal Soviet citizen lay in supporting the nationalisation of private property and foreign trade,
      the regimentation and conservation of labour, the concentration of state resources and currency, and the
      collective efforts of the kolkhoz (‘collective farm’, administrated by a local commune).
    


    
      Borderlanders were, of course, automatically suspected of disloyalty due to their proximity to the ‘corrupting’
      influence of contraband, which especially during the 1920s was smuggled endemically through the Soviet
      borderlands.11 It is here
      that we witness the first institutionalisation of the pogranichnaya zona (‘border zone’) at its most
      extreme, in the form of the zapretnaya zona (‘forbidden zone’) – the borderline which had previously been
      only a thin line weakly enforced and vaguely inscribed onto the landscape now swelled to become a deep zone
      marked by landmines, double lines of electric fences, watchtowers, and roads severed by the border. The
      thickening of the borderzone was not limited to the materiality of the borderline itself. The introduction, in
      1932, of the internal passport system divided the USSR into zones of economic and political delicacy by
      partitioning the state into three general zones: regime zones (politically and economically vulnerable areas
      within the pogranichnaya zona, now extended to a depth of 100 km)12, non-regime zones (rural regions and smaller
      oblasts away from the frontier), and extra-administrative zones (such as the Gulag and secret industrial
      complexes in the remote hinterland).13 A growing set of responsibilities was given to the agencies and organisations which were
      involved in controlling these boundaries. Primarily charged with guarding the external boundary, they
      increasingly began to penetrate the lives of people who were not, in the strictest sense, actual borderlanders or
      even involved in borderland processes. As the historian Andrea Chandler has argued, it was not just the Soviet
      state that had taken hold of its border: the border itself grew over the socialist decades to envelop
      considerable parts of the country.14
    


    
      Bringing border control to the borderline in Central Asia, and then enabling such control to spread back into and
      permeate the Kyrgyz and Pamiri borderlands, was not an easy task in either the infrastructural or the political
      sense. Infrastructural connectivity to the state and avenues of access to borderland locales were as important in
      enclosing Soviet territory as was convincing borderlanders that border control would be in their interest. There
      was a severe lack of infrastructure along the entire south-eastern Soviet frontier with China in the first
      decades of Soviet rule. New routes would later connect mountainous peripheries with the new borderland centres of
      state control such as Naryn; farther south, Kyrgyz regions in the Tajik SSR's Gorno-Badakhshan were to be
      linked by the Pamir Highway (completed in 1934) with traditional markets at Osh in the Ferghana Valley, as well
      as with the new administrative centre of Khorog on the Afghan boundary. Like this, the entire Pamir plateau
      became accessible to sustained and continued state penetration. As a consequence high-altitude settlements no
      longer functioned as regional trade centres but rather as stopovers on specifically Soviet supply routes. Once
      only home to Kyrgyz pastoralists, now administrators, educators and security personnel settled in towns such as
      Murghab and Karakul and began to ‘service’ the borderlands, thereby bringing Russians and other Soviet
      nationalities into everyday contact with Kyrgyz and Pamiri. The Pamir Highway facilitated physical state control
      of the disputed boundary with Xinjiang; it also granted access to borderlanders, whose importance for the
      territorial Soviet state had become so profound due to their location on the frontier. For borderlanders, such
      feats of engineering brought the realisation that the warring instability of previous decades (exemplified by the
      rebellious basmachi movements, which many locals had joined) had come to an end. Local livelihoods all
      along the Pamir Highway profited immensely from such an artery even if the Pamir region never became economically
      self-sufficient. In the Kyrgyz SSR the infrastructural linking of Naryn with Torugart, as well as the southerly
      road between Sary Tash and Irkeshtam, allowed ancient routes through the only two accessible passes to Xinjiang
      to be brought into the orbit of border control. Both towns became regional hubs of border control and the focus
      of borderlanders' access to institutions such as schools, markets and supply outlets.
    


    
      With the roads came higher numbers of chuzhaki (in Russian, ‘outsiders’) from elsewhere in the USSR to the
      now slightly less remote lands of the Tian Shan and Pamirs. The agents of border control who arrived in Naryn or
      Murghab were not Kyrgyz, Pamiri or Tajiks but rather Russians, Ukrainians and other Russian-speaking non-Central
      Asians who often experienced their posting as ‘exile’.15 Initially weak border control structures promoted conflict between the
      military, the state security apparatus, and local Party members (who were deemed to not be politically educated
      to a sufficient degree at that time).16 Border control was viewed by locals as an intrusion into livelihoods (especially in the
      context of traditional trans-frontier pasture migration routes in the Pamirs), and smuggling of goods which were
      scarce in a socialist economy became rampant. Borderlanders had come to be regarded by the central government as
      a potentially subversive security threat, either through the active participation in clandestine operations or,
      more commonly, due to their ‘political indifference’. Conversely, at this time borderlanders saw the state and
      its institutions as detrimental to local livelihoods, and dissatisfaction ran high with the ethnic composition of
      the border troops.
    


    
      Faced with borderlander strategies of voicing their discontent (through their support of the black market) and
      exiting the state (through emigration),17 border control had to become enmeshed with local lives and livelihoods in order to succeed
      in its objective of enclosure – of keeping it na zamok (‘under lock and key’) as the government in Moscow
      demanded.18 Friction
      between the mismatch of the Soviet centre's requirements (expressed in collectivisation and domestic
      self-sufficiency) and local activities necessary to socio-economic survival was eased pragmatically:
    


    
      Even in the 1940s we [the border guards] allowed Kyrgyz to bring livestock and food across the Chinese border at
      Torugart duty-free. We did however expect a small contribution to the border troops at the At Bashy checkpoint.
      On a case-by-case basis we also allowed locals to use pastures within the [forbidden] border zone itself.
    


    
      Sergei Vladimirovich, the retired pogranichnik of the Soviet era who made this statement, was stationed in
      Naryn in the late 1950s. An ethnic Russian in his seventies and now a Kyrgyzstani citizen, he fondly remembers
      how his unit had approached this issue and how his job gave him the opportunity to meet local Kyrgyz and make new
      friends.
    


    
      Militarily securing the border to Xinjiang meant that borderlanders themselves had to be actively involved in
      border control in order to make it deep and meaningful. Despite increasingly effective policies of indigenisation
      (termed korenizatsiya in Russian), the state security apparatus (named KGB after 1956) and the actual
      border troop regiments failed to become ‘more local’, especially at cadre level.19 It was the KGB that was charged with
      guaranteeing the territorial inviolability of the Soviet Union's territory and to prevent the violation of
      its boundaries; border guards and other troops deployed both at the boundary and within the pogranichnaya
      zona were under the direct command of state security and not the military. Hence it was individuals belonging
      to the security forces that borderlanders dealt with in their everyday lives: these were the gatekeepers who
      adjudicated all movement within the borderlands. Moreover it was they who were the actual point of contact
      between individual and state in the context of being a resident in locales inscribed with the full force of
      highly visible militarised control. The ability to control movement within the lands stretching away from the
      borderline back into state territory was absolutely vital for the insulation of the frontier, and the minions of
      state control over borders were not only to be found at the actual borderline but also throughout the
      administratively defined borderlands. In this way, the state security apparatus also wielded considerable and
      visible power over the ‘means of movement’ in territories which were physically distant from the borderline
      itself.20 This ‘depth’
      heightened local awareness of being close by that most exposed of state spaces, and it offered yet more
      opportunities for contact between borderlanders and the state's agents of control. Witnesses such as Talaybek
      tell that the few Kyrgyz recruited into the border control institutions were to be found in administration rather
      than in gatekeeping; the vast majority had been Russians and Ukrainians, who were deemed more politically
      reliable in this matter. Similar accounts by contemporary visitors to the Tajik SSR as well as local press
      reports show the same picture in Gorno-Badakhshan: Tajiks were invisible in the ranks of the border troops, and
      the KGB was to remain the only SSR institution without local participation.21
    


    
      Involving the borderland population in processes of state control had to take place in other ways that could make
      up for this lack of local institutional presence in actual border control. In order to prevent confrontation
      between the state and borderlanders from being played out in an ethnicised arena of conflict between
      chuzhaki (outsiders) and locals, borderlanders were encouraged to become personally involved with the
      forces of border control. Marat, who was born in Naryn in 1960, remembers his first encounter with the men that
      he and his friends had heard so much about as children and whose part all the boys wanted to play in the local
      Kyrgyz version of ‘cops and robbers’:
    


    
      When I was thirteen years old [in 1973] our school organised a field trip to nearby Tash Rabat. It is very close
      to the borderzone with China, and we were accompanied by men in uniform so that nothing would happen to us. We
      spent two days there and once we were allowed to visit Ak Beyit, the checkpoint where our troops were located to
      keep the Chinese out. I was even allowed to hold a border guard's gun and my friend was given a uniform cap
      to keep – we were all jealous! Back at school, we were given a writing assignment dealing with border control,
      and the friend who had received the cap wrote the best essay and was invited to read it aloud to a public
      audience in Frunze [today's capital city Bishkek] on dyen pogranichnika [28 May, National Soviet
      Border Guard Day] the following year. I remember that when he came back from the capital with his father (they
      were so proud!) he was made an honorary member of Naryn Komsomol [Communist Youth organisation].
    


    
      Starting in the 1920s, and continuing until the 1980s, local soviets (government bodies), kolkhoz
      (state collective farms), and party organisations were actively required to ‘sponsor’ border troop units by
      constructing buildings to house the pogranichniki, securing their supplies from the local borderland
      population, and contributing their local budgets to their upkeep. Local leaders gained in popularity due to the
      benefits that were generated in these poor areas by the presence of the border troops, who forced far-away
      centres to tackle the dearth of educational and cultural facilities as well as banks and shops in remote Naryn
      and Badakhshan.
    


    
      By the time of the military tensions between China and the Soviet Union in the 1960s, a high degree of depth in
      borderland interaction between locals and forces of border control had been achieved by enlisting ‘auxiliary
      support’ from borderlanders through institutions such as schools and local political organisations like the
      Komsomol mentioned by Marat. Networks of school children and youths in the borderlands were mobilised to give
      border control all the support possible, and such grass-roots organisations enjoyed much publicity in Soviet
      media. Again and again, interviews conducted throughout former Soviet Central Asia reveal how under-age locals
      struck up personal relationships with state representatives in the borderlands. These stories expose a system of
      privilege and prestige in individuals' support of border control.22 Excursions to locales controlled by state representatives, the
      presentation of the state's vitality and potency in the immediate neighbourhood of locals' settlements,
      and institutionalisation of locally based networks that decreased social distance between locals and border
      guards – such elements all reinforced border control with the aid of local borderlanders. A veritable Cult of the
      Border Guard seems to have arisen that, one suspects, was to provide the bureaucratic machinery of border control
      with a more humane face as well as garnering support for such institutions. As alluded to by Marat above, a
      state-wide Border Guard Day was introduced (which is still celebrated in many post-Soviet states to this day),
      journals such as Pogranichnik were published,23 and propaganda imbued those guarding the fatherland from enemies both
      internal and external with almost mythical proportions.
    


    
      Borderland Leaders and Soviet Border Control
    


    
      The penetration of borderlands by the state is not a one-way process. Bringing the state to the Pamirs and Tian
      Shan also meant bringing Pamiri and Kyrgyz into the state. For border control to succeed in its mission of
      defending Soviet sovereignty by decapitating traditional trans-frontier networks, the state not only had to
      establish control over the peoples of the former Empire (whose trans-frontier networks had been irrelevant to
      considerations of imperial rule) but to bring them into the fold of the revolution and to have them actively
      participate in the structures of the state. Old antagonisms between individual groups were to be eliminated so
      that the Soviet peoples-to-be would voluntarily see the benefits of cooperating in a new, federally structured
      state.24 The fear was
      great of disgruntling non-Russians, who would experience Soviet control as intrinsically Russian control.
      Some degree of cultural pluralism had to be granted to borderlanders in order to destroy memories of the
      disastrous first appearance of the border-guarding state witnessed by Anara's father who, as we heard in the
      last chapter, was shot at when trying to flee to China in 1916. In order for border control to be accepted as
      being in the interest of locals, the old networks between Kyrgyz and Pamiri groups on either side of the
      borderline had to be replaced with new networks of inclusion within the state. Throughout the Soviet Union
      so-called nationality policies were implemented, designed to give groups the feeling – whether warranted or not –
      of equality within the socialist state. Additionally, policies regarding borderlands were designed to create
      loyalty within the state while obscuring solidarity between the individual nations within the state.
    


    
      Borderland leaders along the Central Asian frontier with Xinjiang became part of a Union-wide elite, which owed
      its position to its allegiance to the Soviet apparatus. An older, revolutionary elite was purged by the late
      1930s,25 and a new elite
      came to power as part of new political hierarchies within the governments of the SSRs.26 In the interest of a socialist legitimacy
      which revolved around the promise for peoples' self-determination,27 categories had to be created that ideally
      would reflect the reality of a ‘brotherhood of nations with equal rights’. These categories were to consist in
      hardened ethnonational units that allowed national self-ascription by every Soviet citizen; and these units were
      to be governed by representatives of the respective titular group in collaboration with Russians. Such processes
      of korenizatsiya (cadre indigenisation) meant that Soviet Kyrgyz, for example, interacted with members of
      other Soviet nationalities as equals, as members of the same citizenry, and as representatives of the Kyrgyz
      nation within Soviet state institutions. Kyrgyz leaders were to be members of larger, national rather than
      smaller, fractious, regional and/or local groupings. Their role in regard to border control was to synchronise
      borderland nations' networks with state networks; in other words, they were to make national boundaries
      approach congruity with the state's boundaries.
    


    
      Local and regional leaders are critical nodal points in the relationship between representatives of state rule
      and those who are to be governed, regardless of the location where state power is applied. Such elites affect
      competition and conflict for political power, economic benefits, social status, and the negotiation of ethnic
      identities within multi-ethnic settings between competing elite, class, and leadership groups both within and
      among different ethnic categories.28 While scholars of nationalism and ethnicity have identified elites as central actors in
      resource distribution and as proponents of ethnic identities that promote ethnic consciousness through ethnic
      mobilisation (and, through this, the creation or formalisation of ethnic boundaries)29, in borderlands a further dimension becomes
      important. Specifically here, the power of a state pursuing the project of uncontested control (militarily,
      economically, socially) over its territorial integrity is also circumscribed by local borderland political
      networks, which can be cross-border in nature and, therefore, ‘international’. Throughout the Soviet period local
      and regional leaders mediated and implemented minority policies; they mobilised the loyalties of locals in order
      to defend borderlanders' interests, and their networks upheld the practices of border (en)closure by
      embracing the state as their point of gravity. In Soviet Central Asia, people's interaction with political
      authorities took place through such elites; and it took place with borderlanders as members of a particular,
      distinctly defined ethnic group embedded within a careful evolutionary hierarchy of titular nations (such as the
      Kyrgyz nation, or natsiya in Russian) and sub-titular almost-nations (such as the Pamiri people, or
      narod in Russian).
    


    
      When the Soviet Union arrived in Central Asia, it encountered a sociopolitical environment characterised by weak
      vertical linkages (between what were identified as ruling elites and the members of Kyrgyz clans or Pamiri
      village communities) yet strong horizontal networks (between clans, extended families and local leaders such as
      Kyrgyz aksaqal and Pamiri hokkim).30 The socialist state sought legitimacy to govern ‘less developed’ peoples
      in their name yet was faced with the fact that many peoples in the new Union did not profess an easily
      classifiable sense of national cohesion. In the terminology of the day, they were not yet in a position to
      realise their right to self-determination as demanded by Lenin.31 Especially among pastoralist groups such as Kyrgyz, where descent
      groups and lineages were particularly predominant foci of identity,32 a period of ‘divide and rule’ (in which Soviet authorities did
      indeed pit groupings against each other through selective preferential treatment) was replaced at the time of the
      establishment of the SSRs with attempts at unifying such groupings into a single nationality. The danger to
      central control posed by sub-national, intra-ethnic groups with their enormous potential for local mobilisation
      had become most evident in the basmachi revolts. Delimitation in the 1920s and 1930s was not meant to
      fragment society but rather to provide a framework for solving existing intra-ethnic tensions whilst
      simultaneously refocusing loyalties towards the Soviet state.33
    


    
      Internal delimitation brought Soviet modes of governing to individual Soviet citizens by converting ethnic
      classification into visible institutions. Natsii (nations) were deemed to constitute ‘titular nations’,
      that is, groups with natsionalnost (nationality) status who were entitled to possess their ‘own’ SSR,
      their own unit at the highest federal level that was named after that group. The Kyrgyz SSR was the ‘land of the
      Kyrgyz’: a Union Republic in which the Kyrgyz nationality was represented at the highest levels of the government
      of the Soviet Union as well as being the target of the highest efforts to promote their local national
      characteristics (language, history, customs, etc.). It was only a natsionalnost that ‘deserved’
      titularity. Below them, the narodnost can in this context be understood as constituting sub-titular
      groups: ‘minorities’ of lesser standing, deserving of their own particular protection from
      ‘titularity-chauvinism’ by the more privileged natsii as well as the right to an officially delimited
      territory – Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republics (ASSRs), Autonomous Oblasts (AOs), and Autonomous
      Raions, in descending order of hierarchical autonomy.34 The SSRs, at the top of the hierarchical ladder of administration of the
      Soviet Union, had all the trappings of independent states barring their own military forces and independent
      foreign policy: a government (the soviet), a president (of the respective soviet), a flag and
      anthem, a national Communist party, a national language and school and broadcasting network (including a national
      university), an Academy of Sciences, a set of ministers (including, after 1944, a foreign minister with limited
      powers of interaction at the inter-state level), and a police force. AOs (such as Gorno-Badakhshan AO), a little
      further down the ladder, had soviets but no ministers, and primary schools providing a minimum education
      in the local language with all higher schooling in the ‘national’ language (or Russian). In terms of all-Union
      representation in the Soviet of Nationalities, a hierarchy of privilege was evident: each SSR had 32
      representatives, ASSRs had 11, AOs had 5, and 1 from Autonomous Raions.35
    


    
      When the Soviet Union vanished from Central Asia in 1991, it left behind polities which had undergone
      ‘ethnonational evolution’ and were governed by leaders who believed that they represented nations. The Soviet
      state with its policies of titularity, territorialisation and indigenisation had destroyed the old elites and
      created new elites by the 1940s who, however, operated in very similar ways to their predecessors at the lowest
      of levels, within the raion and oblast. The new elites derived their legitimacy (in official terms)
      from the new institution of the kolkhoz (collective farm), which was not simply a unit of production but
      rather a socio-economic community often bringing together several villages whose purpose was to establish the key
      locus of all economic development in the under-industrialised, un-urbanised South of the Soviet Union.36 Collectivisation, economic
      modernisation and sovietisation were all part of the drive behind the creation of the kolkhoz, and
      kolkhoz served as the most immediate encounter locals in Central Asia had with the state's
      territorialisation strategies. Territorialisation led to the reincarnation of villages as sub-divisions of the
      kolkhoz in the form of ‘brigades’, and an individual's belonging to a kolkhoz was life-long –
      their place of residency and that of their children. Kolkhoz leaders always originated from within the
      district in which the kolkhoz was situated, implying very little political turnover in the Central Asian
      countryside.37 Vertical
      relationships between leaders and locals were central to the careers of these leaders, and their ‘home
      kolkhoz’ formed the basis of their political power. As patron, the Central Asian kolkhoz notable
      had every interest in the economic welfare of his (or sometimes her) kolkhoz because that individual's
      success in the system was derived from its fortunes; the notable defended the kolkhoz in its dealings with
      the state and took care of access to outside resources and supplies. The new elites proved themselves to be
      skilled at crafting the administrative borders between the sub-divisions of the SSRs to their own liking; due to
      this influence and to their sometimes decades-long presence on the local political stage, their constituencies
      became very loyal supporters in a system that promoted elites from within their own oblasts, cadres which
      then served most of their political careers in that same oblast.38 Their extraordinary influence on the
      ethnopolitical bordering and ordering of the oblasts within the Soviet Union remains visible today in the
      famously complex borderlines of the Ferghana Valley between the independent post-Soviet states of Kyrgyzstan,
      Uzbekistan and Tajikistan.
    


    
      The complex processes of delimitation that had taken place in the time between the USSR's birth and death can
      be reformulated as follows for the cases of the Kyrgyz and Pamiri polities: the creation of the Kyrgyz AO as part
      of the Kazakh SSR in late 1924, followed by its ‘promotion’ to ASSR status in 1926, and concluded by its
      acquisition of fully fledged SSR-status independent from the Kazakh SSR in December 1936 represents, in Soviet
      terminology, a dialectal twelve-year-long development from narodnost (behind the Kazakhs on the road to
      modernity) to natsionalnost (at an equal level to the Kazakhs in terms of national development). The
      Pamiri never made it that far along the ladder of ethnopolitical entitlement. They were to remain a sub-titular
      nationality, first within the Uzbek SSR and then, after its partitioning in 1929, as part of the Tajik SSR. The
      region that was to be named the Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Oblast (GBAO) was established in 1925 and
      divided into the six raions of Murghab, Shugnan, Roshan, Bartang, Ishkashim, and Wakhan; with the
      exception of Murghab's Kyrgyz population, the indigenous inhabitants of Gorno-Badakhshan were henceforth to
      be classified as ‘Mountain Tajik’ in order to underline their sub-titular status and inclusion into Tajikistan.
    


    
      The vocabulary of inclusion into the Soviet state was important for local leaders because it helped them to
      generate resources for their units. Those who are supposedly led can in fact contest such leadership, and this
      can be particularly easy in the case of borderlanders, that is, for citizens who have the option of choosing to
      look next-door for legitimacy and support. This did not happen in the Soviet borderlands, and the way in which
      borderland leaders brought the state to their people was largely responsible for such acquiescence. The ‘river’
      invoked earlier by Rustam brought our borderlanders ‘many advantages, like a bountiful river with many fish’.
      That bounty was manifest, first and foremost, in the pathways of a new connectivity. More than merely being
      roads, infrastructural arteries also have a sociopolitical effect: they permit and promote reciprocal
      exchange.39 The
      construction of infrastructure was to allow greater domestic connectivity between the state and its borderlands
      as well as within the borderlands themselves, while also creating avenues of opportunity that brought
      borderlanders into the Soviet state. Education, books and learning campaigns were promoted in the borderlands so
      as to enable a greater career connection with the rest of the Soviet Union. It is notable that in that remotest
      of all Soviet borderlands, in Gorno-Badakhshan, social infrastructure was immeasurably better than in comparably
      remote places in other states of the region – a fact frequently brought up in conversation, and against which
      contemporary states are measured by borderlanders. By 1991 the south-eastern borderlands had primary schools in
      all but the smallest of hamlets, all of which taught Russian from first grade onwards; boarding schools had been
      set up in Khorog and Murghab, and one-in-nine school leavers were going on to university either in Dushanbe or
      Moscow/Leningrad;40 a
      higher than average number of academics, intellectuals, professionals and technicians originated from
      Gorno-Badakhshan.
    


    
      By the end of the Soviet period, border control was no longer merely a system of surveillance or a discourse of
      internal control imposed from the outside by a distant state and enforced by chuzhaki (outsiders). After
      an initial phase of local contestation it had come to be accepted by locals as part of their social and political
      environment – their lifeworlds – with very immediate advantages at local levels. In effect, borderlanders in
      Soviet Central Asia became complicit parts of an intricate and highly effective network of formal and informal
      agents of border control and, through this, part of the Soviet Union. Their homelands had become territories in
      which border control was deeply implicated in local lifeworlds. Rather than mere control over the borderline,
      such deep borderland control was enacted by marrying geopolitical space (a unit of land bordered on one
      side by an external border and on the other by an internal boundary) with an ethnopolitical place. In effect,
      Soviet-era Kyrgyz and Pamiri now resided in a part of the state's territory in which they could not avoid
      being aware of their special status as guardians of a highly vulnerable political interface. When Aynur (the
      elderly woman from Kochkor who talked about the advantages and shortcomings of the Soviet state above) invokes
      the ‘civilisation’ gained by Kyrgyz in the Soviet period, she is referring to the successes of local leaders who
      converted border control by the state into exchange with the state.
    


    
      Border Control in Xinjiang's Chinese Borderlands
    


    
      In Soviet Central Asia, the borderline with Xinjiang was directly controlled by the organs of state security
      rather than the military. Due to their perceived lack of political reliability, the physical presence of
      borderlanders remained limited to administrative domains rather than ‘standing at the borderline’ – those doing
      this were non-locals usually only temporarily resident in borderland locales. Borderlanders in Soviet Naryn and
      Gorno-Badakhshan were enlisted as auxiliary supporters and their support was gained through visible economic and
      social benefits accruing to the borderlands as integral – and integrated – parts of the USSR. Across the
      borderline in Xinjiang, the state that borderlanders began to encounter from about 1940 onwards, and in
      particular after the arrival of the PRC in 1949, was very different in the way it appeared to locals. If
      narratives of interaction with the (Soviet) state across the borderline in Naryn and Badakhshan at this time all
      revolved around the inclusion of locals into state-wide networks of exchange, in Xinjiang such narratives portray
      local Kyrgyz and Tajiks as ‘receiving the state’, often at gunpoint. If borderland militarisation in the west
      could be characterised as generating benefits for locals, in Xinjiang militarisation was imposed from outside. If
      military border control in the Soviet Union was implemented more or less in step with the infrastructural
      incorporation of the borderlands, China placed initial emphasis on militarising society and altering the
      demography of its borderlands instead of bringing borderlanders into the wider state through infrastructural and
      vocational connectivity. Following Stalin's death in 1953, the Soviet Union's internal stability was
      reflected in the relatively positive local appraisal of the advantages of the Soviet system in the borderlands;
      in China, borderlanders continued to be perceived as domestic sources of unrest and instability. They were
      regarded as restive minorities and, by the end of the common socialist period in the early 1990s, as potential
      supporters of increased local revolts against ‘Han domination’.
    


    
      China's Xinjiang borderlands and its borderlanders were from the very first moment of the existence of the
      socialist state at the centre of the new regime's attention.41 Borderlanders had seen a succession of warlords and competing
      governments attempt to impose their rule over the region, and the presence of the Soviet Union across the
      frontier had been strongly felt locally for at least two decades in the form of cross-border seepages (of
      ideologies and of arms, for example) that competed for local influence prior to the birth of the PRC. The
      borderline which China found itself maintaining derived from Russian policies that had culminated in the
      so-called Unequal Treaties – it was never politically and officially accepted by the Chinese Communist Party
      (hereafter, CCP) until after the demise of the Soviet Union in the 1990s. As explored in the preceding chapter,
      state presence in both imperial and ROC times had been superficial in the remote southwest of Xinjiang. This was
      to change abruptly. The boundary agreements and delimitation may have been ‘unequal’ but the territorial
      integrity of the state was to be the hallmark of a successful and powerful independent China. No space – neither
      symbolic nor political – would be given for borderlanders to question the legitimacy of the regime. Border
      control was regarded as constituting a central element in this, especially in light of the conspicuous failure of
      governments over the last two centuries to maintain what Beijing now called ‘Chinese unity’.
    


    
      People today invariably use the term ‘violence’ when they talk about the early socialist Chinese state and its
      interaction with borderlanders in the decades following the Revolution of 1949. Central government policies,
      which local socialist cadre understood only vaguely, were implemented arbitrarily and fitfully, or so it seemed
      to a population far removed from direct access to information on the dynamics unleashed during the Great Leap
      Forward (1958) and the Cultural Revolution (1966–76), generally published and communicated in official Chinese,
      which was only poorly spoken here at this time. Militarisation was a central part of everyday life in the
      borderlands of a state which, for most of the decades of its existence until the 1990s, found itself on the verge
      of military confrontation with its powerful western neighbour. Borderlanders' reception of the Chinese state
      in this time foremost appears through the prism of interaction with the military.
    


    
      Life Alongside Border Control
    


    
      Until the mid-1950s Xinjiang was governed by military control committees who struggled to secure local support
      for the authority of the CCP in the region. Local armed resistance was dealt with harshly by the People's
      Liberation Army (PLA), which had just absorbed the remnants of soldiers formerly belonging to the Nationalist
      (GMD) and short-lived secessionist East Turkestan Republic of the mid-1940s governments.42 Subsequent troop deployments, demobilisation
      orders, and the promotion of the growth of para-military corps all show the CCP's determination to clearly
      integrate Xinjiang into the Chinese state. Like Tibet and Inner Mongolia, Xinjiang was governed militarily
      through more central locations that were under more reliably loyal control: military decisions on Qyzyl Suu's
      and Tashkurgan's matters were made in Lanzhou, in the province of Gansu, rather than in Xinjiang's
      capital Urumqi.43 The
      military situation in Xinjiang prior to the 1980s reflected a dual strategy: on the one hand, Xinjiang's
      defence was left in the hands of borderland garrisons and border patrols and, thus, in the hands of militia
      troops that, in case of military invasion by the Soviet Union, would take full control of the entirety of forces
      in the region without needing to wait for central authorisation. This was to guarantee very rapid military
      reaction in a region that until the 1980s was poorly connected through infrastructure and communication lines to
      the rest of China. On the other hand, military control was supplemented by para-military organisations, the
      largest of which was the Xinjiang Production and Construction Corps (shengchan jianshe bingtuan, hereafter
      referred to as ‘the bingtuan’), a Han-dominated organisation that today has grown to number nearly 3 million
      members (around 15 per cent of Xinjiang's total population).44
    


    
      The most visible face of the Chinese state in the decades prior to the collapse of the Soviet Union just across
      the border in 1991 was not one that reflected local sensitivities. Non-local army forces, non-local security
      forces, and non-local political accountability (see below) as well as a para-military force of semi-official
      state representatives lived side-by-side with rural borderlanders in the immediate vicinity of the borderline.
      The complex mix of military and quasi-military forces that have constituted the agents of border control in the
      actual borderlands reveals a more fragmented and complex situation than pertained on the Soviet side of the
      border. To this day, border control has been implemented by three very different types of institution: the
      Xinjiang militia, that is, the regular police force serving local administrative organs in borderland towns and
      county seats; the actual forces of physical border control to be found at all borderzone checkpoints and at the
      boundary, which are directly linked to military and state security organs; and the bingtuan militia, to be found
      throughout the borderland especially involved in agricultural enterprises and local infrastructure projects such
      as the building of minor roads and bridges, which are directly implemented by the para-military bingtuan and not
      subject to either civilian or local political control. The Army is the only organisation which has direct
      influence over the forces of actual border control and supersedes the civilian and local Xinjiang government and
      its People's Armed Forces (PAFD) authorities. Politically, the civilian central government rather than the
      provincial Xinjiang government financially supports and politically supervises the two security militias present
      in the borderlands (that of the bingtuan and of the regular government).
    


    
      The relationship between the various border defence troops is fraught; and tensions are stoked by the constantly
      shifting priorities of the central government in regard to policy on what exactly constitutes the role of the
      Han-dominated bingtuan vis-à-vis the non-Han population of Xinjiang and its borderlands. The bingtuan came into
      existence in 1954 as an organisation that was to take care of the troops demobilised by the PLA. This was to
      allow the military to focus on military affairs while providing a civilianised force charged with economically
      and industrially developing the remote north-west. This background explains why the organisation of the bingtuan
      is infused with military terminology and command structures. It was populated by former PLA soldiers, former
      rebel soldiers-become-prisoners, regular prisoners (mainly of the political type), and a host of men and women
      migrants from eastern provinces attracted by propaganda hailing Xinjiang as a land of frontier opportunities,
      contrasting the province to the over-crowded eastern provinces which lacked sufficient employment options.45 In time the bingtuan evolved
      from subsistence-level self-maintenance to a business operation that sold products to unaffiliated partners,
      thereby setting a trend that was to last until the present day. In the twenty-first century the bingtuan is an
      economic force unto itself within the province even including its own international trade business
      ventures.46
    


    
      The role of the bingtuan's militia is difficult to pinpoint because the bingtuan itself is both an economic
      and a para-military organisation that acts in a number of local and provincial level domains such as land
      reclamation, agriculture, industrialisation, health care, infrastructure and construction, with little
      interference from Xinjiang's provincial government.47 Aside from its role as a Maoist shock force during the Cultural
      Revolution, the militia's main military role has been to protect bingtuan operations (such as its extensive
      infrastructure projects) and to act ‘as a reserve force […] to protect and construct the frontier’.48 On the eve of the Cultural
      Revolution in 1966, the bingtuan expanded its farm and pasture operations into the traditionally most Uighur
      parts of southern Xinjiang and, crucially, into the 30 km borderzone with the Soviet Union, where it established
      farms and aided in the defence of that ribbon of land. In the wake of the Cultural Revolution the bingtuan was
      briefly disbanded, yet it was quickly reinstated by the CCP in 1981 and ordered to deal with the rising ethnic
      tension of the 1980s. Ever since then it has served (in Deng Xiaoping's words) as a bulwark against
      ‘minzu nationalism’.49 From the 1980s onwards the bingtuan was to provide a degree of security for Han immigrants
      to Xinjiang and enable them to earn a living in an otherwise ‘inhospitable’ environment – in a borderland made
      ‘inhospitable’ by a local population that strongly disagreed with the methods of a nebulous border-guarding
      institution.
    


    
      Borderland Leaders and the New Chinese State
    


    
      Along the length of Arslanbek's border, just as along all of China's borders, Han formed a clear
      minority. In the 1950s, what the state had ethnographically classified as the non-Han population of China
      constituted barely 6 per cent of the total population of the PRC. To place this in comparative perspective,
      Russians in the Soviet Union had always only constituted roughly 50 per cent of the USSR's total population
      while Han Chinese (or at least those regarded as such by the state) account for upward of 90 per cent in China.
      Discourses of migration and internal colonialism have always been stronger in China, and local autonomy by
      non-Han groups in the periphery has always been coloured by the central government's fear of acknowledging
      indigenous peoples' right to exclude Chinese.50 Sending large numbers of Chinese cadre into remote areas in Xinjiang was
      regarded by Beijing as an invitation to the much-feared rebellions which had afflicted Chinese control for the
      last century. Thus, to avoid encouraging feelings of oppression, the CCP launched a massive campaign to recruit
      and train national minority cadre in the shortest possible time. Nevertheless, traditional leaders remained in
      power, sometimes for decades, major purges of minority cadre never took place, and native cadres were appointed
      quickly to high-profile administrative offices, which while highly visible through media coverage granted little
      executive power.51
    


    
      The leaders of the Kyrgyz and Tajik groups in Xinjiang were brought into the Chinese state as representatives of
      two of socialist China's 56 minzu. All (non-Han) minzu in China are allotted so-called
      autonomous territories, with the size and political importance of the minzu determining the level of that
      territorial unit within the hierarchy of territorial divisions in China. At the highest level, on a par with a
      regular province, the Autonomous Region (AR, zizhiqu) was created, followed, in descending order, by
      Autonomous Prefectures (AP, or prefectural districts, zhou) and Autonomous Counties (AC, xian). In
      terms of titularity, the ARs' official titles include the name of the minzu which is entitled to hold
      autonomous power – hence, the Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region (XUAR in official nomenclature). Xinjiang in its
      entirety can be regarded (and certainly is by Uighurs, as we shall see) as a territory ‘belonging’ to them; it is
      their national homeland, sometimes clandestinely called Uighuristan, the land of the Uighurs. A crucial
      difference to the Soviet Union in the establishment of national political entities was the absence of a symbolic
      connection between ethnic homeland and political structure. In the Soviet Union, the SSRs represented containers
      for a privileged group, and their respective titular nations were granted wide-ranging elements of ethnic
      identification; in contrast, the Chinese ARs were purposefully named to include a geographically neutral term
      along with an ethnonym. Hence, China's north-west was named the Xinjiang Uighur AR and not, as the Soviet
      model would have suggested, the Uighur AR. There was no desire on the part of the CCP to allow any particular
      minzu to conclude that it had an exclusive right to a chunk of Chinese territory. The authorities'
      fear of this must have stemmed from the belief that such sentiments would foster separatism and delegitimise the
      hegemony of the party apparatus and the Han state, thereby threatening the territorial integrity so precious to
      the CCP.
    


    
      The administrative units of the AP and AC as defined by minzu status (that is, the territories exercising
      autonomy) were constitutionally granted the right to make limited decisions on economic and cultural matters as
      well as to manage local finances and organise local security forces.52 Those making such decisions at the lowest levels (the xian)
      were cadre selected from the traditional class of local leaders, who had been trained under the watchful eye of
      the omnipresent PLA and its various military committees that had been set up in all localities to garner
      borderlander support for the CCP.53 Just as minority policy in general underwent oscillations during the Great Leap Forward and
      the Cultural Revolution, the relationship between the military and leaders of the various minzu was
      characterised by alternating periods of accommodation and instability. Local minzu leaders generally found
      themselves dependent on (and therefore supportive of) the PLA, which was able to guarantee these elites'
      political survival throughout such radical (and often lethal) swings in policy.
    


    
      Kinara is a 50-year-old Kyrgyz from rural Qyzyl Suu who works as a successful bazaar saleswoman in Artush, where
      she trades in high-quality sheep and horse products. Her clientele is a mix of powerful local Kyrgyz and Uighur
      politicians, many of whom sell her products onwards to wealthy Han in Urumqi. She highlights the relationship
      between local leaders (the manap) and the military:
    


    
      The children of some manap were sent to Beijing to study, and Beijing sent an army of soldiers in return.
      Those new, younger manap then came back [from Beijing] and told us to be loyal and supportive of the
      Party, and those soldiers stayed to make sure we were peaceful. Manap came and went, God knows why, but
      the soldiers always stayed.
    


    
      Before 1958 the PLA in particular had been deeply involved with establishing grass-roots support for the state
      and convincing Kinara's manap of the benefits of stability; after the Great Leap Forward greater
      compliance with the (primarily economic) demands of the Han state was expected from the inhabitants of Xinjiang.
      Local particularism had been a central element of the party's programme for allowing minzu to
      individually ‘evolve and modernise’, but this was now replaced with the ‘revolutionary struggle of the masses’
      for Communism; the ‘local nationalism’ of older manap had to be ‘rectified’ through more state
      loyalty.54
    


    
      Forced collectivisation and the dissolution of traditional herding groups amongst Kyrgyz led to the inclusion of
      pastoralist households into larger communes defined by minzu membership; it also increased their
      dependency on the state and its provision of markets (such as in Kashgar).55 As opposed to the case in the oblasts
      and raions of the Soviet Union's nationality areas in Central Asia, Xinjiang's lowest level
      leaders and representatives (the manap who have been buying Kinara's products) increasingly derived
      their legitimacy from their relationship with, or membership in, organisations directly under the control of the
      central state (such as the CCP or military border guard units) rather than provincial organisation. When older
      leaders passed away they were often succeeded by their sons, and it was in this generational transition that a
      new sociopolitical institution of borderland governance played a crucial role in strengthening local elites'
      allegiance to the state. The Central Institute of Minorities in Beijing promoted a minzu elite that was to
      form the bridge between minzu communities and the central government by training suitable persons to be
      revolutionary cadre, who were then to return to their localities and provide appropriate leadership.56 The selection of suitable
      persons, however, increasingly laid an emphasis on worker backgrounds rather than locally accepted cultural
      elites. It was not, for example, Kyrgyz aksaqal who underwent such training but rather young individuals
      unencumbered by the ‘feudal baggage’ of an older generation. Their role as defined by the state – to be local
      leaders of prefectures or counties – has necessitated their training in their own folkways and customs for them
      to be accepted locally; and they have been challenged to excel at portraying local culture and to exhibit even
      more knowledge about localness than the traditional manap whom they supplanted. Due to this mismatch, many
      borderlanders did not feel particularly close to ‘their’ elites, who were deemed closer to the CCP than to those
      they represented.
    


    
      Borderlanders and their State
    


    
      Before the end of the twentieth century borderlanders in south-western Xinjiang experienced a distance from the
      Chinese state that went beyond their geophysical remoteness from the centres of socialist power. They were seen
      as having played a role – from the state's perspective an obstructive, possibly subversive role – in the
      transmission of ethnic identity into China that derived from non-Chinese, even specifically Soviet, governance in
      the years immediately preceding the creation of the PRC. It is safe to say that their loyalties were regarded by
      successive Chinese governments as shaky. The border control processes that were implemented reflect this
      distrust. With the exception of local cadre selection for the CCP from the minzu territories, a campaign
      for loyalties in the Kyrgyz and Tajik borderlands of Xinjiang that went beyond the military domain had to wait
      until the gradual opening of Xinjiang, both to the west and to the rest of China starting in the late 1980s (of
      which more in the next chapter). How did borderlanders take part in Chinese border control prior to the
      independence of their namesake nations in Central Asia, and how did processes in Xinjiang's borderlands
      influence local understandings of the newly bordered nature of Kyrgyz and Pamiri lands?
    


    
      Today armies of Chinese construction companies can be found building high-quality roads in the remote valleys of
      Afghanistan's Badakhshan region or across mountain tops leading out of the Ferghana Valley far from the edges
      of the Chinese state. It is easy to forget that before the mid-1990s not even the domestic Chinese lands on the
      eastern slopes of the Tian Shan and Pamirs contained much of a network of roads, and certainly none that that
      deserved to be called infrastructure. Road connections were dire throughout Qyzyl Suu and Tashkurgan; former
      cross-border routes leading to what was now Soviet Central Asia had been left to deteriorate and, in some
      instances, they were made impassable through the laying of landmines, as was the case in the immediate Qyzyl Suu
      borderzone on the frontier with the USSR. Almaz, the Kyrgyz businessman from Artush who crossed the border to
      Kyrgyzstan in my company in the Introduction to this book, remembers the time when his father stopped herding on
      the higher slopes of the Chinese Tian Shan:
    


    
      He came home one day in late summer with fewer sheep than before. I had never before seen him so angry.
      “They've poisoned the pastures!” Half of his flock had perished. After that he never strayed far from the
      streams that were safe.
    


    
      Many older borderlanders believe the rumour that Chinese border forces poisoned the local streams of the arid
      Tian Shan and Sarykul Pamir ranges, so as to prevent off-road movement, which relied on such scant sources of
      water.
    


    
      Instead, Xinjiang's lines of transportation were extended to connect areas such as Artush in Qyzyl Suu and
      Tashkurgan to the Han communities to be found mainly in northern Xinjiang. Prior to 1991, these roads and tracks
      were rudimentary in character and rarely metalled, although they did represent a fundamental improvement over the
      former routes, which had been only seasonally negotiable. After the Cultural Revolution the Kashgar Sunday market
      was reopened; and a regular if rough bus service was introduced to connect the local centres with southern
      Xinjiang's regional centre. The single major road-building project of these years was the arduous
      construction of the Karakoram Highway linking Kashgar with Pakistan, which was completed in 1969 and ran parallel
      to its Soviet equivalent in Gorno-Badakhshan (already over three decades old by this time). Because of
      Sino–Soviet tensions, the town of Tashkurgan became western Xinjiang's only border town (in 1978), yet all
      eleven townships of the Autonomous County were only accessible through Tashkurgan, which entailed massive
      physical detours. Similarly, roads that were maintained or (slowly) improved in Qyzyl Suu served to connect
      Artush with local Kyrgyz communities within the Autonomous Prefecture; they were not constructed with an eye to
      granting direct access to the main infrastructural artery of south-western Xinjiang (that is, the road connecting
      Urumqi with Kashgar and Tashkurgan). Not much importance ever seems to have been given to connecting new locales
      within Qyzyl Suu Prefecture or Tashkurgan County directly with Kashgar.
    


    
      The men building these rudimentary roads were also the men who helped to guard the border and who policed the new
      infrastructure. The bingtuan was the one state institution that borderlanders here could neither avoid nor
      ignore. They were never included within its ranks to any noticeable degree – members of the bingtuan were
      overwhelmingly Han, and Kyrgyz and Tajik encounters with the Chinese state in these decades were characterised by
      the bingtuan's practice of occupying and reclaiming land, turning it into viable real estate.57 This land had largely been reclaimed
      from the desert by extracting water reserves needed by the Uighur or Kyrgyz population; in the remotest
      borderlands it was often simply expropriated from Uighurs or Kyrgyz. Along with these efforts came a group of
      settlers whose loyalty to the Chinese state seemed less problematic than that of trans-frontier minzu,
      whose loyalties to the Chinese state were by no means seen to be assured in the heady years of Sino–Soviet
      tensions.
    


    
      The bingtuan was directed against ‘local nationalism’, yet it also acted against the provincial government's
      perceived inability to deal with local problems arising from poor economic development, which was seen as a root
      cause for disgruntlement with the state.58 People in Qyzyl Suu remember that when Kazakhs, Kyrgyz and Uighurs tried to flee from China
      to Soviet Central Asia following an uprising in north-west Xinjiang in 1966 and 1967, it was bingtuan members and
      the militia who acted to keep these ‘traitors’ within China by force. Following this, the central government
      ordered the clearing of a 200-km strip of land along the accessible parts of the boundary. Minority minzu
      living there were deported to larger towns such as Yining and Kashgar, which were more easily controlled, and the
      bingtuan was commanded to settle this newly expanded borderzone with Han farmers and the militia.59 The enigmatic bingtuan surely
      contributed to local borderland economies by building new infrastructure. Yet, for locals it has clearly
      functioned as the eyes-and-ears of the state in the borderzone. From their perspective, the forces of the
      bingtuan kept Chinese citizens within China, rather than non-Chinese citizens out.
    


    
      Borderlanders' actual involvement in military border control itself has been uneven. The only reliable
      sources on minzu participation are interviewees, who remember that local involvement had been all but
      non-existent prior to the end of the Cultural Revolution but began to rise steadily from the 1970s onward. ‘Along
      with three friends, we were the first Kyrgyz to be hired to guard Qyzyl Suu from infiltration in 1978’, I was
      proudly told by a retired Kyrgyz People's Armed Forces (PAFD) official at the Artush checkpoint on the county
      borders of Qyzyl Suu Prefecture.60 Increasingly, local borderlanders and members of the Kyrgyz minzu were indeed
      included within military careers and, sometimes, found their way into the forces of border control, albeit
      generally in other parts of China. A Kyrgyz border guard told me he had enlisted in the PLA in his hometown of
      Korla (just beyond Qyzyl Suu). He served for seven years in Qinghai and Gansu provinces before being transferred
      to the official Border Forces:
    


    
      I had always wanted to be a border guard because it is a job of moral integrity and military professionalism. I
      always thought I would be able to work in Xinjiang [because] in Soviet times the most prestigious posting was
      always Torugart followed by Khorgos [on the Xinjiang–Kazakhstan border] because of the invasion threat by the
      enemy [the USSR].61
    


    
      A system of prestige postings served both to rotate higher officers of these forces between different borderlands
      and to preclude horizontal movement between the regular Xinjiang militia and local border control.
    


    
      *
    


    
      In the Soviet Union Kyrgyz and Pamiri entered into new relationships with the state, and ‘being a Soviet citizen’
      brought clear political and economic benefits to local lifeworlds; in Xinjiang before the 1990s the state that
      the Kyrgyz and Tajiks of China belonged to as citizens was only inscribed militarily and remained weakly present
      in livelihoods. Until the eve of the millennium (see next chapter), the socialist state chose to stress its
      control over borderlanders rather than control through borderlanders. In the common socialist
      period of the Kyrgyz and Pamiri borderlands, those to the west interacted deeply with the state in its endeavour
      to achieve enclosure, while those to the east remained on-lookers whose role in the state's struggle for
      enclosure was, first and foremost, one of passive symbolism.
    


    
      The minorities of Xinjiang came to be represented as a group of symbolic border guards on the frontier who were
      indispensable to a Chinese narrative of state unity and territorial integrity. This role is highlighted in
      propaganda statements such as the following, which I recorded in Tashkurgan at a local exhibition on the
      socialist history of China's Tajik minzu:
    


    
      [T]he leaders of all levels and the entire people carried on the Tashkurgan Spirit of struggling arduously and
      contributing willingly to promote the local economy and to guard the motherland's frontiers […] [T]he people
      of all ethnic groups defended the national borders, developed the local economy, and promoted the construction of
      Socialist material, spiritual and political civilization.62
    


    
      As the ultimate ‘guardians of the motherland’, the Tajik minzu and their Kyrgyz neighbours were recast
      from earlier roles as potential bridgeheads of Soviet ideological infiltration. For the early socialist Chinese
      state, borderlanders were symbolic performers; practices of enclosure, however, were left in the hands of (formal
      and informal) agents of the state. An explicit connection between border control (that is, ‘guarding the
      motherland's frontiers’) and the militarisation of society, and how this relates to local loyalties, is
      clearly visible in the popular films produced in the 1960s and largely shot on location. Friends in Tashkurgan
      repeatedly asked me whether I had seen Visitor to Ice Mountain (bingshan shangde laike),63 produced in 1963 and widely
      seen by audiences throughout China (including Xinjiang) in the days of the Sino–Soviet confrontation. The
      characters in the movie speak ‘Tajik’ (actually the Pamiri language of Sarykuli, a distinction to which I return
      in Chapter 4); the intermittent Chinese subtitles translate the
      frequent bursts of song but not the dialogue itself, which contains an astonishing amount of local-level
      criticism of PLA forces stationed in the area at the time, specifically targeting their arrogance towards locals.
      The story is straightforward: Amir is a young PLA soldier from the Tajik minzu who loses his childhood
      sweetheart to ‘backward feudalistic’ marriage practices – she is to marry instead a devout local Ismaili youth
      selected by her parents. He spends many years searching for her, and finally tracks her down at Ice Mountain,
      where they wed. This causes much friction with local Tajik residents, who distrust the PLA and are ‘mired in
      their localism’. These residents are shown as stubborn yokels; they are ‘reformed’ and ‘saved’ by
      forward-thinking Maoists like Amir. In the end they realise that foreign agitators (that is, Soviet agents) will
      destroy them if they do not throw in their lot with the PLA. Symbolically, Ice Mountain becomes part of Xinjiang
      through the locals' new-found loyalty, just as Amir becomes a resident of the village by marrying his
      sweetheart: the military and the locals are ‘wed’.
    


    
      Obviously, to a Chinese audience the film stresses the importance of how locals accept the PLA. Everybody gains
      in this constellation: border security for the state, and local modernisation for backward locals. Its
      performative effect lies in its depiction of the PLA as a multi-ethnic force containing even Tajiks within its
      ranks, although this is a claim not supported by the meagre documents available on the ethnic make-up of
      personnel involved in border defence between the mid-1960s and late 1970s.64 This notwithstanding, images of
      borderlanders acting in the state's defence were quite common in the 1970s. The poster bianjiang tieqi
      (‘border cavalry’) from 1978 famously portrays a Kazakh woman in a pristine alpine setting deftly handling a
      Chinese semi-automatic rifle while she parades on horseback in front of representatives of several Xinjiang
      minzu (some also armed) and a PLA officer.65 Even those without access to televisions or printed media could not
      escape the state's drive to proclaim to a wider Chinese audience the role borderlanders were to play. Slogans
      scrawled in Chinese (and sometimes in Uighur) on outlying buildings in major settlements in the 1980s remain
      visible to this day: ‘the military brings development and security to the borderland’, or ‘Artush is where
      exchange between the Kyrgyz and other minzu takes place’.
    


    
      By the time of the collapse of the Soviet Union, the ‘small’ Kyrgyz and Tajik minzu of China had become
      ethnic groups that were vital components of the Chinese state's self-understanding. The ‘Tashkurgan spirit’
      of local Tajiks (see above) was fit for exhibition on the stage of the state because it showed how a ‘flourishing
      age appear[ed] in [Tashkurgan Autonomous] County with stable society, fortified frontiers, booming economy, and
      content people’.66
      However, the state remained a physically and cognitively distant actor in the borderlands, and its main role was
      as the sponsor of the para-military forces that served as the deepest manifestation of the PRC in borderland
      locales. Border control in Xinjiang in this period still very much relied upon (para)militarisation and domestic
      migration. Unlike across the border in contemporary Soviet Central Asia, borderland communities were not yet the
      target of a systematic set of tangible advantages that would bring them into the state. It is tempting to
      conclude that the integrity of the Chinese state's borders in Central Asia in these years depended to a large
      degree on the successes of its Soviet counterpart, the ‘deep borderland control’ outlined in the first part of
      this chapter. An actual campaign for local loyalties such as had taken place in the SSRs was not to be felt in
      Qyzyl Suu and Tashkurgan until after the disintegration of the structures of Soviet deep control in the
      1990s and the subsequent breaching of the Sino–Soviet divide, as the next chapter explores.
    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 3
    


    
      NEW STATES, OLD BOUNDARIES
    


    
      

    


    
      Suddenly it all died. We were married for so long and then we were told that we had been divorced. Just like
      that! In bad marriages it is usual for the unhappy party to request counselling, but with us [Kyrgyz] the
      Russians simply left without much warning. The divorce gave them [Russia] everything we had once owned together:
      the industry, the culture, the world power. What did we get here in Central Asia? We got the dregs of the
      [Communist] Party: corrupt second-rate politicians and dysfunctional factories. What did we get here in Naryn? We
      got the border. We inherited China as an angry neighbour.
    


    
      I am sitting in the passenger seat of a classy Mercedes while Kanai tells me of the death of the Soviet Union and
      the birth of the Kyrgyz state. We have been barrelling along the main road from Bishkek and are scant kilometres
      from his hometown of Kochkor when we get stuck in a flock of sheep which is being brought down from summer
      pastures in the Tian Shan. From here until we reach Kochkor, Naryn oblast's second town, he will be
      using the vehicle's bumpers to nudge the animals off the road. As a scion of an influential family that is
      part of the Sarybagysh clan, which is perhaps the most influential Kyrgyz grouping of families in
      Kyrgyzstan's north, Kanai runs a successful organisation of meat producers who supply Bishkek's main
      bazaar with produce from Naryn. He is barely old enough to remember the events he is referring to, yet his family
      ‘talks about little else during dinners together’. The fortunes of the families of local elites such as
      Kanai's in this post-Soviet borderland have been, again in his words, ‘fickle as the flock of sheep’ through
      which we are crawling.
    


    
      In earlier chapters we have seen that borderlanders are in a unique position to challenge a state's modes of
      governing at its territorial margins, and that local loyalties in the Central Asian borderlands have a long
      history of pragmatic allocation. What would Rustam's ‘river’ across these mountains now bring to the Kyrgyz
      of Naryn and Murghab or to the Pamiri of Gorno-Badakhshan? Borders can be understood as the ultimate symbol of
      the ‘political status quo’, that is, the state,1 but what kind of state and political status quo did this border now
      symbolise, what type of interaction between borderlanders and ‘their’ state?
    


    
      The passing of the Soviet Union in 1991 brought the common socialist period to an abrupt end as a sociopolitical
      fact of life in the Central Asian borderlands. Two countries had suddenly become three, all of which ‘shared’
      Kyrgyz and Pamiri borderlanders. The end of the Soviet Union did not go unnoticed in the Chinese territories of
      Qyzyl Suu and Tashkurgan. Kyrgyz and Tajiks at the Chinese Central Asian frontier directly witnessed the collapse
      of a system long regarded as stable and the ensuing economic difficulties experienced by people beyond the
      boundary, albeit at first only through a lens provided by the Chinese media. Now they suddenly became Chinese
      minzu with independent republics as neighbours that were named after the same nations. Would independence
      next-door be regarded as an overdue culmination of the ‘national autonomy’ so frequently invoked by socialist
      leaders? Would the border between China and the independent states in Central Asia crumble? Or would the
      border-guarding state be able to carry into a new era the modes of governing that had led to the hardening of the
      border between Kyrgyz and Pamiri groups in the first place?
    


    
      Xinjiang Remade and Rebordered
    


    
      On the very eve of the titular independence period, in April 1990, local Kyrgyz in a town in Qyzyl Suu AP called
      for independence from China and the departure of all outsiders from their homeland. The bloodiest in a series of
      ‘terrorist incidents’ in the late twentieth century had begun, and violent unrest spread to Artush and Urumqi; in
      the weeks that followed up to 120 people, both Kyrgyz and Chinese Army personnel, were killed.2 One year later the Soviet Union collapsed
      and fear gripped governments in Xinjiang and Beijing that the events in Qyzyl Suu had been a harbinger of worse
      to come:3 Chinese police
      had identified the Kalashnikovs used by Kyrgyz ‘terrorists’ the year before as Soviet-made. In the eyes of the
      Chinese state, something had to be done about the spectre of a slowly opening borderline that might supply
      dissatisfied borderlanders with the means to call for political change. In the eyes of many borderlanders, the
      Chinese state was distant. Or, as Timur, a 30-year-old Kyrgyz man in Artush, told me: ‘they [the Chinese
      government] never cared for us up here in the mountains – we were instead at the mercy of military men and
      Beijing was far away’.
    


    
      It is seductive to focus on borderlanders as helpless recipients of state policy in seemingly remote locales.
      Much of the language used by people like Timur when they talk about the state does indeed suggest local
      powerlessness. However, such readings render local encounters with the state as a one-way process: a bringing of
      the state into its periphery. This is true at the level of state rhetoric – a rhetoric often repeated by
      borderlanders in their characterisation of the state that claims them. Yet locals can be clear in emphasising
      why they cooperate with (or contest) such rhetoric, and by doing this they clearly practise their power to
      choose options that serve their own best interests. The state relies on persuasion at its margins, although such
      ‘persuasion’ is often backed up by military might and economic sanction. When violence flared in Qyzyl Suu in
      1990, official reaction within Xinjiang focused on an alleged lack of local patriotism that, significantly,
      derived from the state's failure to win local loyalty: ‘for a long time our Autonomous Region [of Xinjiang]
      did not have a unified vision that national separatism is the main danger […]. The task of fighting ethnic
      separatism has not been carried out in a top-to-bottom fashion.’4 Perhaps, Timur and other local Kyrgyz could not be blamed for failing to
      see why they should throw in their lot with the Chinese state?
    


    
      Fifteen years after the incident in Qyzyl Suu that had so shocked government authorities I met Fatima, a Pamiri
      primary schoolteacher and mother of two infants in Tashkurgan. ‘Yes, that incident woke everybody up, and other
      incidents [since then] have kept everybody awake. Nobody really saw China here when I was a girl.’ In the thin
      mountain air we spent many hours discussing how China's Tajik minority has experienced the remaking of
      Xinjiang:
    


    
      Ten years ago [in the mid-1990s] roads finally started to get built. These roads brought Han construction workers
      from far away who bought our produce. They didn't have wives, at least not here, so after them came the
      prostitutes. Then, five years ago, all these new schools and hospitals and hotels got built, and Uighurs came to
      teach and practise medicine. They did have wives, and children who started going to these schools. Today, our
      leaders say, “send your children to learn Tajik because this is a Tajik region”. And five years in the future I
      will send my children to learn Chinese because I don't want my sons to be construction workers here but
      instead to take full advantage of China.
    


    
      In the preceding common socialist period the inhabitants of Tashkurgan had served the state well enough in their
      role as symbolic ‘guardians of the motherland’. Yet in the 1990s, ‘relying’ on Soviet deep control across the
      border in Central Asia was no longer an option for a concerned core. The (Soviet) logic of ethnotitular
      involvement that had underwritten the relationship between borderlanders and the state which laid claim to their
      allegiance – in effect guaranteeing the closure of the border – was unravelling to the west. New, deeper, more
      reciprocal connections between the edges of the Chinese state in Xinjiang and the rest of China were needed. The
      moment had arrived in Qyzyl Suu and Tashkurgan when, finally, the Chinese bank of Rustam's river was to allow
      China's Kyrgyz and Pamiri to reap a ‘bountiful harvest’ from the existence of the border.
    


    
      The battle for local loyalties that had taken place in the Soviet Union in the decades of conflict with, and
      closure to, China had focused on convincing borderlanders that their interests would best be served by coming
      into the state rather than remaining at its margins. Now, the Chinese state embarked upon a similar course;
      borderlanders like Fatima were to choose, in her words, ‘to take full advantage of China’. Decentralisation in
      the 1980s under Deng Xiaoping had not alleviated the poverty of borderland minzu and, in order to tackle
      this problem, the state was now to be recentralised so as to ensure the survival of the state as a whole.
      Reducing poverty in remote borderlands which are also minority territories produces minority policies that are
      deeply influenced by economic policy. Party cadres throughout the country feared that the enormous economic
      disparities between the coastal regions and the hinterland would lead to centrifugal forces endangering the
      PRC's survival. Hence, unity based on a new form of nationalism has come to be stressed: ‘pride in the
      economic achievements of the past 20 years [since the Cultural Revolution] and pride in the great tradition of
      China which has enabled its economic successes.’5 Such an approach was clearly connected to what was seen as the failure of
      the Soviet system – and by extension, socialist ideology in general – to survive the rigours of economic and
      political strain in a globalising world. The new form of nationalism to be promoted is meant to be one of loyalty
      to a state that is able to provide a better life for its citizens. In the context of Qyzyl Suu and Tashkurgan,
      this meant convincing local minzu that they would benefit more from ‘harmonious cooperation’ (to use an
      expression commonly encountered in China) with the state than from resistance to it.
    


    
      Economic policy in the deserts, mountains and valleys of Xinjiang directly relates to the quality of connections
      for economic exchange: roads must be built and maintained, networks need to be established that connect Chinese
      territories with each other in a durable and mutually rewarding manner. What is more, in order to achieve the
      objective of keeping China unified this dynamic has to be visible in the periphery – unmistakably made legible as
      a blueprint for a future for borderlanders that would be less about military control and more about interaction.
    


    
      But the Chinese government knew little about conditions of life on the Central Asian frontier at the time when
      its large neighbour vanished. The first survey ever conducted by Chinese researchers on how Xinjiang compared to
      Central Asia in terms of infrastructural accomplishments discovered a province with the poorest and least
      developed infrastructure in all of China.6 It also contained but a fraction of the roads and railway lines that neighbouring Kazakhstan
      possessed upon independence. Hence, after decades of insulating the frontier, in the late 1990s a strategy of
      ‘Opening up China's Western Regions’ (the so-called ‘Remake the West’ campaign) was elaborated to mine
      resources and, importantly for local inhabitants, to ‘add life’ to western markets.7 From the perspective of our borderlands,
      ‘adding life’ to the economy in Xinjiang has most visibly manifested itself in the accelerated construction of
      two types of infrastructure into and through the borderlands. First, in order to create the infrastructural
      preconditions necessary for trade across state borders which had been sealed for so long, new roads to the border
      materialised, rail connections to the cities of distant Uzbekistan were suggested, and flight routes from Urumqi
      were inaugurated. Yet, to distant policy-makers' eyes this was dangerous: the construction of new pathways
      for exchange between groups with a shared ethnic identity would draw borderlanders' loyalties away from the
      Chinese state and, instead, to newly independent ‘national brethren’ across the frontier.
    


    
      Second, and seemingly with this in mind, markets (so-called ‘special economic zones’, SEZ hereafter) were opened
      in borderland gateway settlements such as Artush and Tashkurgan in the early 2000s. These were to encourage
      economically peripheral areas to engage in legal economic transactions rather than resorting to subversive
      exchange by smuggling through the trans-frontier ‘ethnic’ networks so feared by the Chinese state. This type of
      zone had been developed on China's eastern coast in the 1980s, where SEZs were designed to invigorate local
      economies through free-trade areas that allowed the purchase of products free of tax by local residents. Their
      establishment in Xinjiang represented the provincial government's initiative to introduce a ‘spread effect’
      which would benefit locales farther away from the places of major investment such as Urumqi; they were also to
      promote legal and transparent trade and economic ties with the newly independent Central Asian Republics.8 In Chapter 5 we will return to how these border markets have been
      appropriated by cross-border entrepreneurs within Xinjiang.
    


    
      This new meta-narrative of economic connectivity appeared in the late 1990s and is only the most visible of
      China's invigorated modes of governing its borderlands. The importance attached by Beijing to Xinjiang as a
      gateway to the new Central Asia has always been tempered by the central government's wariness of Urumqi
      exercising too much autonomy in its integration into a larger Central Asian market space that was newly emerging
      yet so reminiscent of the dynamics of a by-gone age. Control of the borderline to the west was not to be yielded
      to Xinjiang's elites. Infrastructural investment in Xinjiang prioritises connectivity to the rest of China
      and to production sites outside Xinjiang; provincial dependency on the PRC was increased by way of fiscal
      reorganisation.9 Like this
      the danger of a subversive reconnection to traditional market spaces in Inner Asia was pre-empted, and the border
      itself underwent a subtle yet significant shift in the ways in which it was controlled. Taking full advantage of
      the new and fashionable narrative of economic activity, the para-military minions of the bingtuan have become
      deeply involved in the remaking of Xinjiang.
    


    
      The presence of the bingtuan in Qyzyl Suu and Tashkurgan had long been linked to its primary activity of
      ‘reclaiming’ land for agricultural production. Of the land reclaimed since 1991 a vast majority can be credited
      to the bingtuan's efforts. In this it has been in constant conflict with provincial and regional governments:
      much of this land was not arid wasteland but grasslands or forest; ‘reclaiming’ has meant the eviction of Kyrgyz
      herders and Tajik or Uighur famers. The bingtuan is financed directly by the central government in Beijing and
      can afford to surge ahead in reclamation even without authorisation by local officials in Xinjiang – a
      considerable structural disadvantage for locals. Land reclaimed by the bingtuan passes from local jurisdiction
      over the allocation of resources on to the internal management of the bingtuan. Like this it bypasses
      Xinjiang's regional government and the territorial-administrative structures of the AC and AP.10 In this way the regulations
      stipulating that Qyzyl Suu AP is closed to non-local settlement and penetration can be ignored by bingtuan
      members once they are in control of land within that territorial unit's boundaries, thereby undermining an
      important element of Xinjiang AR's autonomy in regulating minzu affairs.11 Borderlanders are well aware of the way in
      which local autonomy is curtailed, subverted even, by this organisation: fear over the bingtuan's ability to
      implement its own control over its farms through the para-military nature of the organisation is great. Nasiba, a
      70-year-old Tajik who lives in Tashkurgan, reacted angrily when I asked her what she thought of the
      government's growing willingness to test new forms of property and, possibly, land privatisation in the
      future:
    


    
      I heard of the private ownership experiment in Shanghai and I'm sure it's great for people in those
      overcrowded cities. But I really hope nobody thinks of extending that experiment to Xinjiang like they did with
      the special economic zones. If they do, those Han production workers [the bingtuan] will suddenly own lots of
      land here. Overnight we will return to feudal times, when landowners could exploit the people working on the
      land, just like before the Revolution [of 1949]. We would be doomed because they control the water nowadays and
      their uniforms protect them from the police. I place my hope in the Party protecting us from such a thing!
    


    
      Just like Nasiba many in Tashkurgan and Qyzyl Suu remember (or are told of) the ‘bad old days’, when locals in
      Xinjiang were subjected to quasi-independent decision makers in Urumqi. Nasiba makes explicit a widespread
      realisation that land has become more important as a commodity than as something to be defended against foreign
      invaders. Internal, domestic control over land in the Tian Shan and Pamir ranges becomes a critical facet of the
      border-guarding Chinese state of the twenty-first century. Border control here reflects a China-wide policy of
      economisation in that the most visible and most loyal of the core's institutions – the bingtuan – has ceased
      to serve as a para-military guardian of the frontier and started to act as an economic agent that creates
      resources for its own benefit along the frontier.
    


    
      The New Depth of China's Borderlands
    


    
      The depth of the newly invigorated border-guarding state reveals itself in the ways in which infrastructure,
      administration and border control relate to an enlivened inscription of the state in Xinjiang's borderlands.
      With the new roads and markets, borderlander lifeworlds have come under closer observation by representatives of
      the state such as agents of border control. Better connectivity renders locals more legible for the state.
      Invigorated bureaucracies of control are enacted over residence permits (hukou) that before had been only
      loosely enforced. Ablimit (the Uighur driver we met in the Introduction) is well-placed to confirm that local
      movement within Qyzyl Suu Prefecture and Tashkurgan County now passes through more checkpoints staffed by state
      security (PSB) than ever before. The rapid appearance of new supra-regional infrastructure and the careful
      opening of selected markets has had the effect of tying borderlanders to local administrative centres such as
      Artush (for residents of Qyzyl Suu), Tashkurgan and Kashgar through a tightening of the system of
      tongxingzheng (‘special permits’, and equivalent in principle to its Soviet/ post-Soviet counterpart, the
      propusk). This system governs who is permitted to do more than merely transit through a specific region;
      non-locals (those without a hukou in a settlement within Qyzyl Suu or Tashkurgan) must apply for such
      permits from the provincial PSB in Urumqi (for Qyzyl Suu) or the local PSB Border Office in Kashgar (for
      Tashkurgan). Border crossers, from Kyrgyzstan or Tajikistan as well as Chinese visitors from the rest of
      Xinjiang, are effectively routed through non-local administrative centres. The means of movement within these
      borderlands are, hence, in the hands not of Kyrgyz or Tajik minzu borderland elites but rather of
      bureaucrats, in other words the Chinese state. Movement is strictly controlled by police officials in Qyzyl Suu
      (such as Mr Jiang, whom we met in the Introduction to this book) or at numerous checkpoints throughout
      Tashkurgan. A recently observed trend towards reclassifying rural areas as urban units has been creating more of
      such internal boundaries:12 today's Qyzyl Suu Autonomous Prefecture is divided into three counties, some of which
      are rumoured to very soon be further divided into a number of autonomous counties and townships for Uighurs.
      Tashkurgan Tajik Autonomous County is a sub-division of Kashgar Prefecture and contains eleven townships, one of
      which is designated a Kyrgyz nationality township. New checkpoints to regulate movement are erected at such
      internal boundaries; in this way administrative borders become sites of waxing state inscription in terms of
      control.
    


    
      The reception of the ‘new’ Chinese state by China's Kyrgyz and Tajiks in Xinjiang's segments of the
      borderlands of the Tian Shan and Pamirs is characterised locally by ‘mixture’ where, in a previous era, it had
      once been a discourse of violence that had predominated. ‘Development has arrived so rapidly and recently that
      new arrivals are not local yet – this is not only our borderland anymore.’ This was how Almaz (the Kyrgyz
      borderlander from Qyzyl Suu who accompanied us on our first encounter with the border regions of Central Asia in
      the Introduction) chose to describe the effects of the introduction of significant new economic activity into his
      formerly remote homeland. Fatima, the Pamiri primary schoolteacher in Tashkurgan who stressed the need for her
      children to ‘take full advantage of China’ earlier in this chapter, was even clearer in her evaluation: new
      market connectivity brings new entrepreneurs. The ‘spread effect’ of wealth from farther east has an immediate
      effect on the spread of people. The goods that come to the frontier are accompanied by other Chinese citizens
      attracted by work opportunities and the prospect of ‘making it’ in a newly modernising region. During the decades
      of Sino–Soviet tensions, the small Kyrgyz and Tajik minzu had encountered the Chinese state primarily in
      form of its military and para-military might; in the early twenty-first century, the border guards and bingtuan
      have been augmented by the introduction to these borderlands of sociopolitical factors that had already taken
      hold in other parts of China's north-west. Other, more centrally located non-Han groups such as Uighurs,
      Mongols and even Kazakhs had for some time already been dealing with the waxing influence of the Chinese language
      in local employment markets (to which I return below) as well as competition over administrative power between
      various minzu.13
      In Qyzyl Suu and Tashkurgan these are two novel elements which directly affect the everyday lives of
      borderlanders, who are more accustomed to regarding the state as a distant actor.
    


    
      Notoriously, for most observers outside of China, ‘remaking Xinjiang’ in the image of the Chinese state has
      brought Han from the neidi (the ‘inner lands’ of China proper) to the very margins of the Chinese
      state.14 Rather less
      visible for observers from afar, yet arguably more important than the arrival of small groups of Han, it is also
      Uighurs who have arrived in these borderlands. Certain groups of Uighurs as well as Dungani have been part of
      Kyrgyz lifeworlds since at least the nineteenth century in what is today Qyzyl Suu Kyrgyz AP; Artush, for
      example, is the site of an important site of pilgrimage for regional Muslims and has hosted important Islamic
      schools of learning in the past. New arrivals in recent years however have brought a new self-consciousness of
      being separate from borderlanders. In Tashkurgan Tajik AC Uighurs were rare visitors, and even rarer neighbours,
      prior to the easing of travel restrictions on the Karakoram Highway to Pakistan. It is a burgeoning Uighur, and
      not Han, presence which is locally contested, and conflict between these two minzu (who are entitled to
      wield autonomous power locally) and the minzu that is titular in Xinjiang – namely Uighurs – has increased
      in the minds of locals. According to interviewees, the Uighur presence being exceedingly rare prior to the 1990s,
      such new arrivals are outsiders in a traditionally Kyrgyz or Tajik homeland, and they are regarded as both a boon
      (in terms of more market activity) and a bane (in terms of job availability). Kinara, the successful Kyrgyz
      bazaar saleswoman in Artush, explains:
    


    
      Why is it that despite all this talk about increasing our economic and cultural level that you read in
      Xinjiang Ribao [provincial newspaper], our children are finding it more and more difficult to find a good
      job in our Prefecture after graduating from school? Why is it that most shops and banks around here are run by
      Han or Uighurs instead of us [Kyrgyz]? Sometimes I think it's because they think we're just backward.
    


    
      Uighurs are mentioned in the same breath as Han when locals talk about both their interaction with the state and
      how they feel such non-locals regard them. Jurisdictionally, the small minzu of Xinjiang are not
      subordinate to larger minzu such as Uighurs. Largely neglected in scholarly discussions of ethnopolitical
      life in Xinjiang, which focus on conflict between Uighurs and Han, forced power-sharing between these small
      minzu and Uighurs, many of whom regard the entirety of the Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region as an
      Uighuristan under Chinese control, is highly contentious. Official China, however, is unequivocal in its approach
      to political participation in its borderlands:
    


    
      Thirteen brother nationalities […] have lived in Xinjiang for generations. For a long time, they have been
      cooperated [sic.] as one family to build and safeguard the borderland. Under the glory of the national policy of
      the [Chinese Communist] Party, precious traditional cultures of various nationalities have received effective
      protection, inheritance and development. In the historical process of the Development of Western Regions, various
      nationalities are more united to construct together a harmonious society. [Here we have] the purpose to show the
      contributions of all nationalities in the Xinjiang [sic.] have made for safeguarding the reunification of the
      motherland.15
    


    
      Because it appeared ‘impossible to form a “-stan” for each of the thirteen nationalities’,16 an intricate hierarchy of townships,
      counties, and prefectures was designed to give non-Uighur minzu representative channels and enable the
      allocation of resources. The concomitant ‘splintering’ of administrative power through the sub-division of
      Uighur-dominated units such as the Autonomous Region of Xinjiang into townships and counties dominated by Kyrgyz
      and Tajiks (and others) has created hierarchies between and within the different minzu of Xinjiang.17
    


    
      The reclassification of administrative units discussed above fragments the subjectively felt integrity of a
      minzu's homeland. Such a splintering is not to the political advantage of the respective titular
      minzu because it invariably leads to the contestation of local power at the regional level and strengthens
      control by the centre, which institutionalises these fractured political hierarchies between the various
      minzu. In their function as mobilisers of political loyalties, local minzu elites have found
      themselves in an awkward position in relation to the structural changes taking place within Xinjiang. Presenting
      themselves, on the one hand, as the legitimate defenders of minzu interests vis-à-vis both other
      minzu as well as the state whilst, on the other hand, forced to mediate the state's demand for local
      loyalty with local demands for autonomy and prosperity, borderland leaders have come under increasing pressure to
      answer questions posed by people such as Kinara on why inequality persists. The blame for Kyrgyz and Tajik
      anxiety over marginalisation, however, seems to be placed on minzu cadre rather than on lowest level
      leaders: the relationship between the xiangzhang, or township leaders, and the elite CCP apparat of
      Qyzyl Suu AP or Tashkurgan AC is not easy, further complicated as it is by the political realities of
      power-sharing between the minzu within these territorial-administrative units. The xiangzhang – who
      are always members of the administrative titular group of the township or county (and thus not necessarily of the
      titular group of the AP or AC) – in general still stem from locally respected cultural elites and are not
      necessarily fluent in the language of socialist orthodoxy. The AP and AC elites of the borderland, who are always
      members of the titular group, often receive further education at the Central Institute for Nationalities (renamed
      Minzu University of China in 2008) alongside other representatives of China's minzu. In this type of
      institution they become deeply acquainted with the language of allegiance to the socialist Chinese state as
      expressed in a higher awareness of the importance accorded to ‘cooperation between the minzu at the most
      local level’. Structural change in the form of administrative fragmentation in the province is being translated
      at the local level of the autonomous territorial unit into a feeling of greater proximity between members of the
      various minzu. ‘Cooperation as one family’, as intoned above, has arrived in the immediate borderlands of
      post-Soviet Central Asia.
    


    
      After the turn of the century borderlanders in Qyzyl Suu finally had the opportunity to contrast local lifeworlds
      in China with life across the frontier in Central Asia. Direct comparisons between the ways in which Kyrgyz
      participated in ‘their’ states began to be made in conversations held in teahouses and between herders, at family
      dinners and in bazaars. Timur, the 30-year-old Kyrgyz bazaar salesman in Artush, holds strong but by no means
      unique opinions on what the Kyrgyz across the border have been experiencing and how this relates to his own young
      family's life within China:
    


    
      Kyrgyzstan is now independent and the Kyrgyz there think they're masters of their own fates. This is not so
      because poverty subjugates them to non-Kyrgyz. Many believe the Han hold us captive. This is also not so because
      we gain more than we lose […] We want to become more educated and wealthier, make our homeland a more
      sophisticated place day by day. So what if we share government with others?
    


    
      The closed and remote borderlands which we encountered in Chapter
      2 in the context of Arslanbek's border of 1980 have now visibly become part of Xinjiang. An older imagery
      of Tajiks and Kyrgyz as symbolic yet distant guardians of the frontier has been replaced with minzu acting
      as socio-economic guardians of the state's edges. This first-hand proximity is bringing new conflict even
      while bringing about new opportunity. The new face of the border-guarding Chinese state here is one that
      economically connects, yet also administratively fragments. For borderlanders, economic participation becomes
      political participation in a China of growing depth. If Arslanbek's loyalty was vaguely assumed in a
      symbolism backed up heavily by the Chinese state's arsenal of violence, now his children's children
      experience a state that reaches deeper into local lifeworlds than ever before in Xinjiang's history. Most
      importantly, a majority of Kyrgyz as well as their Tajik neighbours in Tashkurgan have been choosing to accept
      these new modes of governing even if borderlanders realise that the mobilisation of processes of frontier
      economics has served the state greatly in achieving a more direct kind of control over borderlands now
      increasingly integrated into province and state-wide structures of dependency. The Chinese state has very much
      arrived in the Kyrgyz and Tajik borderlands of Xinjiang, and it has done so precisely – and not coincidentally –
      at a time when borderlanders in the new post-Soviet neighbourhood are experiencing the reverse of such a process.
    


    
      Receding States in the Post-Soviet Borderlands
    


    
      Kanai told us at the beginning of this chapter how the end of the Soviet Union was not an event for which people
      in Central Asia had been prepared. The five Central Asian SSRs of the USSR became independent states, even if it
      was to take years until they came to exhibit all the trappings of statehood such as national currencies (the
      som introduced in 1993 in Kyrgyzstan and the somoni in Tajikistan in 2000) and the implementation
      of their own border control. The years that followed the ‘great divorce’ brought economic decline to all the
      Central Asian Republics, and most critically to Kyrgyzstan. Tajikistan became embroiled in a civil war (1992–7)
      between factions battling for the distribution of post-Soviet power amongst its different regions;
      Gorno-Badakhshan witnessed a calamitous cessation of outside economic support, which led to wide-spread
      starvation and, in effect, a reconnection with the international Ismailiyya through the life-saving intervention
      of the Aga Khan. Over the same period, as we have seen, Xinjiang in the 1990s was characterised by recurring
      unrest in various parts of the AR; and in 2000 the ‘Remake the West’ campaign was launched that finally tackled
      the question of how Xinjiang was to interact with both its new Central Asian neighbours as well as redefining its
      role within a rapidly changing China. In the sense of political stability and the predictability of the course of
      Rustam's metaphorical border-as-river, borderlanders in both Central Asia and Xinjiang shared dramatic
      ambiguity in the last decade of the twentieth century – Kyrgyz and Pamiri in the Tian Shan and Pamir were by no
      means sure about what the river/border would now ‘bring’ to them.
    


    
      The year 1991 is when Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan became fully independent states. However, in the context of our
      borderlands, perhaps a point of view less biased by the perspective of the normative international order of
      territorial independence is more appropriate in reflecting how borderlanders here have experienced their
      states' modes of governing. The USSR came to an end in that year, yet the Soviet Union lingered for years in
      all but name as the ideological sponsor of border control. Neither of the two nascent states rushed to
      nationalise control over their borderlands: the Kyrgyzstani–Chinese border was under the jurisdiction of the
      Commonwealth of Independent States' border service until 1999, and Tajikistan's borders were officially
      supervised by the Russian Border Service until 2005. Furthermore, Tajikistan did not possess an official border
      crossing with Xinjiang until the opening of the Qolma Pass in 2004; Kyrgyzstan's primary commercial window to
      Xinjiang at Irkeshtam opened to traffic in 2002. Neither Kyrgyzstan nor Tajikistan have commanded a monopoly over
      their new subjects' territorial enclosure: former internal boundaries (those between the SSRs, that is, those
      originally intended to represent these nations' boundaries) have transformed into external (state) borders on
      maps, yet practices of border control at the borders between Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan have only slowly begun to
      materialise.18 For
      borderlanders in these two states a post-Soviet process of coming to terms with new parameters of boundedness has
      only manifested since the turn of the millennium.
    


    
      The border-guarding state in twenty-first-century south-eastern Central Asia is conducting its battle for local
      loyalties in a significantly different environment than its socialist predecessor ever had to. Ruling elites in
      the Central Asian Republics accord great meaning to the ideology of the unity of the titular nation, a term which
      has been retained in all cases from its Soviet-era definition; it is this (titular) group identity that is
      promoted at the expense of other identities within the state.19 The tacit belief is that the nation is entitled to exclusive ownership
      rights to ‘the land’, and that it is especially the nation which should benefit from new-found freedoms. It
      follows that a key component of the nationalisation process in post-Soviet Central Asia has been the steady
      indigenisation of those who wield institutional power. In other words, in the state of Kyrgyzstan the
      political representation of the titular Kyrgyz nation takes precedence over that of minority Uighurs,
      Dungani and others such as Tajiks. The so-called Tulip Revolution of March 2005 and the deadly riots in
      Kyrgyzstan's Ferghana city of Osh in 2010 vividly showed how easily non-Kyrgyz could become the target of
      physical violence and political criticism.20 Elections since then have further sidelined the political representation of minorities, and
      debates over ‘the designs’ of groups such as the Dungani and Uighurs, but also the Tajiks and Uzbeks, of
      Kyrgyzstan have focused on an inferred lack of their loyalty to the Kyrgyzstani state and their potentially
      subversive connections to China, or to Tajikistan or Uzbekistan. In Tajikistan this dynamic is complicated by the
      fact that the state has been forced, in the interest of maintaining territorial integrity, to retain
      Gorno-Badakhshan's status of autonomous oblast. The penetration of specifically Tajikistani modes of
      governing into the Pamiri and Kyrgyz regions of Gorno-Badakhshan has been gradual and on-going: even in 2012 the
      state's armed forces were greeted in Khorog with armed resistance when they attempted to arrest a Pamiri
      warlord from the civil-war era. When the Tajikistani president visited Murghab for the first time in 2010 and
      invoked the alleged ‘Tajikness’ of the Kyrgyz hero Manas' wife as proof of the rightful ties of these
      borderlanders to the Tajik state, his audience of local Kyrgyz remained unconvinced, while local Pamiri were
      confused at what this implied for them.21 The loyalties of either group to a Tajik-dominated state remain deeply uncertain in light of
      the low visibility of the state here.
    


    
      Gorno-Badakhshan as Contested Part of Tajikistan
    


    
      ‘Tajikistan as a state may have dwindled from its Soviet strength but [Gorno-]Badakhshan's border is still
      Tajikistan's border!’
    


    
      Such was the final statement made by Malohat, a retired local Dushanbe resident describing himself as ‘simply a
      Tajik’, in an argument over the withdrawal of Russian border guards from Tajikistan (in 2005). His words were
      directed at Aziza, a 30-year-old Pamiri woman from Khorog in Gorno-Badakhshan. Aziza and Malohat were old friends
      and they had had this conversation many times in the past. Both lost family members in the vicious civil war that
      wracked Tajikistan yet both had close friends today in western Tajikistan as well as in Gorno-Badakhshan. Aziza
      had provoked him by saying what many today think in GBAO:
    


    
      This dwindled state we live in cannot defend [Gorno-]Badakhshan's borders as well as the Russians did.
      Instead, Tajikistan claims what should be ours – border trade with China should benefit Pamiri first and not the
      corrupt government in Dushanbe.
    


    
      When the twenty-first century began, Gorno-Badakhshan had become a very different place for borderlanders in this
      far-flung south-eastern corner of the former Soviet state. The century that had just passed had begun with Pamiri
      borderlanders welcoming Russian military units, who eliminated multiple claims over local belongings stemming
      from competing elites, the Afghan state and Chinese tax collectors. The twentieth century came to a close with
      the evaporation of clearly formulated state claims to local loyalties and renewed uncertainty over how
      borderlanders' lifeworlds related to the territory of the state to which they constitutionally belonged.
      Something curious had happened: from 1991 until 2005 the state disappeared as a contender for local loyalties and
      was replaced by outsiders who had penetrated Gorno-Badakhshan as a result of the civil war in Tajikistan. A
      closer look at these outsiders, and at what it is that they have brought to Badakhshan and its borders, is
      warranted.
    


    
      ‘Tajikistan damned us to death. They couldn't have cared less if we starved up here in the mountains. That we
      survived as a people had nothing to do with this state.’ Thus goes a commonly heard characterisation of the 1990s
      in today's Khorog and Murghab. From a local perspective, it was not the new Tajikistani state that ensured
      local survival in a decade that brought to the Pamirs astronomical unemployment, mass starvation and an
      unprecedented swelling of the population. The civil war in the west induced many Pamiri who had been living
      outside the oblast to return to their hometowns in GBAO to escape persecution, while others made use of
      Soviet-era networks and migrated to Russia.22 The unsustainable swelling of Gorno-Badakhshan's population wrecked relations between
      Pamiri and the Kyrgyz of Murghab, up to 35 per cent of whom are said to have left for Kyrgyzstan during the civil
      war. Russians from Khorog left for Russia at this time and thereby caused critical brain drain in regional
      administration and the education sectors. The sudden withdrawal of Soviet subsidies hastened economic collapse,
      and GBAO has yet to recover from the destruction of much of the infrastructure and the closing of businesses
      during the war.
    


    
      The civil war had severe consequences for the lives of people living in Gorno-Badakhshan and has deeply affected
      modes of governing in this Kyrgyz and Pamiri borderland. With the dissolution of the USSR, the rise of Tajik
      nationalist rhetoric, and the armed gangs which targeted the large numbers of Pamiri living in Dushanbe and
      elsewhere in western Tajikistan, Gorno-Badakhshan declared independence from the Tajikistani state in late 1991.
      Blockades were immediately imposed on the break-away oblast; until 1997 Gorno-Badakhshan was de facto
      independent from the government, and its re-integration into the state was not accomplished until after the
      Taliban had taken power in Afghanistan and the subsequent Russian initiative for Tajikistan to present a ‘united
      front’ against radical Islamic groups from the south. The peace that arrived in 1997 reaffirmed an older status
      quo of political power concentrated in the Communist Party successor regime of President Rahmon –
      Gorno-Badakhshan and its Pamiri elites were excluded from these negotiations, its population swollen by displaced
      persons from western Tajikistan and its heavily subsidised economy irrevocably ruined.
    


    
      The utter destruction of human habitation in Gorno-Badakhshan was prevented only by the development of a unique
      Badakhshani dynamic that involved the violation of the new state's borders and sovereignty. As a consequence
      of the war, new local economies arose that have led to the reformulation of how local power in GBAO is practised
      vis-à-vis the post-Soviet state of Tajikistan. Border control, socio-economic activity and market connectivity
      were all taken over by non-state actors: the Russian Federation in the name of the Commonwealth of Independent
      States (CIS), the Aga Khan's global network of support to Ismaili communities, and the Kyrgyz borderlanders
      of Murghab in the north.
    


    
      While the Tajikistani state collapsed and Gorno-Badakhshan's population was left to fend for itself, the
      Russian Federation upheld its control of Tajikistan's borders to Xinjiang and Afghanistan. The lack of a
      Tajikistani Ministry of Defence at the time of independence and the non-existence of a regular army throughout
      the civil war gave the new state very little say in the continued presence of foreign troops. The borders with
      Xinjiang and Afghanistan remained firmly under the control of the Ministry of the Interior of the Russian
      Federation rather than of Tajikistan. The old Soviet system of the zapretnaya pogranichnaya zona
      (forbidden borderzone) was left untouched. Tajikistani sovereignty over its territory remained theoretical until
      the official final withdrawal, in 2005, of Russian troops. Prior to this, access to and from Gorno-Badakhshan was
      granted by these troops just as was movement within the oblast – entirely as in the Soviet period.
      Gorno-Badakhshan's border guards at that time were members of a professional Russian cadre of officers and a
      large number of Tajik conscripts, mainly from the west of the state. The pogranichniki had their personnel
      bases in Murghab, Khorog and three other towns yet reported directly to security forces in Moscow.23 Local Pamiri and Kyrgyz
      militias in Gorno-Badakhshan that had been set up during the war cooperated with the Russian troops, who ensured
      a minimum of social order and assumed the administrative duties of the Tajikistani state such as the checking of
      propuski. Thus, internal control over the borderland was exclusively enacted by non-local forces well into
      the twenty-first century. In other words, for borderlanders in Gorno-Badakhshan the Tajikistani state remained
      invisible within deep borderland control. The state control that did exist was experienced as a direct structural
      continuation of Soviet border-guarding.
    


    
      From 1993 until 2000 the entire borderland oblast was de facto administered by the Aga Khan Foundation,
      which to this day remains the largest provider of jobs, development programmes, and infrastructural maintenance
      and support. The Aga Khan, spiritual head of the Ismailiyya, quickly moved to lend substantial financial support
      to the Pamiri, and he is widely seen by the inhabitants of Gorno-Badakhshan as ‘having saved Pamiri lives when
      everybody else looked away’. With the war and the subsequent drying up of supplies organised by the state, local
      administration within the oblast became unable to provide the fundamental necessities of life to the
      inhabitants. The Aga Khan's support agencies over the following years came to institutionalise a system of
      ‘coordinators’, who were elected informally by locals at the lowest administrative level of the qishloq
      (village). These administrators took charge of the distribution of food and, increasingly, the communication of
      the need for locals' involvement in infrastructural schemes such as road maintenance and the formalisation of
      market places. By and large, the individuals thus employed were well-educated men and women such as teachers and
      Soviet-era kolkhoz leaders, who supported the Aga Khan's revolutionary call for land privatisation in
      Gorno-Badakhshan; according to interviews, the incipient new village-level elite were frequently Pamiri returnees
      from other parts of Tajikistan.
    


    
      Pamiri borderlanders talk about the Aga Khan with reverence and many feel deeply and personally indebted for his
      direct intervention in the 1990s. In the eyes of most, and as suggested by Aziza above, the state's
      legitimacy to administrate the autonomous oblast became void through its disinterest in the survival of
      the Pamiri nation – a long and socio-economically vital tradition of guarding the frontier as loyal citizens in
      exchange for state support of local livelihoods had come to an end. The involvement of the supra-state Ismaili
      organisation in Gorno-Badakhshan has had far-reaching implications for this borderland, both domestically and
      across the southern boundary in Afghanistan. It effectively competed with the Tajikistani state in terms of
      market connectivity and practices of border policy by creating fresh avenues of contact such as new border
      bridges and roads that largely ignored the state.
    


    
      Competition with the new state within its borderlands has not been limited to matters of bare survival alone.
      Interaction between borderlanders in Gorno-Badakhshan and the Tajikistani state only began in 2004 with the
      restoration of the road linking Khorog with Dushanbe, which had been all but destroyed in the civil war. Starting
      in 2005, the Tajikistani security forces and Ministry of the Interior began to wield control over the means of
      movement within its borderland to Xinjiang for the first time. The Tajikistani state remained invisible to
      borderlanders until it took over the staffing of internal checkpoints along the Pamir Highway from the forces of
      the Russian Federation. Since then, the rise of the new class of rais qishloq (village chiefs) empowered
      by the Aga Khan Foundation has led to a new form of political interaction in the everyday lives of
      Gorno-Badakhshan's population.
    


    
      Modes of governing in Gorno-Badakhshan expose considerable disparity between constitutional power and local
      implementation. The president of the Tajikistani state wields direct and centralised control over executive power
      at the supra-qishloq level by directly nominating Badakhshan's gubernator (governor) and the
      individual hokkims (local leaders) in the eight raions of GBAO. Similarly, Tajikistani state
      security forces (still referred to as ‘the KGB’) in Gorno-Badakhshan as well as local branches of the Interior
      Ministry, all of which are directly subordinated to the respective state-wide ministries, tie the oblast
      directly to Tajikistani state institutions. The Tajikistani state and its representatives (the gubernator
      and the hokkims) have been less relevant in decision-making processes that produce the framework for
      economic survival throughout the oblast than the new village organisations, who have become the driving
      force behind implementing new infrastructural connectivity. The formal administrative structure of government in
      GBAO with its departments of construction and irrigation, while technically subject to the respective state-wide
      departments in Dushanbe, was financed almost exclusively through the Aga Khan Foundation and therefore dependent
      on its demands for the involvement of locals.
    


    
      This disparity is most visible in the part of Gorno-Badakhshan that is itself a peripheral borderland within the
      already peripheral Pamir borderland of GBAO: Murghab raion is the gateway to Tashkurgan in Xinjiang as
      well as to Osh in Kyrgyzstan. It is here that the formerly internal Soviet border between Gorno-Badakhshan and
      Kyrgyzstan concatenates with the Chinese borderline that had been so vital to the Soviet state and that had
      affected local lifeworlds so fundamentally for the course of almost a century. Ethnically, the oblast is
      also traditionally home to a sizeable Sunni population of Kyrgyz herders, who are neither Ismaili nor Pamiri. In
      the direst years of the civil war it was this group that had guaranteed the survival of Murghab
      raion's inhabitants (Kyrgyz and Pamiri alike) through their production of meat and felt and the
      establishment of new networks to post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan which allowed for the sale of their produce at the bazaar
      in Osh in Kyrgyzstan. Tajikistan's Kyrgyz in Murghab attained a form of local power through connection to
      Russian border guards stationed along the boundary to Xinjiang who became the only local motors of employment and
      who were the chief purchasers of goods at the otherwise empty bazaars in Gorno-Badakhshan.
    


    
      Care must be taken not to see relations between locals only through the lens of nationality, even if it is a
      filter most often applied by the Tajikistani state, local NGOs and local elites themselves. We shall return to
      the question of national belonging in Chapter 6; however, in the
      context of how local power is practised in Murghab – the Tajikistani gateway to Xinjiang – the ethnopolitical
      parameters of participation in the state play a critical role. The relationship in Gorno-Badakhshan between the
      Pamiri (who are entitled to wield power in the oblast) and its own minority – the Kyrgyz of Murghab – is
      uneasy and affects the legitimacy of the Tajikistani state in the Pamirs.24 Traditional tensions between the Kyrgyz
      population of Murghab and the Pamiri majority of the oblast are aggravated by Kyrgyz under-representation
      in local government. Most officials today are Pamiri (although there are a few Tajiks in important departments),
      but the only visible Kyrgyz in the political life of Murghab raion is the local hokkim – and he
      owes his position to the central government in Dushanbe. This leader, widely seen by people as ‘feudal,
      non-representative, and undemocratic’, wields a great deal of effective power. For example, he channels state
      subsidies and prioritises certain projects, or makes decisions such as the exemption of pasture-users from paying
      land tax, a move that unpopularly gives Kyrgyz herders around Murghab an edge over (Pamiri) subsistence farmers
      in the local economy.25
      Many Pamiri fear this member of the Kyrgyz elite's power to contest the Aga Khan's project implementation
      by supporting projects primarily benefiting the Kyrgyz rather than Pamiri population26. In this way, the Kyrgyz of Murghab are seen
      by their Pamiri neighbours as a threat to Pamiri regional negotiations of autonomy with the distant Tajikistani
      central government in Dushanbe.
    


    
      This threat is compounded by the role played by local Kyrgyz as the largest group of border-crossers between
      Kyrgyzstan and Gorno-Badakhshan. Such border-violating connectivity casts yet further doubt amongst the Pamiri
      majority of GBAO regarding the political loyalties of Kyrgyz to the oblast. In its campaign for
      borderlander loyalty, the Soviet system had introduced various positive measures to combat the borderlander
      options of ‘exit’ and ‘voice’, thereby improving local livelihoods and guaranteeing effective control of this
      borderland; the result was local support of the state's border control. This has changed fundamentally in the
      post-Soviet era along the lifeline that the Pamir Highway represents for borderlanders. The accessibility of the
      Pamir Highway today hinges on processes in two different states: whether Tajikistan is embroiled in a bloody
      civil war or whether Kyrgyzstan is going through the woes of internal political realignment during a
      ‘Revolution’, the Highway is directly affected in an equal way and is shut down by the respective authorities of
      the neighbouring state.27
      Thus, borderlanders in Gorno-Badakhshan are exposed in a direct way to events taking place at either anchoring
      end of this infrastructural artery.
    


    
      It is in the context of political events, seemingly beyond the power of borderlanders to influence to their own
      advantage, that a transformative image is emerging of the role that the Kyrgyz of Murghab play in conjunction
      with their position as a group ascribed with ‘belonging’ to a titular state just across the border – a state with
      the power to influence the lifeworlds of Tajikistanis all along this artery of cross-border exchange. The ‘new’
      post-Soviet border between Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan in the Pamirs is making visible how the reception of the
      state in Tajikistan's segment of the borderlands of the Pamir differs for these two groups of Tajikistani
      citizens. The contemporary Tajikistani state has a greater proximity for Pamiri than it does for Murghab Kyrgyz
      in that the forces of the KGB in the oblast (that is, the local KGB) are almost exclusively Pamiri
      alongside a number of Tajik personnel. This is a continuation of a late-Soviet-era scenario where many of the
      SSR-level KGB cadre had been Pamiri because central authorities perceived Pamiri to be more trustworthy than
      their Tajik counterparts in regard to the Afghanistan conflict,28 although most of these officers did not actually serve in
      Gorno-Badakhshan. After their forced removal during the civil war, and in the process of national reconciliation
      that followed, it was such personnel that came to constitute the local security forces of GBAO. Kyrgyz were never
      represented in the Tajik SSR's security forces and have similarly never been visibly represented therein in
      independent Tajikistan. Kyrgyz borderlanders and their Pamiri counterparts remain locked in institutional
      conflict over control of the means of movement in this borderland.
    


    
      *
    


    
      Kyrgyz and Pamiri are at odds over ethnopolitical participation in the Tajikistani state and over the loyalties
      of the majority of Murghab's population, yet both Kyrgyz and Pamiri share the experience of dealing with the
      border-guarding Tajikistani state. The local inhabitants of Gorno-Badakhshan, Kyrgyz and Pamiri alike, provide
      the forces of border control with the basics of survival – meat, clothes, medical aid, and sometimes
      accommodation.29
      Conditions in barracks housing border guards and the military conscripts patrolling the pogranichnaya zona
      are abysmal; most of the installations one would expect to encounter therein (such as stoves, radio equipment,
      bedding, and even ammunition) have, in the words of one teenaged Tajik conscript at Karakul, ‘disappeared along
      with the Russians who used to be here’. Ever since foreign control over its borders ended, the power of the
      agents of the Tajikistani state within Gorno-Badakhshan has been severely curtailed through their dependency on
      borderlanders for their survival. The state has become unable to pursue effective control over its
      borderlanders' movement except at a handful of checkpoints staffed by KGB personnel and centred around
      Khorog, the seat of the GBAO government and the locale of the remaining Russian advisers to Tajikistani border
      control.
    


    
      The political status of Gorno-Badakhshan as an autonomous region within the Tajikistani state that is also a
      borderland oblast has led to its continued existence as a special military zone. All access to, and
      movement within, the territory is granted only to persons (including Tajikistani citizens resident outside the
      oblast) who possess a special propusk issued by the Ministry of Internal Affairs in Dushanbe.
      Possession of the internal permit is supposed to be enforced, but since the departure of Russian border guards
      their Tajikistani successors have been neglectful in maintaining the stringency of such checks. Obtaining the
      necessary internal travel documents can be avoided on a case-by-case basis, and this is well known within
      Gorno-Badakhshan.30
      Borderlanders have attained a working relationship with the agents of border control in GBAO, and this renders
      impossible any form of effective control over Tajikistani sovereign territory and the loyalties of either Kyrgyz
      or Pamiri borderlanders in Gorno-Badakhshan. These loyalties are evolving in two different directions for the two
      groups of borderlanders living in the oblast: Murghab Kyrgyz increasingly find their livelihoods connected
      to a wider, border-violating Kyrgyz borderland that extends into Kyrgyzstan, whilst Pamiri find themselves once
      again under the influence of supra-state and cross-border processes which reconnect to areas in Afghanistan that
      share the Ismaili creed of the Pamiri.31
    


    
      The new state's modes of governing its borderlands is contested and its agents are co-opted by borderlanders.
      Beyond this, the weakness of the state to successfully border its territory is highlighted through processes
      taking place along the nearby Chinese border. All local narratives of the weakness of the state in enforcing
      effective border control to Xinjiang through the Qolma port cite an increased presence of Chinese citizens as
      ultimate proof. Residents of Gorno-Badakhshan do not regard border officials as guardians who protect the state
      from such outsiders; instead they are seen as opportunistic entrepreneurs who profit from Chinese crossers. The
      main reason for locals' resentment of the ease with which Chinese citizens are seen to ‘flaunt our laws and
      make fools of our police’ is the fact that their presence is seen as supporting the Tajikistani government's
      claim of control over Gorno-Badakhshan. A local Pamiri member of the oblast government in Khorog told me
      that, by paying bribes, Chinese truckers
    


    
      accept Dushanbe's political conditions and the money does not come here [to Gorno-Badakhshan]. The central
      government's rules make it difficult for Chinese traders to deal directly with us because they must evade the
      local [GBAO] militia, who are more honest than the Ministry [of the Interior] people. I bet Rakhmon [the
      President of Tajikistan] sits at a table in Dushanbe with Chinese businessmen laughing at our impotence.
    


    
      From the perspective of borderlanders here, Chinese presence is not intrinsically subversive but rather a symbol
      of the lack of local political power to regulate cross-border traffic and benefit from new connectivity.
    


    
      Distance and Proximity in the State of Kyrgyzstan
    


    
      When Kanai from the Kochkor raion in Naryn oblast describes the framework of borderland elites'
      relationship with the Kyrgyzstani state, he invokes images of his home's geographic peripherality and the
      failures of Bishkek in governing Kyrgyzstan's regions:
    


    
      The freedom of the oblast from the authorities' meddling, and the wealth that we can generate and keep
      here locally, all depends on the personage of the gubernator [provincial governor]. If he astutely selects
      his akims [local governors] and can rely on the people to elect his candidates then he can wield much
      power in Bishkek and the president will have to leave us alone. Actually, they [the state] should be thankful if
      the Sarybagysh [clan] resolutely governs Naryn – I mean, they cannot even ensure peace and stability in the
      capital so how would they want to do that out here in the Tian Shan? Naryn is a frontier land and thus more
      independent, but they needn't worry. We will fight to keep the Chinese out.
    


    
      For most of the Soviet era power in the Kyrgyz SSR rested with powerful regional elites, many of which were
      closely related to Kanai's ‘clan’ of Sarybagysh from Naryn oblast,32 an area felt by Kyrgyz to belong to northern
      Kyrgyzstan rather than the more conservative south of the country. Similarly to the Tajik SSR's
      Gorno-Badakhshan, Naryn's population benefited from high education and preferential treatment in terms of
      lucrative and prestigious employment with the security and border forces, a situation which came to an abrupt end
      with the withdrawal of Russian border troops. After the overthrow of Kyrgyzstan's first post-Soviet regime in
      2005 in the so-called Tulip Revolution, power shifted away from a region whose people had understood how to
      monopolise conceptualisations of Kyrgyz identities in the state/SSR for over half a century.
    


    
      While borderlanders such as Kanai regard the state as ineffectual in Naryn, the Kyrgyzstani state is often simply
      ignored by akims and municipal politicians in Osh, Batken and Jalal-abad – those oblasts commonly
      regarded as forming a ‘southern Kyrgyzstan’ that is traditionally more sedentarised and religious than the north.
      There, the new centre's claim to legitimately wield control over state structures constitutionally granted to
      law-makers in Bishkek is even more contested by Kyrgyz. The Soviet system of political indigenisation
      (korenizatsiya), which territorialised national identities and state loyalties, resulted in a
      regionalisation of identities and loyalties along internal administrative lines. After Kyrgyzstani gained
      independence the regional networks that had been established in the Soviet era became mandatory for coping with
      the economic woes which have wracked the state ever since.33 To this day post-Soviet local raion and regional oblast
      leaders maintain their power through their abilities to provide employment opportunities or access to resources,
      just as they did in the past. However, the Soviet state had been a powerful, supra-regional actor with the
      capacity to use coercion or invest resources, whereas today such activities by regional elites directly contest
      Bishkek's authority.34 Conflict between the growing effective autonomy of oblasts and the central
      government's growing inability to maintain state control over the economic and social domains of
      citizens' lives is aggravated by the fact that the state is directly dependent on the support of regional
      leaders in maintaining a functioning system of institutions such as schools, police forces, and infrastructure.
      If regional leaders withdraw their support from the president the government falls, as was the case in the
      ignominious end to the Akaev regime that had governed Kyrgyzstan from 1991 until 2005.35 Akaev's successor, Kurmanbek Bakiyev,
      the kleptocratic former governor of Jalal-abad and a man despised in Naryn and elsewhere in the north from the
      outset of his reign, fell foul of a similar dynamic and was swept away in early 2010. Current president
      Atambayev's government, which is dominated once again by politicians from the north, has achieved a
      precarious balance by returning to an older status quo in terms of the balance in power between regions.
    


    
      The authority of the state is undermined by regional political elites in the crucial domains of the
      constitutional separation of powers, the independence of the judiciary, and government accountability. A
      monopolisation of state power in the oblasts has taken place, with gubernators acting in a largely
      autonomous way within their own constituencies. Akims are chosen by the gubernator and then
      ‘elected’ by the people of the raion. They tend to be individuals who were kolkhoz leaders under
      the Soviet system and who have profited from the conversion of state farms into ‘private’ shareholder farms, to
      name just one example that frequently figures in local discussions of the lack of state control over local
      livelihoods.36 Such
      akims are replaced by their sons when they die, thereby perpetuating a structure that permits regional
      authorities (as represented in the oblustuk kengesh, provincial government) to exercise control over
      individuals' access to resources.
    


    
      In Naryn, the largest and (statistically) poorest of Kyrgyzstan's oblasts, resources have always
      derived from its status as a borderland. However, while in the USSR Naryn was a Soviet borderland tightly
      connected to the structures of a Soviet state which invested heavily in order to win local loyalties and
      ‘compensate’ for the extinguishing of its Chinese interface, today's Naryn is a Kyrgyzstani borderland where
      borderlanders such as Kanai believe that their interests are best served by keeping the state at arms'
      length. The border to Xinjiang presents the oblast's primary resource: with increased traffic passing
      through settlements like Kochkor, Naryn and At Bashy, a wide range of borderlanders stand to gain from such
      transit. Local police (either in the form of traffic police or the registration offices of the Interior Ministry)
      can levy fines or collect ‘transit fees’, local bazaars have a wider range of products on offer, and locals can
      ‘service’ border crossers by offering accommodation, local transport, catering options, menial services such as
      repairs, or by operating in the domain of the ‘second’ economy (in particular illegal currency exchange and
      prostitution). Regardless of state regulations that in theory extend to all Kyrgyzstani territory, banks in the
      towns of Naryn and At Bashy have reduced or extended opening hours depending on the current accessibility of the
      Torugart Pass to China. In the summer months, the traditional Friday bazaar in Naryn is extended to last from
      Thursday morning until Friday evening and there is a smaller Tuesday market, thereby coinciding with the busiest
      months of the Kashgar Sunday market in Xinjiang and enabling truckers to unload goods with a minimum of storage
      delay. During national holidays in China (specifically, Labour Day and National Day, when China tends to come to
      a stand-still) Kyrgyzstani towns in Naryn and eastern Osh oblast such as Sary Tash grind to a halt: petrol
      prices rise and many petrol stations close for lack of custom, bazaars run out of basic commodities, and
      transport between borderland villages becomes scarce.
    


    
      Local subversion of state law in domains of construction regulations, health care and education guidelines is
      common throughout all of Kyrgyzstan. Even in Bishkek visibly unsafe buildings are erected, hospitals rent rooms
      and staff to wealthy customers, and many schools charge for high grades. Kyrgyzstani citizens everywhere deal
      with such behaviour on a daily basis and resent the inability, or unwillingness, of state authorities to enforce
      guidelines and guarantee a minimum of reliability. Yet, in Naryn, local government is frequently praised for
      defending local borderland interests by not enforcing state regulations. Borderlanders such as Marat, the
      Kyrgyz herder in At Bashy who in the last chapter told us about his fond childhood memories of meeting Soviet
      border guards in Naryn, are well aware that the Kyrgyzstani state has strict regulations on who may gain access
      to the fertile grasslands of the Soviet-era zapretnaya zona, which lie in the immediate vicinity of the
      Torugart crossing to Xinjiang. He, and other herders like him, insist that regulations are merely rhetorical in
      nature: all who desire to enter this region that had been off-limits for so many decades can do so unhindered,
    


    
      if they have good connections to somebody in office in one of the settlements in the oblast. In exchange
      for permission one usually offers produce or a slice of profit from the sale thereof. Certainly, nobody bothers
      to ask Bishkek – neither us herders nor the official processing the request, and why should anybody?
    


    
      The legitimacy of border control – or, rather, local beliefs of whether the borderland polity itself is best
      situated to take care of protecting local interests – becomes an indicator of borderlander power in terms of
      their engagement with modes of governing within their oblast. This is most significantly expressed in
      local institutions' ability to exclude directives pertaining to deep borderland control as enacted by the
      forces of border control, such as in Marat's example. According to a high-ranking official at the Military
      Border Patrol Service office in Bishkek, access to the zapretnaya zona with Xinjiang beyond At Bashy (for
      Torugart) and Sary Tash (for Irkeshtam) must be applied for at their office in all cases regardless of the
      identity of the individual in question, in conjunction with application to the state-level security services (the
      former KGB, now renamed GKNB) in Bishkek. In essence, this is the Soviet border-guarding scenario. The offices of
      the Interior Ministry (MVD) in Naryn and Osh (in other words, the local branches of the state Ministry) affirm
      that this is only necessary for ‘casual visitors to the zone’, and only for stays of longer than 24 hours. This
      discrepancy reveals a fundamental dysfunctionality in Kyrgyzstani border control: the zone is patrolled
      (infrequently) by oblast-level MVD personnel, who should be enforcing individuals' possession of
      official propuski issued by the state-level GKNB but who, in reality, are accountable to oblast
      branches of the MVD.
    


    
      Locals express the impotence of centralised state control over borderlander livelihoods by telling anecdotes of
      how representatives of the state are outwitted by local officials in domains beyond border control. Inquiring in
      Naryn as to the origin of the hundreds of Kyrgyzstani trucks overflowing with all manner of scrap metal that
      thunder through the town week by week on their way towards the Chinese border, a mechanic at the bazaar related
      an incident that had occurred the summer before:
    


    
      An official from Bishkek came to inspect the quality of roads here. He was shocked about the stolen metal
      [manhole covers, lamp posts and drain pipes] and threatened to sack the cadre of the oblast Department of
      Construction because nothing was being done. The next morning when he woke up his Chinese-made car had been
      dismantled by somebody – sent back to China in parts as scrap metal!
    


    
      Similar tales most commonly involve specious applications of local regulations by oblast militia,
      particularly in regard to health and tax laws. For borderlanders, such practices of local power by ‘their’
      authorities are examples of resistance to a state that has lost its political legitimacy.
    


    
      Local authorities who contest the state in matters of domestic governance are acceptable to those they govern. In
      a state seen by most as volatile and corrupt, the legitimacy of local government is greatly enhanced by resisting
      untrustworthy officials from Bishkek. However, if the same authorities are seen to be subverting territory
      understood to be Kyrgyz territory, borderlanders clearly signal that such a violation of the state's body
      will not be tolerated. Hence, for example, when hotels for Chinese citizens are constructed in the midst of
      Naryn's towns by Chinese construction firms on prime real estate ‘bought by Chinese’, locals are openly
      disaffected by a lack of supervision of regional governments' power to challenge state laws, which forbid
      non-Kyrgyzstani citizens from owning property in Kyrgyzstan. Whether or not it truly is Chinese citizens who are
      buying property, or whether they do so through a Kyrgyzstani intermediary, is irrelevant to those commenting on
      this violation: the presence of such establishments is not seen as a benefit for local economies. Again in
      Marat's words:
    


    
      It is non-Kyrgyz who are brought here to build them, and the taxes and fees they have to pay go straight to the
      akim or gubernator – or to both, along with a cut for the police. And the people staying there
      don't usually buy anything at our bazaars or hire locals. They're only permitted to be here because the
      [regional] officials illegally earn money off them.
    


    
      Marat remembers the days of territorial enclosure in relation to China, just as Gorno-Badakhshan's
      borderlanders do to the south. The growing visibility of Chinese ‘intruders’ in recent years suggests to the
      people of Naryn that the post-Soviet state is either unwilling or unable to implement a narrative of territorial
      integrity. Such a narrative of territorial sanctity and border inviolability has served successor regimes to the
      Soviet Union as a key component in legitimising the nationalisation of ethnoterritorial control by the new
      state.37 Exacerbated by
      these states' practice of holding on to Soviet-era security and border-control forces along the Chinese
      frontier in name and institutional form (if not in efficacy), borderlanders cannot but draw direct, and highly
      critical, comparisons to the way in which Soviet border control had been implemented in preceding decades, to a
      time when the border had been shut.
    


    
      ‘In the past border guards were more honourable men who consulted us and protected our byt [way of life] –
      not at all like today when they are all corrupt and let simply anybody come.’ Such was a middle-aged Kyrgyz
      man's characterisation of this development in Naryn. The citizens of these new states identify the perceived
      negligence by border control to ‘keep the Chinese out or at least force them to follow our rules’ (that is, rules
      that allude to Soviet-era parameters of controlling aliens on state territory) as a form of economic corruption
      as well as part of a more extensive co-opting of the institutions of the post-Soviet state. Observing the
      inability of the state to convert its own rhetoric of protection into a sociopolitical reality of protection,
      many in Naryn frequently cast the Kyrgyzstani state as exhibiting ‘weakness’ and, more significantly, as
      ‘dwindled’ or ‘faded’ in terms of its reach. These types of representations of loss and shrinkage are derived
      from what is perceived locally as having been an era of competent and powerful Soviet-era bordering. The
      effective dismantling of border control has generated local feelings of being left directly exposed to threats
      arising from ‘the beyond’. The agents of protection have melted away and, hence, the boundary has become more
      immediate, not because it brings privilege (as it had done before) but rather because it now serves as the symbol
      of a state that is seen to have departed:
    


    
      Today's problems come from the fact that the state has forgotten its duty. We have Chinese here because our
      state no longer cares to uphold border control – they just come whenever they want to and we have to deal with
      them.
    


    
      Erken, a middle-aged Kyrgyz trader in Osh with close family ties to Naryn oblast, contrasts a dwindling
      Kyrgyzstani state with a Chinese state that is swelling beyond its borders. The ‘duty’ of the post-Soviet state,
      from our borderlanders' point of view, should lie in continuing the protection afforded by the obsolete
      Soviet state.
    


    
      *
    


    
      The disentangling of the intricate connections between borderland and core in former Soviet Central Asia have
      made experiences of upheaval and uncertainty particularly bitter for post-Soviet borderlanders here:
    


    
      We have been thrown to the wolves, and we are slowly reverting from civilisation back to wilderness. Today, all
      we are is just a land of borders beyond our own control.
    


    
      This was how Rustam (the man who also provided us with the border-as-river metaphor) summed up local appraisals
      of such disentanglement in Naryn. It is important to underline that the principle of independent
      ethnotitular units (that is, the new Central Asian Republics) has been welcomed by the majority of Kyrgyzstani
      and Tajikistani citizens; those states' practices of border control, however, are heavily contested
      especially in the borderlands themselves. This pertains to both the ‘old’ frontier to Xinjiang as well as the
      ‘new’ border between Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, where both states are advancing the new enforcement of ‘thin’
      lines to the west, north and south (including to Afghanistan). This is controversial in Naryn and
      Gorno-Badakhshan because such new inscriptions are correlated with a retreat from effectively maintaining the
      ‘thick’ zone to the east. From the point of view of borderlanders in the rapidly changing Kyrgyz and Pamiri
      borderlands, a status quo deriving from decades of fraternal socialist antagonism was washed away in what Rustam
      termed an ‘act of nature’. It cannot come as a surprise that borderlanders in Naryn and Gorno-Badakhshan are
      witnesses to the dwindling of their cash-strapped state's ability to finance border control: decaying
      infrastructure and institutions are evident throughout two states which are struggling with a harsh economic
      environment and wracked by repeated political upheavals. Alongside the decline of the state's ability to
      inscribe itself into these borderlands, a fading of the legibility of post-Soviet modes of governing becomes
      evident. The bordered world described by Talaybek in Chapter 2
      (where he and his friends took us on an imaginary tour of the Soviet frontier in 1980) has quickly passed into
      memory and an earlier imagery of defence and containment has evaporated. ‘Divorce’ bequeathed Kyrgyzstan and
      Gorno-Badakhshan with an ideology of threat emanating from an ‘angry’ neighbour across the border.
    

  


  
    
      PART II
    


    
      WHOSE BORDERS, WHOSE BORDERLANDS?
    


    
      

    


    
      After 1933 all our peoples started drawing apart because by then the Soviet Union had created borders between
      different homelands now in different countries […] and divided everybody forever. Before this there had been
      centuries-long unity. Since then there has been disunity and more local nationalism and mutual dislike, but also
      more peace than before.
    


    
      Zhylbek is in his seventies, the elderly son of an influential Kyrgyz manap (local leader) who had fled
      the collectivisation of land and livestock in Soviet Central Asia in the late 1920s. We are sitting in a teahouse
      that has been set up along the perimeter of an improvised race track for horses. Uighur boys serve customers with
      bowls of tea while the Kyrgyz and Kazakh clientele discuss the performance of the horses they have come here to
      purchase or to present for sale. Late afternoon at the Sunday market in Kashgar is Zhylbek's favourite time
      for exchanging news or discussing politics and family matters with his peers from Xinjiang's scattered Kyrgyz
      settlements. The desert sun will soon disappear behind the skyline of the Chinese New City; elderly men and women
      begin to outnumber the frantic crowds of Chinese businesspeople, Pakistani traders, Russian tourists, Saudi
      pilgrims and Australian backpackers. Zhylbek has been coming to Kashgar nearly every week for more than two
      decades. His visits always revolve around the business of livestock, but his chief interest lies in meeting
      Kyrgyz of a younger generation and hearing about how they live their lives in twenty-first-century China,
      comparing such tales to his own generation's heritage.
    


    
      Zhylbek's life in China has been saturated with émigrés' stories of the lands left behind as well as
      their descendants' dreams of a better future. Unsurprisingly in today's Xinjiang, the theme of Kyrgyz
      unity is on his mind. The ‘disunity’ that he mentions refers directly to his own biographical experiences with
      bordered lifeworlds. His father came to Xinjiang at a time when the people of the Tian Shan and Pamirs had become
      aware of the strength and permanence of the state in all its border-guarding might. Borderlanders such as he and
      his father have engaged with ruptures in Central Asia's political landscape by ‘using’ the borderline. What
      he expresses as ‘local nationalism and mutual dislike’ hints at a rift that has begun to appear in the
      borderlands formerly claimed by Kyrgyz and Pamiri as uniquely Kyrgyz and Pamiri lands allegedly ‘unified’
      for centuries. Zhylbek acknowledges that socialist states expended considerable political and bureaucratic
      capital in disconnecting the formerly connected and creating new connections wedded to the state. With the
      collapse of socialism in Central Asia, this type of socialist-era connectivity has dwindled along with the
      ambition of the USSR's successor states in the region to promote new connections. Simultaneously, the
      still-socialist Chinese state in Xinjiang has found new strategies to connect to its periphery. Zhylbek reminds
      us that the state can never be taken out of local discourses and practices regarding the border.
    


    
      Chapters 1 to 3
      were mainly concerned with historical and political events in states that created, then maintained and, finally,
      reaffirmed the existence of a border between the eastern and western slopes of the Tian Shan and Pamir mountain
      ranges. We have followed changes in the depth of the Kyrgyz and Tajik/Pamiri border – what Rustam metaphorically
      characterised as a river – and watched it swell from a thin line to a thick zone that brought the state into the
      borderlands and the borderlanders into the state, thereby making both state and periphery legible to each other.
      By unravelling the ways in which the political construct of ‘the border’ made the modes of governing borderlands
      into a two-way process of negotiation, we also discovered how deeply its very existence has served to influence
      the states themselves.
    


    
      We will now widen the scope by asking which processes take place because of the existence of borders. The second
      part of our encounter with the Kyrgyz and Pamiri borderlands of China and Central Asia moves away from how states
      have interacted with borderlanders in order to govern their borderlands. Rather than discussing events or
      policies, the three chapters that follow ask who, not what, the border is. This type of question
      draws aside a veil which masks actual interaction between individuals and reveals how this interaction affects
      ownership over the margins of the state. Zhylbek's theme of connectivity stresses the importance of
      investigating how trans-frontier networks are negotiated, and how these change over time. Social networks between
      the borderlands divulge the ways in which borderlanders relate to one another because they influence locally held
      notions of togetherness and a sense of local belonging. Part II follows how Kyrgyz and Pamiri lives have been
      connected, disconnected and reconnected through the hegemony of a border described by Zhylbek as a site of
      unity/disunity, nationalism, mutual dislike and peace.
    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 4
    


    
      BORDERLANDERS DIVIDED: VIOLATIONS OF A SHUT BORDER
    


    
      

    


    
      A shut border would seem to suggest that a borderland becomes disconnected. There was indeed no reciprocal
      connection between the Kyrgyz and Pamiri of Central Asia and those of China for over three decades. ‘Our border
      with China was closed tight. Even the sheep became either Soviet sheep or Chinese sheep in those days; there were
      no more Kyrgyz sheep.’ Talaybek, whose account of the Soviet side of the border opened Chapter 2, chooses to stress how deeply the sealed borderline affected
      local lifeworlds. Arslanbek, the man who provided us with an account of the Chinese side of the same border in
      the same period, is just as plain in his evaluation: ‘The border to Kirgizia was farther away from us than the
      border to Vietnam. Travelling to Hanoi I would have died of hunger and thirst eventually, but travelling to
      Torugart I would have been killed by landmines or bullets very quickly.’
    


    
      The border was sealed in the early 1960s and became a political symbol of alienation between China and the Soviet
      Union. In the 1990s it opened and came to symbolise a new neighbourhood of invigorated flows of trade and the
      menace of ethnopolitical subversion such an unblocking could entail. This chapter concentrates on the time
      between, on the period before it re-opened when older, traditional avenues of exchange which crossed the line
      between the ‘fraternal’ socialist neighbours withered away.
    


    
      For the largest part of their lives Talaybek (from Kyrgyzstan's Naryn) and Arslanbek (from Xinjiang's
      Qyzyl Suu) lived with a border that was shut. The line between these elderly Kyrgyz men who had so much in common
      was sealed by the forces of threatened violence that only a state can muster; it was upheld in its closure – as
      well as in its enclosure – by borderlanders tied into an effective system of deep borderland control. Their
      tales, and those of other men and women in the borderlands, provided insight (in Chapter 2) into how the Soviet and Chinese states inscribed themselves into borderland locales,
      and of how Kyrgyz, and also their Pamiri neighbours, interacted with ‘their states’. Our borderlands were not in
      stasis – borderlander lifeworlds were not held in abeyance. Even in this condition the border brought change and
      connectivity to its borderlands. Something significant was taking place, and the border became inscribed as a
      line of separation between peoples rather than only between state territories because of the practices of
      division in the period immediately preceding the independence of Soviet nations. How did a shut border affect the
      ways in which these two peoples interacted with each other? What connected Kyrgyz Naryn and Murghab with Kyrgyz
      Qyzyl Suu, Pamiri Gorno-Badakhshan with Pamiri/Tajik Tashkurgan, in the common socialist period? What were the
      qualities of trans-frontier networks in this period, and how did this reflect a change in local feelings
      of connectivity? This chapter explores how borderlines were used by borderlanders, their leaders, and
      representatives of the state during the ‘disconnected phase’ of the common socialist period.
    


    
      Breaching the Line: Violation by Migration
    


    
      The last major transfer of population across the Chinese border in the twentieth century began as a trickle in
      1954 and had turned into a torrent by 1963 when China resolutely closed the entire frontier to the Soviet Union.
      The Sino–Soviet military confrontation had begun in earnest. This brought to an end the third population
      relocation since the eve of socialism in the Central Asian borderlands and the first to be directed into, rather
      than away from, Soviet territory. The USSR and the PRC had been forced to react to the decision by borderlanders
      to resist state policies that were deemed detrimental to local ways of life and to leave their settlements in
      Xinjiang for Soviet Central Asia. Their choice to violate Chinese territorial enclosure directly resulted in the
      closure of the border.
    


    
      The decision to participate in the final exodus of the 1950s and early 1960s was made against the background of
      two earlier ‘waves’ of cross-border migration, one in the late 1920s/early 1930s and the other in the mid-1910s.
      In the 1950s memories were still fresh of the lands in the USSR to the west and who it was that lived there.
      Zhylbek, the elderly Kyrgyz man who told us about ‘disunity’ and ‘peace’ at the Kashgar Sunday market, is very
      clear about this when he talks about his family history:
    


    
      We left our meken [homeland] behind in Soviet Kyrgyzstan because we had to in the 1920s: they were taking
      our sheep, our horses, even our women. They robbed our livelihood and raped our future, in the name of Stalin.
      There were members of our uruu [‘clan’] we could come to stay with here [in Qyzyl Suu], but the graves of
      my fathers remained in Naryn and were neglected. Every day we would discuss how we would return home and murder
      the Russians, and also the Kyrgyz from elsewhere who now probably occupied our home.
    


    
      The wave which preceded the exodus of the 1950s and early 1960s had taken place in the late 1920s and early 1930s
      as a result of Stalin's campaigns against the so-called kulak class (rich peasants, a term that also
      came to be applied to pastoralists refusing to allow their livestock to be appropriated by the state, as Zhylbek
      directly refers to). This ‘second’ wave mainly affected Uighurs and Kazakhs, but Kyrgyz such as Zhylbek's
      father were also caught up in this resistance. Due to the fact that those segments of the borderland population
      most likely to choose this exit strategy were economically better off than compatriots who remained on Soviet
      territory, the curious situation developed of most refugees finding themselves in possession of Soviet passports
      or identification papers upon crossing the boundary. Many families retained their papers in the hope of returning
      at some later point in time or of enabling their children to do so once Soviet repression ended. Zhylbek's
      father never made it ‘home’ because his poor health forced his family to remain in Xinjiang, but Zhylbek still
      treasures the identity documents that held the promise of return. It seems that warlord-run Xinjiang in the time
      of the ROC was not deemed a preferable place of residence for these migrants and that their presence on Chinese
      territory was expected to be only for a short period of time.
    


    
      Only scant years before this flight had occurred, induced by the Soviet Union's drive for collectivisation,
      some 300,000 Kazakhs and Kyrgyz attempted to flee from what were becoming the Soviet borderlands with Xinjiang as
      a result of the depravations of World War I. Resistance to the mobilisation of Central Asians in 1916 led to the
      emergence of local basmachi movements in Russian Central Asia and entailed bloody reprisals by the Russian
      army. This departure – the ‘first’ wave to violate a border on the verge of becoming a socialist one – was
      attempted both across the Torugart as well as farther north through the Ili Valley. We have already briefly
      encountered Anara (in Chapter 1) and heard how she told of her
      father's sudden realisation in 1916 that he, as a young Kyrgyz male, owed service to the Romanov war effort
      on the European front. She also recounted how her father knew that ‘other Kyrgyz to the east apparently did not’
      owe such allegiance.
    


    
      Anara's father's decision to escape this imperial debt ended in catastrophe, just as it did for many
      thousands of other Kyrgyz and Kazakhs. Born in Karakol on the shores of Lake Issyk-Kul (the area to which many
      had fled when escaping China in the 1880s),1 he and his ayil (in Kyrgyz, kinship village) chose to escape the nascent
      basmachi resistance and Russian reprisals, and they travelled to the Torugart Pass in the Tian Shan.
      There, beyond At Bashy on the shores of Lake Chatyr-Köl, his entire ayil was cut down by border guards:
    


    
      The Russians shot everybody on sight. They all died, but my father escaped with a wounded sister. They crossed
      the [Torugart] Pass. Then the Chinese shot them. She died, my father lived – that is the way it was back then.
    


    
      Anara's father was rescued by a distant relative who was out roaming the area in the hope of finding
      survivors. After being shot at by Chinese irregulars the relative took the wounded youth to Artush and adopted
      him as his own.
    


    
      The fate of the Kyrgyz who survived crossing into Chinese territory has not, to the best of my knowledge, been
      conclusively documented. Stories still told today by people like Zhylbek and Anara speak of the corruption of the
      Chinese border guards who allowed Kyrgyz to pass at Torugart in exchange for their livestock and dooming them to
      starvation in the bitter winter that followed. Some guards simply turned the refugees back, watching them be
      slaughtered by Russian troops. Those who reached settlements in Qyzyl Suu (one Kyrgyz historian in Urumqi
      unofficially mentions the number 120,000) frequently succeeded in starting a new life in Xinjiang and were to
      remain there until the eve of the Cultural Revolution. Anara was born in a small town just outside Artush and
      grew up listening to stories of life on the western, at that time Soviet, slopes of the Tian Shan. As a child she
      frequently had contact with newer escapees from Kyrgyz lands who had fled from the kulak purges.
    


    
      As a new socialist state, China lifted travel restrictions to the fraternal Soviet Union in the early 1950s. Many
      of those who had fled to Xinjiang 25 years before now accepted the invitation extended to former Soviet citizens
      encouraging them to return to their homes in the Central Asian SSRs. The third ‘wave’ had begun. Chinese
      authorities were glad to comply with such an invitation in order to purge the anti-Chinese migrants of the
      earlier migration, along with other discontented borderlanders, and thereby make land available for the
      para-military bingtuan and the Han settlers that accompanied it.2 All of the early migrants were former refugees from Soviet Kazakhstan.
      However, following the Great Leap Forward (1958) and its man-made famine, migration to the Soviet Union came to
      be seen as an opportunity for a better future. People on Chinese territory decided to escape from an
      ever-changing national minorities policy and increasing political radicalisation in China. The rise in tensions
      between the two countries was mirrored precisely in their policies towards these migrants. Initial encouragement
      by the Chinese government was followed by accusations from the Chinese that Soviet consulates had been illegally
      issuing Soviet passports to those wishing to depart,3 in particular to pastoralists, who took their herds with them across the
      boundary and depleted livestock desperately needed by the new collective farms to combat the famine.
    


    
      Anara and her elderly father attempted the trek back over the Tian Shan in 1959 or 1960 along with relatives of
      their adoptive family. Soviet passports were purchased from a family of Kyrgyz who had fallen on hard days after
      their arrival in the early 1930s; an Uighur photographer was bribed to replace the pictures in the
      Russian-language documents. Her entire group successfully made the ‘return’ to a land she had never seen, and
      their entrance into the Soviet Union was made possible by sympathetic border guards on the Soviet side of the
      borderline; on the Chinese side they had not encountered a single guard.
    


    
      A former border guard who worked as a Soviet official in At Bashy at that time recollects a scene from the spring
      of 1962:
    


    
      Fifteen families from Qyzyl Suu suddenly appeared at our checkpoint with all their possessions: over twenty yurts
      and perhaps one thousand sheep and half a dozen horses. It was chaos! Who were they? Where should we send them?
      We thought they were Kazakhs, but they said they were Kyrgyz. We kept them at the border until our supervisor
      decided that they were indeed Kyrgyz and belonged in Kirgizia [the Kyrgyz SSR].
    


    
      The families were relocated locally in Naryn oblast and provided with internal papers after handing over
      their Chinese papers to the KGB in Naryn. In contrast to such Kyrgyz trajectories, Dungani (Chinese Muslims, or
      Hui) migrants from Xinjiang who sporadically attempted the same crossing in the early 1960s were regularly turned
      back, the former border guard remembers, due to ‘our fear of their real intents in Kirgizia’, an allusion to a
      growing sense of embattlement and threat from outside that was spreading in the borderlands.
    


    
      The steady stream of migrants came to an abrupt end with the unilateral closing by Chinese authorities of all the
      Soviet consulates in Xinjiang. Passage through all border checkpoints from the Altay to the Tian Shan was brought
      to a halt. In retaliation, the Soviet Union abolished the requirement for immigrants to possess papers in order
      to move into Soviet territory and the borderline was unilaterally opened, allowing anybody who wanted to cross
      over; 60,000 to 100,000 Uighurs, Kazakhs and Dungani crossed the boundary.4 To put an end to this, China abruptly
      discontinued borderland transportation in Xinjiang, and more or less overnight, settlements in the immediate
      borderlands were militarily evacuated. Local memories in China's Qyzyl Suu focus on how individuals who were
      discovered in the vicinity of the borderline were shot on sight. Mass arrests and deportations to prison camps
      followed. Until late 1963 all remaining holders of Soviet papers were allowed to leave (through the Ili Valley,
      but not across Torugart) and, in fact, encouraged to do so by a directive from Beijing to ‘cleanse the borderland
      of Soviet citizens’.5 After
      this, the right to travel across the boundary was recalled and not to be re-instated until after the demise of
      the Soviet Union.
    


    
      In the Tajik SSR's Gorno-Badakhshan migration processes during this period took on a slightly different
      character. Movement by the Kyrgyz of Murghab had been allowed in a relatively unrestricted way until the early
      1930s and there had been quite regular exchange between Kyrgyz groups in Gorno-Badakhshan, Tashkurgan, and the
      Afghan Wakhan Corridor.6 In
      the 1930s Soviet authorities sealed the Afghan boundary with the effect that seasonally migrating Kyrgyz in the
      Wakhan entertained more regular contacts with Tashkurgan and Qyzyl Suu in Xinjiang than with Murghab in the USSR.
      Contact between Murghab groups and Kyrgyz living across the external boundaries of the Soviet Union was severed.
      Likewise in the 1950s, with the increase of PRC border troop presence around Tashkurgan, the possibility of
      exchange between Afghanistan and Tashkurgan or Qyzyl Suu came to an end, and the Kyrgyz of the Pamirs were to
      remain within the borders of their three respective countries until the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979,
      when most Kyrgyz in Wakhan fled to Pakistan and farther abroad. The first renewed exchange between Murghab Kyrgyz
      and the Kyrgyz of Xinjiang was not to take place until well after the collapse of the Soviet Union. According to
      one member of the Soviet-era local elite in Khorog there was a trickle of families crossing the vast and perilous
      no-man's-land between China and the Tajik SSR in the early 1960s to escape repression in Tashkurgan. They
      were able to negotiate entry with the Soviet border guards near Murghab but not permitted to settle in Murghab.
      Today, local accounts of their fate remembered by some in Murghab differ and they soon vanish altogether. The
      most consistent account I have heard suggests that the families travelled along the Alay range in order to settle
      in the Ferghana Valley.
    


    
      The sealing of the borderline between Xinjiang and the Kyrgyz and Tajik SSRs eliminated all forms of regular and
      reciprocal contact between borderlanders, both economic and social. The biographies of borderlanders no longer
      penetrated the borderline in the common socialist period. Following the growing ability of the state to implement
      border control through the arrival of more professionalised troops serving within the state security apparatus,
      and the concomitant expansion of Soviet surveillance and control in its peripheries in general,7 cooperation by borderland populations
      functionally came to reflect processes in wider society. Albeit, with the difference that borderlanders were to
      remain subject to modes of governing from the centre (that is, those which were enacted through centralised
      institutions) rather than borderland polities in Central Asia or Xinjiang. In addition to the bureaucratic
      hurdles all Soviet citizens had to overcome, this centralised mode of governing meant that borderlanders who
      wished to cross the border were required to apply for special permission and clearance with the KGB. The fact
      that they were borderlanders subjected them to a higher level of scrutiny before security clearance than the
      average Soviet citizen.8
      Borderlanders' movements across a state borderline had to be authorised by a distant centre, either in
      Moscow, or if one had access to a powerful local broker, the KGB headquarters in the SSR centre. Permission to
      exit was routed through central institutions for borderlanders, and their access to these institutions could only
      take place through intermediaries. It was these intermediaries – the negotiators between borderlander and state
      bureaucrat, that is, the borderland elites – who upheld the state's enclosure of borderlanders and
      contributed to discourses of difference that were developing in the Tian Shan and Pamirs.
    


    
      Upholding the Line: Communication and Bordering
    


    
      Anara ‘returned home’ to her father's lands in the north-eastern Kyrgyz SSR in 1960. At last she saw the
      lands she had heard so much of while growing up in Xinjiang. But more than four decades had passed since her
      father's departure; and in the meantime the Kyrgyz world had not stood still. In Qyzyl Suu he had taught his
      daughter the Kyrgyz language of his youth, and she was fortunate in this that Naryn shares the same dialectal
      idiom as Issyk-Kul; his Russian language skills however had been minimal and Anara had not learned his
      rudimentary vocabulary. ‘When they settled us here [in Naryn], I could talk to the herders and the elders, but
      school was impossible. Much, if not all, was in Russian,’ she remembers. As a schoolgirl in Xinjiang she had
      learned to read and write Kyrgyz in the traditional Arabic script. This form of writing had no longer been in use
      in the Kyrgyz SSR for over three decades and her teachers punished her for using it. Her father's
      foster-father, who hailed from Artush, spoke a form of Kyrgyz that was very closely related to her father's,
      yet she remembers how he would make fun of the way she spoke. By the late 1990s such ridicule had mutated into
      something rather more serious for those Kyrgyz from Xinjiang ‘returning’ to now post-Soviet Kyrgyz lands. Bolot
      (the Kyrgyz driver from At Bashy who told us about border change in the Introduction) could not hide his disgust
      at Kyrgyz claims to a ‘pure Kyrgyz-ness’ in Xinjiang:
    


    
      The Kyrgyz language is the language of Manas. Maybe we cannot read Arabic [script] but for that we live on the
      land where Manas lived and died. I heard that there is now a version of the epic in hieroglyphs [Chinese
      characters] – this should not be permitted. It is not honourable to his memory because he fought against Chinese.
      The Chinese Kyrgyz all read and paint such hieroglyphs because they live in Uighuristan, where only Chinese live.
      I don't see why they're even allowed to call themselves Kyrgyz.9
    


    
      Kyrgyz who now crossed the borderline were no longer the subjects of mere ridicule but had become the targets of
      allegations of cultural corruption and impurity. To a people who elevate oral tradition (such as the epic of
      Manas) to a signifier of ‘national belonging’ accusations of corrupted language usage strike at the very heart of
      Kyrgyz-ness. When physical interaction between borderlanders once again became possible in the 1990s,
      borderlanders were to discover just how far their respective modes of expression had become politicised and,
      through this, bordered. What had occurred in the decades of border closure?
    


    
      Trans-frontier networks are, by their very nature, augmented, subverted or obstructed through the ability of
      those seeking to access such networks to communicate with each other; for their continued functioning over time,
      networks require common linguistic denominators. Migration by trans-frontier borderlanders is not just ‘exit’ but
      also the mobilisation of trans-frontier networks based on a sense of common identity that eases ‘entry’. Language
      is a vital component of a sense of shared belonging and intra-group solidarity – of nation, even – yet languages
      change and are influenced by contact with groups who speak different languages. This is particularly pertinent in
      an ethnopolitical environment where participation in the modern state demands strategies of linguistic
      accommodation. Borderlanders between China and the USSR were exposed to socialist thinking on language use and
      language change, both of which play a central role in the recognition of nations' national self-consciousness
      and their classification. The relationship between language communities within a socialist country that promotes
      dialectic and evolutionary assimilation into an overarching state identity (that is, the Soviet or Chinese
      people) is of grave importance to modes of governing and greatly affects the bordering of speech patterns.
    


    
      The Marxist–Leninist approach to language communities is characterised by belief in an evolutionary three-step
      process:10 first, a
      pluralist stage in which the codification and institutionalisation of (some) minority languages are encouraged
      for use in a national arena.11 This is followed by a second, bilingual stage marked by growing pressure from the state for
      minority-language speakers to acquire competency in the state's dominant language and, usually, culminates in
      making this state language compulsory. Third, a monolingual, final stage is heralded by pressures (from above in
      the form of laws, and from below in the form of individual strategies pragmatically recognising the necessity of
      such a step) to establish the dominant language as the sole language of instruction and officialdom. In theory
      language communities were at first to be supported in their particularistic use of language, for example through
      the construction of a written form for non-literary languages and the development of scripts; these communities
      themselves were then to realise that evolution towards a monolingual, supra-national language was in their best
      interest. In practice, especially in the Chinese state, these three steps have been pursued erratically and out
      of order. The radicalism of the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution in China were followed by a new
      emphasis on the need to encourage local languages in order to build local-level support to legitimate the state.
      In the language of such an ideology, the support of nationalities' tongues served a higher purpose: ‘without
      a language of common understanding for the members of a nationality, that nationality cannot develop […] and
      contribute to the creation of a splendid and glorious historical culture for the motherland.’12
    


    
      The support of national languages by Soviet and Chinese governments varied greatly and depended on the political
      status of the minzu or narodnost/natsionalnost. The status of being a titular Soviet nation
      in an SSR entailed a full educational curriculum in the native tongue, especially by the late 1970s. Yet, the
      lower a group was in the territorial-political hierarchy the fewer the chances were of receiving any education
      whatsoever in a minority tongue.13 This hierarchy, and its unevenly applied exceptions, affected the indigenisation of power in
      socialist states. The policy of korenizatsiya brought discourses of belonging and exclusion to the
      delimited homelands, and these came to include language usage. In the Soviet Union from the 1930s onward, schools
      that offered education in non-Russian languages were increasingly restricted to a particular autonomous republic
      or oblast while Russian language schools were fostered throughout the USSR. Hence, people living outside
      the borders of their delimited national homeland, for example Kyrgyz living outside the Kyrgyz SSR, chose to send
      their children to schools which offered the most valuable language, namely Russian.14 As lingua franca Russian quickly became the
      language that granted access to the higher echelons of society. Upward social mobility – in other words inclusion
      into the system of local and regional elites – was henceforth linked to Russian language skills. Fluency in
      Russian also offered opportunities for geographic mobility; people from peripheral areas such as Gorno-Badakhshan
      could pursue careers and evade what was seen as the growing ‘chauvinism’ of republic-level majority groups such
      as the Tajiks.
    


    
      In China there has been an overall trend towards linguistic assimilation, although this has been tempered by
      unpredictable periods of swerving from clearly promoting minority languages to demands for extreme
      monolingualism. Higher education has been made available principally in Chinese, and it was made part of the
      curriculum in all nationality areas, thereby driving home the realisation amongst non-Han students that knowledge
      of Chinese was an essential requirement for upward social mobility.15 Numerous script changes introduced by Beijing for speakers of
      Turkic languages in Xinjiang had the unintended effect of underlining the importance of competency in Chinese so
      as to achieve educational continuity.16 Furthermore, the selectivity of the central authorities in arbitrating on whether a spoken
      language qualified for further development as a written language and, thus, as a vehicle for minzu
      education enhanced the role played by Chinese in peripheral and especially small-minzu regions like the
      Tian Shan and Pamir. As in the Soviet case, in Xinjiang the realities of power differentials between
      nationalities has led to the support of the state language by members of small minzu (such as the Tajiks
      of China and, to a certain degree, the Kyrgyz) in order to combat what they perceived as discrimination by the
      dominant Uighurs.
    


    
      Just as in other modern states, linguistic standardisation was the rationale behind the allocation of resources
      to officially recognised linguistic units, and standardisation affected the lexicon of minority languages through
      the introduction of non-native words. The vehicle of standardisation was the introduction of scripts and/or
      alphabets by the state in order to enable publication and transmission of local content; here, standardisation
      also affected pronunciation through the introduction of non-native phonemes. For example, this process has been
      most visible in the context of the Arabic of the Qur'an, a script that by the end of the Soviet period was no
      longer understood by Soviet Central Asians. One of the most far-reaching effects of abandoning Arabic script was
      that small dialectal differences, in particular in the pronunciation of short vowels, became fixed in the new
      national languages because written Arabic does not display such short vowels.17
    


    
      A highly effective way of accomplishing the bordering of the peoples ‘shared’ by both the Soviet Union and China
      was the development of scripts that, in practice, complicated simple communication within trans-frontier networks
      even while promoting borderlander communication with ‘their’ respective states. The ‘disunity’ invoked by Zhylbek
      is fundamentally also alphabetical in nature. Until the twentieth century, the elites of Turkestan (including
      Xinjiang) used the common literary language Chaghatay, an archaic form of Turkic heavily influenced by its
      promotion as an elite language by the Mongols during their control over the region and written in Arabic
      script.18 In the 1920s,
      script changes were implemented in the Soviet Union and Turkey to adapt the Arabic writing of Turkic tongues to
      the realities of contemporary pronunciation. In 1926 the modified Arabic script was replaced by the Latin
      alphabet only to be once again replaced in 1940 by the Cyrillic alphabet in the Soviet Union. A crucial break was
      made with the traditions of Chaghatay, which until then had served as a common sociolinguistic denominator in the
      Turkic world. Anara's father, who had arrived in Xinjiang before 1917, missed these changes ‘at home’: the
      script he recognised was the classical Arabic script, and his spoken Kyrgyz was never influenced by Russian
      admixture.
    


    
      In Anara's Xinjiang, the use of the Arabic script continued until the mid-1950s, just before her departure
      from China. Then the PRC chose to introduce a modified version of the Cyrillic script used across the border for
      Kazakhs, Kyrgyz and Uighurs so as to enable the introduction of books printed in the Soviet Union which had had
      great success in combating illiteracy. However, the deteriorating Sino–Soviet relationship in the late 1950s, the
      time of the Great Leap Forward and increased flight of borderlanders such as Anara across the boundary, led China
      to introduce a Latin-based script that was based on the pinyin system used for the phonetic transcription
      of Chinese. This was a clear break with language policy in the Soviet Union and designed to now prevent the
      influx of books published abroad which might influence nationalist and separatist aspirations among the
      minorities concerned.19
      The pinyin transcription system for the Kyrgyz and Uighur languages – and the subsequent influence of
      Chinese on these languages in the form of new lexical elements and structural changes in their grammar – went
      hand-in-hand with a similar process, the Russification of modern Kyrgyz in the Soviet Union. Two different trends
      in the development of the languages on either side of the borderline were set in motion. Had Anara remained in
      Xinjiang and raised her future children in China, those children would have learned a script (the Latinised
      pinyin system) their mother would not have known.
    


    
      During the Cultural Revolution education policies were suspended and the public expression of political and
      cultural identity amongst minority peoples in the PRC was suppressed. Nevertheless, by 1974 large-scale
      acceptance of the new Latin script was officially reported in Xinjiang although the acceptance by Xinjiang's
      Turkic speakers of what were regarded as assimilatory linguistic policies transmitted through the pinyin
      system was allegedly low. In 1982 the Arabic script was once again introduced for Uighurs, Kazakhs and
      Kyrgyz.20 In Deng
      Xiaoping's era of reform the overt Sinification of minzu languages in Xinjiang had become politically
      unacceptable: beginning in 1979 all printed material, as well as school textbooks, returned to terminology that
      had been used prior to the military tensions between China and the USSR. Anara would have recognised this new/old
      terminology, but for the generation of people who had been educated in the 20 years in-between it represented a
      particularly traumatic experience. Today, it is this script which is used exclusively throughout the territory of
      Xinjiang, and this change has been interpreted as constituting a victory for primarily Uighur national identity
      vis-à-vis the Chinese state as well as a manifestation of increased autonomy and the possibility of political
      participation by national minorities in China.21 However, this latest script change also reinforces the cultural
      separation of Turkic-speaking peoples and complicates trans-frontier communication with communities beyond
      China's borders.
    


    
      Decaying Avenues of Communicational Exchange
    


    
      The languages spoken in the borderlands of China and Central Asia were all deeply affected by processes of
      manipulation by the state. Kyrgyz dialects differ between the Tian Shan and the Pamirs, and their relationship is
      complex. Qyzyl Suu Kyrgyz belongs to the küngei (northern) dialect of Kyrgyz and was traditionally very
      close in its idiom to the Kyrgyz spoken in Naryn as well as the Bishkek and Issyk-Kul regions before the
      admixture of elements from Russian (in the west) or Chinese and Uighur (in the east). The small number of Kyrgyz
      residing along Kara-kul in Xinjiang's Tashkurgan speak a teskei (southern) dialect similar to the
      Kyrgyz of Murghab in Gorno-Badakhshan.22 Thus, the Kyrgyz lands that spanned the frontier in imperial, pre-socialist times can be
      seen as originally constituting a linguistic whole, and trans-frontier communication was relatively unimpeded by
      comprehension problems. In other words, communication problems reflected by the north–south cleavage in
      Kyrgyzstan are reflected traditionally also amongst Kyrgyz speakers outside that state's boundaries: Qyzyl
      Suu Kyrgyz belongs to the northern group whilst Murghab Kyrgyz and Tashkurgan Kyrgyz belong to the southern
      group.
    


    
      In Soviet Kyrgyz – the ‘official’ language taught at schools both in the Kyrgyz SSR and farther afield, for
      example, at the USSR's Humanities' Institutes in Moscow – internal dynamics such as
      territorial-administrative bordering, economic specialisation and elite promotion all favoured the northern part
      of the SSR at the expense of the southern part. Northern Kyrgyz (the küngei variant), with its stronger
      Russian influence and more widely known versions of the Manas epic, was given the edge and became the official
      Kyrgyz language; southern Kyrgyz (the teskei variant) with its strong Uzbek influence and more extensive
      Islamic/Arabic lexicon became marginalised. Kyrgyz was the officially recognised language of a titular group in
      Soviet Central Asia, and new Soviet-era forms developed that were promoted by the institutions of the SSR, such
      as schools, universities, the Academy of Sciences, Writers' Unions and publishing houses. Language teaching
      in the ‘new’ state language served to solidify this development, and the change of script to Cyrillic made old
      texts inaccessible to new generations except in their Soviet-accredited versions.23 Religious texts in general were effectively
      excluded from being passed on to new generations due to the lack of comprehension of classical Arabic script.
      Soviet-era national language dictionaries, presented as proof of the state's interest in and support of local
      languages, served to harden the boundaries between Central Asia's languages as well as to soften the
      boundaries between Russian and the respective national languages. Children from the 1940s on were no longer
      raised as bilingual speakers of their local language and a regional language (for example, a local Tajik dialect
      and Uzbek, or Kyrgyz and Uzbek) but rather as bilingual speakers of their national language and Russian. Members
      of elites frequently learned Russian throughout their educational careers and kept Kyrgyz only as a domestic
      language, if that.
    


    
      Dynamics on the Soviet side of the boundary naturally affected the linguistic situation in China's Kyrgyz and
      Tajik borderlands. In Xinjiang language teaching for speakers of small minzu languages such as Kyrgyz and
      Tajik was never consistent with laws on national minorities. Speakers of both languages were traditionally
      multilingual, with most Tajiks learning Uighur and the small Kyrgyz population of Tashkurgan learning to speak
      the Tajik used in Tashkurgan and to write in Uighur. Increasingly, Chinese intruded upon this language-learning
      pattern with similar effects on both languages as those that have been identified in the more well-known case of
      Uighur.24 While in the
      1950s many Kyrgyz from Qyzyl Suu also learned Russian (promoted by Xinjiang authorities prior to the Sino–Soviet
      split and made possible by the many Soviet citizens who had arrived in the late 1920s), this only became possible
      again following the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the re-establishment of Russian schools in Gulja/Yining
      and Urumqi. The intermediate 40 years saw the establishment of Chinese and Uighur as the languages of education
      for speakers of Kyrgyz and the Tajik of Tashkurgan, the latter for secondary school and the former for all higher
      forms of education. In addition, speakers of Tashkurgan Tajik, who lacked a written language officially
      recognised by the authorities, were educated from their first day of school onwards in Uighur. This, then,
      represents a fundamentally different pattern from the linguistic reality of Soviet Central Asia, where
      communication between nations was generally conducted in Russian, the language of the state.
    


    
      The language environment in the high range of the Pamirs is even more intricate and baffling to non-locals.
      Pamiri in particular has become encumbered by confusion over terminology and classification. In the Soviet Union,
      ‘Tajik’ referred to the language spoken by the vastly more numerous Tajiks in the western lowlands of the Tajik
      SSR; in Xinjiang, China's Tajik minzu are in fact Pamiri, and they do not speak the language called
      ‘Tajik’ in Soviet and post-Soviet Central Asia but, instead, Sarykuli Pamiri. The Tajik language in the USSR was
      a hybrid form derived from the phonological system of Old Persian with grammatical variations not used in other
      Persian languages outside the Tajik SSR; it was classified, developed and modernised with the admixture of
      Russian terms, and this was the form promoted in all printed material.25 There are no script systems extant for the
      languages spoken in the Pamir range in Gorno-Badakhshan – the religious texts of the Ismailiyya are written in
      the Persian used in Iran (as opposed to the Tajik Persian variant) and remain largely incomprehensible to most
      Pamiri, who only learn certain religious formulae by rote.26
    


    
      The seven languages of the Pamiri in Gorno-Badakhshan are all members of the north-eastern subgroup of East
      Iranian languages and not understood by speakers of the Tajik tongue of the western lowlands, which belongs to
      the West Iranian language group.27 Of the Pamiri languages it is the Shugni of the Khorog region, spoken along the banks of the
      Pyanj border river on the Afghanistan frontier, that is the most widely understood throughout Gorno-Badakhshan.
      Nevertheless, Shugni is very different from several of the other Pamiri languages and mutual comprehension is
      often difficult. Under the auspices of the Tajik SSR authorities, Tajik was the language promoted to the status
      of lingua franca in the minority oblast of Gorno-Badakhshan. None of the seven local languages have
      written forms or scripts, although a form of Shugni was used in textbooks from 1928 until 1937;28 therefore, all school education in GBAO
      was in Tajik and Russian. The Kyrgyz of Murghab, politically under-represented if not invisible in Soviet times,
      generally spoke Tajik in addition to their native (teskei) Kyrgyz yet none of the Pamiri languages.
      According to interviewees from Murghab, Russian only became popular amongst the Kyrgyz there relatively late in
      the Soviet period; and today Russian is far more commonly used by these Kyrgyz borderlanders than the official
      Tajik language of Tajikistan.
    


    
      Across the Chinese border in Tashkurgan, the language identified by Chinese linguists as ‘Tajik’ is, in fact, a
      Pamiri language unrelated to the Tajik of western Tajikistan (which is the official language of today's
      Tajikistan). Speakers of this language in Tashkurgan AC, however, refer to their language as Tajik rather than
      Sarykuli, the expression used in Gorno-Badakhshan to refer to speakers of Pamiri in the trans-frontier Sarykul
      Range of the Pamirs. Sarykuli is quite close in pronunciation to Shugni and Roshani but contains a host of
      archaisms and anachronisms. Traditionally, cross-border communication has been either through the Persian script
      used globally in the Ismaili religious texts (certainly in the case of the travelling religious elite commonly
      known as mullah) or through the simplification of dialectal elements to ensure comprehension between
      Sarykuli and Shugni. The sealing of the border between the Tajik SSR and Tashkurgan put an end to personal
      interaction, and written trans-frontier communication ground to a halt due to the dying knowledge of Persian on
      both sides of the boundary and the lack of a shared written language:29 Pamiri in Soviet GBAO could no more understand the Uighur tongue or
      the Latin or Arabic script used by China's ‘Tajiks’ than could Xinjiang's ‘Tajiks’ read Cyrillic or
      understand the official Tajik of the Tajik SSR.
    


    
      The supra-regional, unifying tradition of Chaghatay that had characterised pre-imperial and imperial-era
      interaction with non-local groups was gradually replaced with new state-based forms transmitted through deep
      borderland control. This was facilitated by the ability of both the Chinese and Soviet states to increase
      literacy and internal educational and vocational exchange through the cooperation of local leaders in the
      borderlands. By the time of titular independence in 1991 the communicational connectivity of the borderlands
      which had existed prior to the common socialist period had decayed. Linguistic barriers arose that were
      converging to become congruent with the state border between Xinjiang and Central Asia.
    


    
      Presenting the Line: Protection and Projection
    


    
      Anara's earliest memory of the lands she came to as a child beyond Torugart was the ease of travel once the
      line into Soviet territory had been crossed:
    


    
      Tarmacked roads led past pretty new buildings, and electric light made finding the way home easy at night.
      Suddenly I was able to go to school every single day even in winter. Can you imagine: there were even buses that
      would take you there, whereas in China I had to walk.
    


    
      The first conversations she remembers with people other than border guards all revolved around her answering
      questions: ‘How was life in China? Is it richer or poorer than here?’ In her recollections, the adjective she
      uses most frequently is ‘civilised’, and it is applied to her new environment rather than to that which had been
      left behind. A narrative of the civilising influence of the Soviet state is pronounced in Naryn, although this is
      clearly influenced by the perception of loss that has pervaded lifeworlds, and livelihoods, in the twenty-first
      century. Nevertheless, the fact that borderlanders here often choose to characterise their environments in such
      terms, and in contrast to an immediate neighbour that appeared so different, is significant for an understanding
      of divided experiences with socialism and of what a shut border meant.
    


    
      This type of terminology alerts us to how the socialist-era Tian Shan and Pamir borderlands were not only
      conventional, military battlegrounds between two antagonistic countries but also proving grounds of state
      legitimacy expressed in terms of the benefits gained by local borderlanders who accepted this legitimacy. People
      such as Anara used the borderline to elude one country's control in favour of its neighbour; through
      borderland elites' support of one state's deep control of the borderland, the state's modes of
      governing increasingly came to indicate a sociocultural rift between borderlanders clearly marked by language
      usage. But, beyond this, the border was also used in a more aggressive, even subversive, manner by the state
      itself. The ‘civilisation’ intoned by Anara and others was not meant merely to be experienced but to be
      proclaimed to friends and foes.
    


    
      Presenting the Borderlands
    


    
      The exchange of borderlander populations through the dynamics of migration between the Soviet Union and China
      opened a window of opportunity for the transportation of state-based ideologies and political narratives across
      the borderline. Such trans-frontier projections were intended to be subversive to the modes of governing that
      operated on the other side of the border. Indeed, the architect of Soviet nationality policy himself prompts this
      interpretation. In 1930, Stalin reflected upon the existence of trans-frontier networks throughout Soviet
      borderlands:
    


    
      We must bear in mind another circumstance which affects a number of nationalities of the USSR. There is a Ukraine
      in the USSR. But there is another Ukraine in other states […] Take, further, the nationalities of the USSR
      situated along the Southern frontier from Azerbaidjan [sic] to Kazakstan [sic] and Buryat-Mongolia
      [sic]. They are all in the same position as the Ukraine.30
    


    
      From the very beginning, Soviet authorities perceived that border control and the maintenance of Soviet
      territorial integrity would be greatly aided if borderlanders belonging to a Soviet trans-frontier group but
      residing beyond Soviet borders perceived the national ‘position’ of their ethnic brethren within the USSR as
      superior to their own. This would serve two purposes simultaneously: the ‘solution’ to the National Question
      (that is, national self-determination) could be presented as an exportable Soviet solution; and a diplomatic
      lever would be created that put neighbouring states under pressure through Soviet promotion of ethnonationalism
      within adjacent borderlands.31
    


    
      The geophysical borderlands of Naryn and Gorno-Badakhshan themselves served as the platform for such projections,
      and the satisfaction and socio-economic wealth of their inhabitants were the projected message. The construction
      of the Pamir Highway connecting Osh in Kyrgyzstan with Khorog right on the Tajikistani boundary with Afghanistan;
      the widely publicised formidability of work on the Fedshenko observatory in Gorno-Badakhshan in the early 1930s;
      the inauguration of the Khorog airport in the 1930s; the creation of the world's highest botanical gardens
      above Khorog in the 1940s; the establishment of a large complex of hotels and conference sites in Naryn in the
      1960s; the installation of a comprehensive electricity grid by the 1970s even in remote villages in
      Gorno-Badakhshan and Naryn oblast – all of these were examples which presented the physical development
      and cultural refinement of the Soviet borderlands. Borderlanders themselves became avatars of such projection.
      They demonstrated a higher standard of living, better education, and the certainty that their children were being
      raised in a system that offered more opportunity than their forefathers had ever dreamt of before. Every
      conversation with individuals in Badakhshan or Naryn today includes a high degree of awareness of this and of the
      way in which such factors served to differentiate locals from their non-Soviet neighbours. This was most
      eloquently expressed by Ergash, an elderly Pamiri who had served in the Red Army in the 1980s after the invasion
      of Afghanistan. His statement underlines how self-conscious locals were of their own position vis-à-vis their
      non-Soviet neighbourhood:
    


    
      Following the invasion [of Afghanistan in 1979], we all became aware of the extreme luck we enjoyed in being
      Soviet. Every pogranichnik had a story to tell about how children could not read or write, about how women
      were slaves to their husbands, about how a vehicle needed an hour to cover fifteen kilometres. A friend once
      brought a crate of candles from Osh to trade at Khorog [the new site of an Afghan bazaar following the invasion]
      and made a fortune selling them to Soviet soldiers, who used them to bribe important people in Faizabad [in
      northern Afghanistan]. Imagine: no electricity, just like here [in Murghab] when my father was still alive. All
      we ever saw across the Pyanj [border river to Afghanistan] was utter darkness.
    


    
      In the same vein, the facilities present in the borderlands such as theatres, museums, schools and state-run
      shops could not but enhance borderlanders' feeling of regional trans-frontier ‘superiority’.32 Dedicated Soviet citizens borderlanders
      may well not have been, but the system provided individuals with an unprecedented degree of participation in
      wider state society through infrastructural connectivity and educational mobility. The invasion of Afghanistan
      had the effect of projecting such embodied ‘successes’ across the boundary to the south and, inversely,
      solidifying local loyalty derived from the new possibilities of trans-frontier comparison. The enormous effort
      that the Soviet Union expended through its development and maintenance of livelihoods in GBAO directly resulted
      in the acceptance by borderlanders of their role of presenting themselves as gratified and blessed Soviet
      citizens. Like this, borderlanders performed Soviet-ness to their neighbours and to themselves.
    


    
      Projections across the Sino–Soviet border were augmented by technical infrastructure specifically erected to
      broadcast Soviet Tajik and Kyrgyz programmes into Xinjiang. In an interview with a technician at a large radio
      tower high up in the hills near a town in Naryn oblast I was told that it had been endowed with
      state-of-the-art technology when it was built in 1962 and could easily beam information into China; it had also
      been used by the KGB to monitor Chinese broadcasts within south-western Xinjiang. I was treated to many an
      anecdote of Chinese troop communication via radio that had been picked up there and carefully transcribed by
      specialists from Moscow. Similar installations were put up in Sary Tash (south-eastern Kyrgyzstan near Irkeshtam)
      and Khorog in Gorno-Badakhshan, which was reputed to be the most powerful of such stations. A former Russian
      border guard who had been stationed in Murghab during the 1970s and early 1980s remembers that the small military
      airport in Murghab contained powerful portable radio-broadcasting equipment, which had been used to keep Chinese
      traffic on the Karakoram Highway through the Sarykul Pamirs to Pakistan under surveillance.
    


    
      Across the border in Xinjiang, Chinese installations, technologically far more basic at the time, were erected in
      the immediate vicinity of the boundary in the Ili Valley (at Khorgos) and the Torugart that beamed chanted
      slogans across the boundary audible for at least a couple of miles. Talaybek in At Bashy remembered hearing the
      Chinese revolutionary anthem regularly whenever the wind blew from the east. According to the afore-mentioned
      Russian border guard, who was also stationed briefly at Torugart, the slogans that sometimes accompanied the
      music were always in badly accented Russian (but never in Kyrgyz) and generally addressed listeners to ‘break
      free of their prison’. Such projections from both sides of the borderline effectively made the borderline into a
      tangible political construct that targeted a range of senses. Borderlanders on both sides of the borderline had
      come to experience their homelands as territories that were seemingly vital to their states as a whole. In Soviet
      Naryn and Chinese Qyzyl Suu in particular, confrontation between the USSR and China was acted out within earshot
      of many Kyrgyz families. Farther south towards the Pamirs, where the distance between Xinjiang and the Soviet
      Union became greater and the landscape more rugged, projections were more military in nature yet their cognitive
      effect cannot be understated: the construction of electric fences along the entire Gorno-Badakhshan boundary, the
      mining of the frontier, the erection of watchtowers, and (throughout all the borderlands) the installation of
      military equipment and buildings such as depots, checkpoints and barracks, widened roads serving as landing
      strips for aircraft, and stationary armaments such as anti-aircraft batteries and concrete roadblocks reminded
      borderlanders every day of ‘threats’ lurking beyond the line. For Kyrgyz and Pamiri on the Soviet side, that
      ‘threat’ brought resources which were injected into infrastructure. Employment possibilities arose, and
      ‘security’ was established – security that is so commonly contrasted to the uncertainties of present-day
      Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan.
    


    
      From Projection to Protection
    


    
      Scholars of Soviet foreign policy have noted the powerful projections emanating from the Soviet borderlands,
      although many such discussions have chosen to focus on state-driven – in other words, state-centred – factors
      rather than on their reception in the borderlands themselves.33 Projections succeeded in creating a narrative of protection against
      menacing foreign elements: ‘the Chinese’ were being kept out as was rising religious fundamentalism, which was
      identified as lurking across the southern frontier to Afghanistan. For borderlanders, an immediate corollary of
      such rhetoric became clear: the Tian Shan and Pamirs were important precisely because they were ‘under threat’.
      Projections of Soviet control, and inscriptions thereof, into its own borderlands were certainly also meant to
      bolster the image of control by the centre over its own periphery. They reminded both local potential enemies and
      saboteurs that resistance would be costly, and borderlanders were shown that the state ‘cared for’ their security
      in those times of inter-state conflict. The mobilisation within Soviet Central Asia of fears of Chinese expansion
      into the Soviet borderlands was common and became a topic for debate in the SSRs bordering Xinjiang. The image of
      a menacing China was officially endorsed through Soviet publications and newspaper articles such as the
      republic-level Pravda paper and local-language publications.34 It was suggested that invigorated Chinese control over Xinjiang was
      just a precursor to Chinese control over, at the very least, portions of Central Asia beyond Xinjiang. Judging by
      the resilience of some of the arguments put forward from the time of the Sino–Soviet split onwards, such fears
      struck a chord with borderlanders. Numerous interviews conducted in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan over a
      decade after the end of official hostilities that came with the demise of the Soviet Union still uncovered what
      is best termed the notorious ‘map myth’: Soviet propaganda seized on the publication in China of a map showing
      territories in Central Asia that had been ‘taken away’ from imperial China by the Unequal Treaties with Russia,
      which had never been renegotiated with the Soviet Union;35 the ‘myth’ refers to alleged Chinese designs to militarily reconquer
      these territories.
    


    
      Along the frontier with Xinjiang borderlanders today regard Uighurs as precisely the kind of bridgehead that
      Soviet authorities for so long attempted to defend against – the precursors of invasion. In Soviet historiography
      Uighurs were never regarded as indigenous to Soviet Central Asia. As opposed to ‘true’ nations, who were entitled
      to power under Soviet control, Uighurs were shown as native to Xinjiang. Revealingly labelled as ‘Eastern
      Turkestan’ in Soviet terminology, Xinjiang represented their legitimate homeland, where they enjoyed titularity
      and should be granted the historical right of control over their territory.36 Uighurs were never given a single
      square-metre of territorial-administrative autonomy in Soviet Central Asia – their domestic Soviet networks were
      not permitted the political platform that territorial Soviet autonomy would have provided. Modes of governing the
      Kazakh or Kyrgyz SSRs were not to be undermined by a nation whose rightful lands lay beyond Soviet borders.
      Specific Uighur groups were at the centre of Soviet attention because of their importance to the Chinese state in
      Chinese discourses of legitimacy to govern its borderlands.37 A historiography was supported in publications by publishing houses and
      vocational training centres in the Soviet Union that promoted the production of a particular narrative of Uighur
      history across the border in Xinjiang: the struggle against Chinese sovereignty was placed at the heart of an
      emerging sense of national homeland and belonging.38 With the migration in the early 1960s of a number of well-known and
      influential members of the Uighur elite from Xinjiang to the Kazakh SSR, the right of Uighurs to exclusive
      control over their homeland in Xinjiang became an important factor of the Sino–Soviet split. Trans-frontier
      networks that had been mobilised to serve state interests and question the control of a distant government over
      its borderlands now came to dominate diplomacy between hostile countries; the direct correlation between
      borderland control and the relationship between the borderlands' states was revealed.
    


    
      The implications of the widely publicised plight of Uighurs ‘driven out’ of their homeland by Chinese settlers,
      and the resentment that newer Uighur migrants expressed towards the ‘new masters of Xinjiang’, was not lost on
      national groups in Central Asia. The border-guarding state of the socialist era had gone to great lengths to
      socialise space and territorialise the meaning of belonging on the ‘inside’ of the border.39 Like this, in the borderlands space had by
      now come to be understood as state space and, hence, the people living in it were part of the state. The threat
      that China allegedly posed, in this logic, would be carried across the border by those who were ‘part of China’ –
      specifically, Uighurs – and they would not be allowed to create any kind of surrogate Uighuristan in the Kyrgyz
      (or Kazakh) SSR because the inhabitants of the Kyrgyz SSR believed in the right of Kyrgyz to control Kyrgyz
      lands. ‘There were no more Kyrgyz sheep’ in Kyrgyz lands, Talaybek said at the beginning of this chapter; and, he
      continues, ‘they were certainly not to be replaced with anybody else's sheep’.
    


    
      *
    


    
      In this chapter three types of actors have been discovered who ‘used’ the existence of the borderline between
      Soviet Central Asia and the PRC's Xinjiang in their own interests. First, borderlanders themselves made use
      of this line to exercise their power to opt for exit from the territory of one state and enter the other
      state's territory, thereby escaping the embrace of what they felt was the ‘wrong’ state. Second, borderland
      elites elected not to contest their respective states by using the border to evade inclusion into
      state-wide systems of governance; instead they opted into linguistic processes that tied them ever closer to one
      of the socialist states and effectively bordered local languages. Finally, the state itself employed the
      borderlands and their populations as platforms for its own legitimacy; it projected its power across the line to
      borderlanders beyond its territorial reach as well as using them to ‘prove’ the superiority of the domestic
      system of governing. When individual borderlander travel between former Soviet Central Asia and the
      still-socialist Xinjiang of today once again became possible in the mid-1990s after decades of borderland
      alienation, it was the evolution of these three processes over the time of the common socialist period that came
      to inform the parameters of renewed contact.
    


    
      The border that Anara escaped across on the eve of its closure presented a different face to different types of
      borderlanders, just as the Chinese and Soviet states differed in their modes of governing and approaches towards
      trans-frontier networks depending on how the state regarded borderlander groups and their leaders. Modes of
      governing the socialist borderlands brought both Kyrgyz and Pamiri into the state, albeit in slightly different
      ways as we have seen. The purpose of such an embrace was to preclude networks from operating within
      border-violating Kyrgyz or Pamiri environments – lands that could be claimed as uniquely Kyrgyz or Pamiri
      – which could, through the very fact of their existence, compete with the loyalty that the socialist state
      demanded from its periphery. Such ‘trans-frontier networks’ and the social relationships that underlie them
      depend critically on the interaction between borderlanders and their leaders in the borderlands, as well as on
      the connections between these leaders and the states on either side of the borderline.40 Borderlanders and their local leaders were
      not, and never are, passive bystanders in the territorialisation of states that share a border.
    


    
      Local leaders in borderlands have a stark choice to make when confronted with a border: they can cooperate with
      the state's (or states') narrative of enclosure, or they can subvert it, be it overtly or clandestinely.
      Not all leaders of different borderlander groups will choose the same strategy at all times; local
      particularities are as significant as is interaction with the state (or, indeed, both states). Furthermore,
      borderlanders and their leaders can both cooperate and contest: in the Sino–Soviet case, language
      bordering was not contested, as we have seen, but for example practices of Islam were, even if this took place
      covertly.41 By and large,
      the common socialist period can be seen as the time in which Kyrgyz and Pamiri leaders chose to cooperate with
      rather than subvert the state. Uighurs, on the other hand, experienced this time differently, as a group caught
      between exclusion from Soviet-internal modes of governing and feelings of repression and exclusion by the Chinese
      state. To a certain degree the border was open for Uighur leaders' trans-frontier networks, in particular
      those that could contest Chinese hegemony, yet shut for Kyrgyz and Pamiri networks, which might have been used to
      contest Soviet hegemony.
    


    
      Before border closure in the 1960s the USSR and China had to deal with borderland elites who were, at least to
      some degree, active participants in political networks that transcended the boundary. Networks were grounded in
      space that violated state territory and offered an alternative, regional legitimacy of power. That alternative
      was rejected by Kyrgyz and Pamiri leaders, in this period primarily by those on Soviet soil. Their success at
      retaining their political position within the borderland came to depend on their skill in assuaging two types of
      doubts: those held at the core over the degree of control the state had over the borderland, and those held
      within the borderland itself over the degree to which local interests could be addressed within the state.
      Borderland leaders became political ‘brokers’ between the centre and the borderland; in other words, both the
      state and borderlanders now felt their interests as being served. The borderline became a line of closure
      and enclosure upheld by those leaders themselves in a form of symbolic border guarding. For the sake of
      comparison and context, had the socialist state failed to incorporate borderland leaders into the state
      structure, or had borderland elites failed to be seen to represent borderlanders' interests, state control
      (its modes of governing) would have been severely hampered. In cases where local elites are excluded from
      participation in state power, they are likely to side with borderlanders in contesting state hegemony over the
      borderland so as to protect their claim to power. They can sometimes even precipitate rebellion when states
      decide to regain control through military means, as was the case in imperial Xinjiang. On the other hand, in
      cases where local elites are not, or no longer, accepted as representatives of borderlander interests,
      borderlanders will regard these elites as betraying ‘localness’, as agents of an undesirable and distant hegemon
      rather than as protectors and spokespeople; rebellion may be held in abeyance but certainly will not be far from
      people's thoughts.
    


    
      Dynamics on the ground, between borderlands themselves rather than between the states they belong to, show a
      complex process of negotiation and power that depends more on acceptance by local borderlanders than on state
      policy and an ascription of ‘shared ethnicity’ from afar. This chapter has concentrated on how actors in the
      Soviet segments of the Kyrgyz and Pamiri/Tajik borderlands used the borderline for purposes connected to Soviet
      rather than Chinese lifeworlds. The reason for this lies in the observation that deep borderland control – that
      is, a deep embrace of borderlanders by the state as well as the participation of borderlanders in wider state
      structures – had taken hold in the west whilst in Xinjiang the state remained a far more distant actor offering
      little in return to borderlanders. In contrast to this, the post-Soviet, titular independence period that the
      following chapter discusses will be seen to invert this dynamic: when borders re-opened, the line between Central
      Asia and China was to become a line used predominantly by borderlanders to the east.
    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 5
    


    
      OPEN BORDERS IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY
    


    
      

    


    
      In 2004 an event without precedence in the history of socialist China took place: a border was opened to a
      neighbouring country that had never before had a physical border crossing with China. Forthwith Tajikistan was
      unlocked for China, and Tashkurgan became less silent. The Qolma Pass is an impressive feat of engineering and
      surely must rank as just the latest in a series of breath-taking attempts (such as the Pamir Highway in the 1930s
      and the Karakoram Highway in the late 1970s) by states to resolutely and visibly connect locales to the outside
      world no matter how giddily remote they had been before. The most powerful symbol of this outside world was the
      prompt appearance in Murghab and Khorog of 28-tonne trucks from Xinjiang wending their torturous way up and down
      the rapidly subsiding remnants of the Pamir Highway. Goods never before seen on the Pamir plateau started to
      appear in bazaars. Mobile phones, solar panels and pre-packaged foods were brought by Chinese truckers, who
      carefully and furtively unloaded their wares on the outskirts of settlements.
    


    
      In the year of the border's official opening in 2004 Sharof, a young Tajik from Dushanbe, enlisted as a
      Tajikistani border guard. One year later he was posted at the Qolma border checkpoint, where I met him perched on
      a small hill overlooking an icy track leading eastwards between two peaks. He was observing the fortified gate to
      Xinjiang's Tashkurgan in the distance some kilometres away. Bored and very cold at his lonely outpost, he
      agreed to provide a more nuanced view of this historic event:
    


    
      They [the Chinese] blasted a hole in that mountain face some years ago. Before that, it was sheer rock – a
      natural border. Then they opened us [Tajikistan] up like a tin can with a can opener. But a tin can has only one
      opening, so now they are busy with puncturing the other lid, too. Soon we will be a hollow tube.
    


    
      A new border crossing had appeared and many were not happy at the implications of such connectivity where before
      nature had so clearly plugged a gap. In the same year that Qolma opened for Chinese traffic, horrendous floods
      washed away both a large section of the ‘old’ Pamir Highway north of Murghab and obliterated a section of the
      newly inaugurated road to Qolma. The Tajikistani state directed its attention to repairing the latter to the
      disgruntlement of Murghab locals, who argued that the Pamir Highway to Osh was critical to their survival whereas
      the new one to China was not. The result of the state's efforts was slip-shod reconstruction of the Qolma
      road to Xinjiang and a drastic deterioration of the road to Osh and Kyrgyzstan. Residents in Murghab interpreted
      the event as a political statement by the Tajikistani government:
    


    
      Dushanbe managed to get both things wrong: we suffered because the road to the bazaar in Osh was impassable for
      many months, and border traffic suffered because the Chinese had to first come and repair the road here in
      Badakhshan and we lost out on jobs. If they'd just let the Aga Khan [Foundation] finance the Osh road we
      could have then done something about the other one ourselves.
    


    
      In the eyes of many in Murghab raion, the Tajikistani state was not the institution that had local
      interests at heart. The state's interests – the border road to Xinjiang and the image of connectivity to
      now-wealthy China – were not those of borderlanders.
    


    
      *
    


    
      Prior to the opening of the Torugart Pass in 1986 not a single official border crossing had existed between (then
      still Soviet) Central Asia and Xinjiang. While Torugart had been used for centuries by pastoralists, invaders,
      traders (on this branch of the Silk Roads), pilgrims and, most recently, refugees, it had remained a hazardous
      route only to be travelled by locals who knew the vagaries of the weather and difficult terrain. From the 1950s
      onwards it had remained strictly off-limits to all individuals until the construction of a rough road just before
      the collapse of the Soviet Union, which connected the outermost boundary checkpoints of either state with each
      other. Military checkpoints were converted from sites of termination into sites of connection. Since then, the
      entire length of the frontier has seen the inauguration of a host of boundary crossings: most of these are
      between Kazakhstan and Xinjiang (four),1 yet there are two between Kyrgyzstan and Xinjiang (Torugart and Irkeshtam), and one between
      Gorno-Badakhshan and Xinjiang (at Qolma, which is called Kara-Su in China).
    


    
      New connections have developed between Xinjiang and Central Asia with the opening of these infrastructural
      arteries, and citizens of Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and China now have the possibility of traversing the formerly
      closed frontier and of entering into the new era of economic and inter-personal exchange much heralded by
      institutions such as the World Bank.2 On this border proponents of new ideologies of global capital paint a picture of new
      cooperation in economic and political domains, of new bridges spanning an old divide. This prompts the question
      as to whether such narratives merely represent a new encumbering of the border with state-driven discourses: the
      border may well be getting easier to cross and starting to fulfil a bridging function, but to whose benefit? Does
      such bridging apply only to the border as a line, or also to the borderlands enveloping it? How do our
      borderlanders experience and interact with this continent-spanning narrative of glorious opportunity and wealth
      for all? Are we witnessing a re-emergent wider borderland spanning the Sino–Central Asian boundaries, a
      borderland whose inhabitants are taking advantage of new connections to serve their own ends? In order to
      discover whether the newly accessible frontier between Xinjiang and Central Asia is indeed reconnecting Kyrgyz
      and Pamiri networks severed for decades, this chapter takes a closer look at who is crossing and what ‘is being
      bridged’ between China, Kyrgyzstan and Gorno-Badakhshan.
    


    
      Borderland Economies and Networks of Economic Exchange
    


    
      Representations of our world in the twenty-first century offer seductive images of connectivity too often
      formulated with the vocabulary of trade volumes and growth potentials for exchange. In Central Asia this
      resonates with a geopolitical rendering of the region as the pivot of Eurasia, a heartland criss-crossed by
      exotic Silk Roads.3 How
      such exchange is accomplished – by and for whom, and through whose settlements the vehicles of globalising
      beneficence are to thunder – is of interest chiefly to querulous scholars and, of course, those living at the
      bottle-necks of exchange. Only a few overland gateways exist between the gravid Chinese market and Eurasia; and
      the Kyrgyz, Tajik/Pamiri, Uighur and Kazakh homelands are midwives to this delivery, alongside their Afghan and
      Mongolian neighbours.
    


    
      Treatises on cross-border economic interaction are quick to point out that trade has boomed since the
      inauguration in China of the Remake the West campaign in 2000, which was designed to invigorate Xinjiang's
      economy. Unsurprisingly perhaps, this has been heavily weighted towards Chinese exports.4 In the case of Chinese economic interaction
      with Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, all direct trade passes through the gateway cities of Artush (in Qyzyl Suu) and
      Tashkurgan, respectively. Both settlements are now officially designated ‘markets for trade between countries […]
      for the inhabitants of the frontier’, the exact (English) wording of the inscription that decorates the roadside
      arches welcoming locals to ‘their’ Special Economic Zone (from hereafter, SEZ). I have previously outlined the
      effects such new markets have had on Xinjiang as a whole (see Chapter
      3). The disappearance of non-Chinese citizens such as Pakistanis from these zones (to which I return below)
      has gone hand-in-hand with the influx, noted with much ire locally, of prostitutes (a common theme in
      predominantly Muslim regions) and businesses run by ‘outsiders’. Uighurs often control bazaar networks, and Han
      entrepreneurs run shops and services or head local branches of state-owned enterprises such as banks and
      construction firms. In terms of deep borderland control, the institution of the SEZ can be seen as augmenting
      borderlands' inward (that is, state-ward) orientation. But are they truly markets for cross-border trade for
      locals – the inhabitants of the frontier? Who are the parties that engage in new economic encounters
      between China and Central Asia?
    


    
      Border Trade and the State
    


    
      The SEZs, special zones for economic exchange, are pockets where special administrative practices take place; and
      they are designed to promote investment and create jobs where neither had existed before. Yet, SEZs may also be
      understood as showcases projecting the economic successes of the Chinese type of socialist reinvention. The
      prestige of a system capable of constructing and maintaining smooth roads and erecting glittering trade centres
      equipped with air-conditioning and luxury outlets, unavoidably, stands in stark contrast to the inability of
      post-Soviet regimes to project anything but decay and the loss of Soviet-era glory, so ubiquitously intoned by
      most interviewees. One friendly, if slightly smug, Chinese border guard (from the Tajik minzu of the PRC)
      at the border checkpoint for the Qolma port near Tashkurgan was clear on the issue of who controlled dynamics at
      the border:
    


    
      We've invested a lot of money here, and more will come because we export things everybody wants in this
      region. Ten years ago [in the late 1990s] this was a dirt track but now we have internet here. A driver here once
      told me that those Tajiks [in Tajikistan] don't even have telephones anymore, or power [since the Russians
      left]. We have lots of both, and they're going to get them one day whether they want our products or not.
    


    
      In this way, an older narrative of projection of power generated by presenting one state's borderlands in the
      by-gone common socialist period (see Chapter 4) has been
      inverted. It is now China which projects power for all to witness. The SEZ dynamic is actively utilised in order
      to open up economically benighted spaces at, and beyond, Chinese margins. In other words, SEZs represent an
      intervention by the Chinese state into the embryonic borderland economy and the trans-frontier processes that
      accompany such a development.
    


    
      ‘Invigorate local economies!’; ‘Open up regions!’; ‘Promote economic interaction!’ These are all state slogans
      that, in the context of borderlands' political economy of between-ness and ambiguity, beg the questions of
      ‘who is being opened up’ and ‘whose economy is being invigorated’? The AR of Xinjiang has certainly witnessed
      substantial improvements in living conditions for the majority of Xinjiang residents over the last decade and, in
      accordance with Beijing's policies on minzu autonomy, a certain leeway exists for Xinjiang's
      borderland minzu to influence the economic development of their own areas. However, severe restrictions
      exist just as they do in other domains such as education and religious freedom. Economic policy complies with
      state plans made by a distant centre of power, and priority must be given to state interests as a whole rather
      than to those of the minzu. Nevertheless, the initial opening of Xinjiang's borders was bound to
      benefit local intermediaries in the borderlands and, as has been discussed by other scholars in the context of
      northern Xinjiang's Central Asian borders, a new Uighur and Kazakh middle class arose in the early
      1990s.5 Due to their easier
      linguistic access to emerging markets in the wider region, borderlanders were able to act as middlemen between
      Pakistanis, Chinese and Turkic-speaking traders from as far afield as Istanbul, whom they supplied with goods
      manufactured in China's eastern provinces. This intermediary niche, however, became obsolete by the end of
      the decade with the increasing production of cheap goods in Xinjiang itself and the growing demand in Central
      Asia for better quality products than those on offer in Xinjiang. Goods were now imported directly from
      wholesalers at more developed factories far beyond Xinjiang in China's East. The province became a transit
      point for trading trips to the PRC's interior; and Xinjiang's economic fortunes began to depend on raw
      materials and natural resources, two branches of industry which excluded local traders.
    


    
      Borderlanders in both Qyzyl Suu and Tashkurgan have rather moved into economic niches that opened up through the
      introduction of new government rules regulating private ownership of herds.6 Since the liberalisation of private
      enterprises, permission to administrate and sell sheep and cattle privately at markets has led herders to make a
      living from a semi-pastoralist way of life once again. This type of economic activity has coincided with
      competition that has arisen between Kyrgyz settlements vying to attract the trickle of tourists travelling
      between Xinjiang and Pakistan. Makers of the traditional Kyrgyz shyrdak (felt rug) have been moderately
      successful at selling these to Uighur retailers at the Kashgar Sunday market, from where these high-quality
      products are then exported to Islamabad and Beijing, thereby generating income for local families in Qyzyl Suu.
      Some local entrepreneurs have been adept at subverting regulations which demand that products at SEZs are
      destined for local markets rather than to be ‘re-imported’ to China.
    


    
      A closer look at the columns of official statistics labelled as ‘Xinjiang's exports’ reveals that most
      products exchanged within SEZs are not goods produced in Xinjiang but rather ‘imports’ from China's
      industrial heartland far to the east. These products tend to be between ten and thirty per cent cheaper when
      purchased within SEZs and, therefore, represent goods in high demand in the domestic Chinese market.7 Statistics of the
      internal (domestic) consumption of goods for sale at Xinjiang's SEZs, which are strung along the
      boundaries to Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan, are unavailable but it appears that the vast majority of
      these products initially for sale in Tashkurgan or Artush end up in Kashgar or Urumqi rather than in Bishkek or
      Khorog. In this way Xinjiang's borderlanders have become embedded in a specifically Chinese market.
      Entrepreneurs have taken full advantage of these price differentials and replaced the petty traders from
      Pakistan, who had dominated Xinjiang-internal trade in the early 1990s. Local reception of Pakistani traders had
      always been frosty due to their reputation as ‘immoral’ and ‘less-than-devout’ individuals, taking advantage of
      the lack of Islamic strictures in public life in China, in particular in regard to sexual behaviour and the
      consumption of alcohol. When Tashkurgan was designated an SEZ in 2004, Pakistani traders quickly disappeared from
      the local bazaar. They were replaced with locally resident Uighurs, largely because the AC's close
      administrative connection to Kashgar promoted Uighurs and their networks rather than the secluded Tajik
      minzu. In Artush, on the other hand, this niche became available to Kyrgyz due to the Kyrgyz
      minzu's status of higher administrative autonomy in Qyzyl Suu AP.
    


    
      Borderland Entrepreneurs and their Networks
    


    
      Economic relationships do not conveniently stop at a border, and borderlanders stand to profit from newly
      permeable state boundaries, especially in light of their economic peripherality within their state. Their
      socio-economic environment is characterised by a political economy that reveals asymmetric relationships between
      states. Local livelihoods in borderlands derive from the unique locational ambiguity of spaces lying at the
      intersection of two ‘national economies’.8 From a state's perspective, borders bound state economic space by representing the limits
      between internal economic affairs and foreign economic affairs, with the latter of interest to a neighbouring
      state only inasmuch as this affects international trade pursued by actors enfranchised by both states. Seen like
      this, boundaries serve primarily as barriers – lines of control that contain the domestic market whilst excluding
      foreign forms of exchange; they are institutionalised through trade tariffs, administrative obstacles to
      population flow, and restrictions on external investment and the flow of goods. However, from the same
      state-centred approach, borders can surely also be regarded as fulfilling a filter function, which creates
      differential revenue deriving from macro-economic features such as currency value, the labour market and
      production regulations. Such revenue is generated through differences between neighbouring states' market
      spaces, production spaces and support spaces.9 In other words, there is much money to be made on an open border.
    


    
      Borderlands compete with the state over revenue generated by the existence of a border. The state and its
      official representatives at the border claim economic value that derives from filtering processes, for example
      through customs payments or official currency exchange rates. Borderland entrepreneurs, on the other hand, view
      the border as a ‘corridor of opportunity’ that bridges two different state economies and is located in the
      interstices of what is condoned by the state and that which it prohibits. The dynamic nature of economic systems
      means that dealing with fluctuation and changes in two states' economic policies and realities is part of
      everyday life for borderlanders. They are in an ideal position to ‘use the border as one way to add value to
      their products, or [to] market themselves as masters of the border in order to entice people to use their
      services.’10 We might
      expect to discover a high proportion of borderlanders crossing these borders and taking advantage of geographical
      proximity and increasing interconnectivity between China, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. Yet locating Kyrgyz and
      Pamiri ‘masters of the border’ who use the edges of the Chinese state as a bridge requires an approach that looks
      beyond state bias over what is often termed ‘smuggling’.11
    


    
      I met Mr Wu for the first time at a bus station on the dusty outskirts of Kashgar when I was bundled into his
      Chinese minibus by a mutual acquaintance of ours, who knew that I wished to take part in an economic cross-border
      network.12 Short and
      slightly built, he is a Han Chinese from Urumqi in his late 40s. He has been the driver of this jammed minibus
      for nearly a decade, and his business is best described as ‘border entrepreneurship’: he transports people who
      sell small numbers of goods in packaged boxes to ‘acquaintances’ (that is, unofficial business partners) across
      the Irkeshtam border at the bazaar in Kyrgyzstan's city of Osh. His function is best described as ‘tour
      leader’ for small groups of Xinjiang residents.
    


    
      Mr Wu is a charismatic man with secrets and skills, and these attributes serve him well in his chosen profession
      of border entrepreneur. This knowledgeable Han shall illuminate some of the parameters that cross-border traders
      must accept along Xinjiang's south-western margins. We had agreed on me being a member of a small group of
      Chinese citizens who were entering Kyrgyzstan on tourist visas in Mr Wu's company. I was seated as
      uncomfortably in the vehicle as were my ten fellow travellers: six Uighurs from Kashgar, an Uzbek also from
      Kashgar, and three Dungani/Hui from Wuqia in Qyzyl Suu AP who had distant relatives in the Bishkek area of
      northern Kyrgyzstan. Our group could be considered ‘trader-tourists’; we carried goods to be sold by personal
      pre-order that were to make a profit of roughly double the price of what had been spent on securing the border
      crossing, that is, the costs incurred by obtaining visas, exit permissions and passports, the rental of
      transport, and the projected height of possible ‘fines’ to be paid on the Kyrgyzstani side of the border. The
      genial Mr Wu was himself an integral part of the ‘operation’ due to his gatekeeper function at the Chinese border
      checkpoint. It was he who had to countersign all transportation papers; and it was he who stood to make most
      profit from the transaction, but also risked the impounding of his vehicle should complications arise.
    


    
      Entrepreneurs are actors who combine products and people in new, or better, ways; they disrupt other, already
      established forms of economic exchange by taking advantage of, or indeed sometimes creating, novel constellations
      of distribution. Border entrepreneurs need special skills and resources beyond this in order to tackle complex
      structures of bureaucratic control. Those who use the borderline for economic gain at this Inner Asian frontier
      adopt one of the four following strategies:
    


    
      Trader-tourists: individuals cross on short-term permits or tourist visas in the company of others, either
      on public buses or in shared private transport, and sell small amounts of goods for a small profit.13 This includes currency
      dealers, usually to be found on public buses, who act as exchange bureaux (in these cases the only such service
      at the border) making a small profit, as well as ‘tour leaders’, that is, people holding fellow travellers'
      identification documents and taking care of interaction with agents of border control;14
    


    
      Driver-transporters: individuals obtain licensing to secure border-crossing transport, that is, drivers of
      trucks or public buses. Other modes of non-public transport here require a ‘switch’ at the boundary, thus
      involving two such individuals, one on either side of the borderline;
    


    
      Professionals: individuals do not transport goods across the border themselves but instead become involved
      in wider trans-frontier economic exchange, usually as holders of ‘business’ visas. Their official status enables
      them to possess a wide network of partners beyond the borderlands, usually extending to (or even focused on)
      regional or state centres;
    


    
      Traffickers: individuals transport criminalised goods (here, arms and narcotics and, into China,
      ideological contraband) or permissible goods in excess of customs limits (state currency or, most frequently,
      electronics), usually under cover of other goods. Lack of strict import regulations (or, rather, their poor
      enforcement at customs) into the Central Asian Republics makes many trader-tourists into ‘trafficker-tourists’.
    


    
      Border control forces these entrepreneurs into visibility. In the rugged pogranichnaya
      zona/bianjiang of the Tian Shan and Pamirs this control has been sculpted by decades of military
      activity: the state and its agents cannot be evaded. Therefore, entrepreneurial skills consist of degrees of
      dissemblance when confronted with the forces of the state. This is particularly true for the Chinese segment of
      these borderlands: for Chinese citizens such as the members of Mr Wu's ‘tour group’ of traders, the
      bureaucratic avenues through which passport applications and exit permissions must be sought depend on that
      individual's residence status (hukou), which of course is connected to minzu status.15 Bureaucracies of control are
      daunting for entrepreneurs to navigate, and movement into, through and out of the Chinese borderlands in this
      part of Xinjiang is complex.16 Cross-border trajectories are routed through gateway cities, no matter whether leaving or
      entering Xinjiang. This effectively thwarts direct connections between Naryn or Gorno-Badakhshan and individual
      settlements within Qyzyl Suu Prefecture or Tashkurgan County.
    


    
      As opposed to this, exit from Kyrgyzstan or Gorno-Badakhshan into China is straightforward and involves merely
      the financial expense of buying a passport, although this can be prohibitively expensive. Entry from China into
      Kyrgyzstan's Naryn or Osh oblasts via Torugart or Irkeshtam requires Chinese citizens to register in
      the respective oblast centre shortly after crossing the border. In practice, and if the border crossing is
      made by public transport, Chinese crossers can pay a small ‘service fee’ at the first internal checkpoint on
      Kyrgyzstani territory to receive automatic registration. Entry into Gorno-Badakhshan is bureaucratically more
      complicated because of the requirement for a special permit (propusk) for all non-GBAO residents, which
      must be organised well in advance of arrival at the border. For trader-tourists on the public bus from Kashgar to
      Khorog, obtaining the propusk is taken care of by ‘travel agents’ in Kashgar, who have a functioning
      network of contacts to individuals in Dushanbe; such travel agents are, in effect, remote ‘tour leaders’.
      Driver-transporters in trucks depend on networks in Naryn or Gorno-Badakhshan to negotiate (or even evade
      regulations on) access to these post-Soviet borderlands. Importantly, in the context of trucks entering into
      Kyrgyzstani territory, Kyrgyzstan differs fundamentally from China's other neighbours:17 here trucks continue through the borderlands
      unsealed and relatively unimpeded, selling off goods en route to the final destination as decided by the driver.
      Most drivers, however, do this at the bazaars of Naryn or Sary Tash, respectively, or most profitably outside
      Bishkek or Osh depending on their abilities in negotiating such penetration.
    


    
      At the Tajikistani border at Qolma, driver-transporters generally do not bother to obtain a propusk
      because their (Chinese) employers find it easier to let these individuals negotiate their passage through
      Gorno-Badakhshan with the agents of the Tajikistani state whenever they are encountered. ‘We don't bother
      [with the propusk] because it's so much cheaper and easier like this,’ a Han truck driver from
      Xinjiang told me in Khorog. Indeed, depending on the networks possessed by a driver-transporter and/or his
      Chinese employer within Tajikistan, the depth such border-crossers can achieve within the territory of this state
      can be considerable, even reaching into territory beyond Gorno-Badakhshan. One member of the local KGB in Murghab
      elaborated on the personal relationship that had sprung up between himself and two Chinese driver-transporters.
      He had realised that they had learned some Russian from a family of Murghab Kyrgyz he himself knew well who lived
      on the road to Qolma, where they usually spent the night when coming from the border:
    


    
      We regularly, maybe every other month, see each other at the checkpoint. We joke and drink together, they pay a
      fine and I sign a temporary transit propusk that gets them to the avtobaza [truck and bus station]
      outside Khorog, where they unload their trucks. It's all very risky because official regulations can change,
      but that's their problem and not mine.
    


    
      Tourist-traders encounter post-Soviet border control in more unpredictable ways. While Mr Wu's group
      enviously watched a public bus sail through the border checkpoint at Irkeshtam with little more than a collective
      stamping of passports, the Kyrgyzstani officials my fellow travellers and I were dealing with were busily
      inspecting the tour group's possessions. It was obvious that nobody was interested in the export papers we
      had. While Chinese officials had officiously checked identities and individual reasons for crossing, Kyrgyzstani
      officials were solely interested in visas and, primarily, the contents of the boxes on Mr Wu's minibus. My
      presence as a non-local citizen was not addressed, and my discussion with the border guard in question quickly
      became a contest of wills over obtaining permission to keep hold of my possessions. Informing the official that
      the goods I carried were intended as gifts for people I knew in Kyrgyzstan did not further my cause:
    


    
      
        ‘I don't care. How much did you buy them for? I know you bought them, you and these Chinese. I won't
        let you in without a declaration. You don't have one, so declare it now or else I will have to confiscate
        them.’
      


      
        ‘But I have Chinese papers stating their value and that I may bring them across the border.’
      


      
        ‘I don't give a damn what the Chinese say. Does this look like fucking China to you here? For all I care
        you can go right back there and stay there. If you want to come here, you declare to me and I will decide.’
      

    


    
      Rather than upholding Kyrgyzstani legislation in matters of economic sovereignty and international treaties, ‘my’
      border guard was acting in his own financial interest by employing the bureaucratic capital with which the state
      had endowed him.18
      Obtaining the ‘declaration papers’ was a matter of paying a ‘fine’ for not possessing the import papers – papers
      not obtainable in China outside of Beijing or Urumqi. The expenses this incurred for the whole group's
      belongings amounted to roughly the original purchase price of one new computer. After the crossing, this
      expenditure was split evenly between all eleven of us (Mr Wu was exempt). My fellow travellers had fared no
      better themselves, yet later Mr Wu would say that this had been a ‘good day at the border’. The border between
      China and Kyrgyzstan had been crossed for what was regarded by my companions as a very advantageous price.19
    


    
      Functioning networks between Chinese and Kyrgyzstani/Tajikistani citizens are necessary for them to access
      foreign state territory and alleviate, or spread, the expense of risky encounters with the forces of border
      control. Mr Wu's function at Chinese border control was to allay border guards' suspicions concerning the
      motives of his trader-tourists and to present documents guaranteeing that the ‘tourist group’ would be
      accompanied by himself (as ‘tour leader’) as well as a Kyrgyzstani counterpart (the driver on the far side of the
      boundary). Passing Chinese checkpoints was time-consuming but essentially a straightforward matter: at several
      checkpoints and at customs in-between the entire vehicle was repeatedly unloaded, papers were filled in (export
      declarations at customs and personal exit visa and Kyrgyzstani visa checks at the Chinese checkpoints) and boxes
      were examined in the most cursory of ways. One could be forgiven for believing that Chinese officials were
      indifferent to the manner of goods passing the border when leaving the PRC yet rather more interested in the
      documentation identities of those crossing. Questions were asked about my fellow travellers' personal
      connections in Kyrgyzstan and the regularity of past crossings; none of my companions made more than one crossing
      every six months because of the ‘potential to arouse suspicion’.
    


    
      The networks required to successfully interact with the multifaceted forces of Chinese border control at the
      border itself and within the borderlands beyond are not easily accessible to Kyrgyz and Pamiri borderlanders from
      Naryn or Gorno-Badakhshan, from Qyzyl Suu or Tashkurgan. Mr Wu elaborates for us on the case of trade between
      Xinjiang and Kyrgyzstan through the Irkeshtam port:
    


    
      Individuals from the Kyrgyz minzu can't make this trip like this because it's too expensive for
      them. At the SEZs they buy the goods which we then buy from them. If that's the illegal part it is because
      stuff from the SEZs is not supposed to then cross the boundary like this, so we need papers from Urumqi saying we
      bought the stuff there. Kyrgyz don't know the right people. If they do, they don't need to take the risks
      at Irkeshtam; instead, they fly goods to Bishkek or send them by train through Dostyk [on the border between
      Kazakhstan and Xinjiang]. Anyway, Kyrgyz raise suspicion at border control. It is possible, and sometimes it is
      done these days, but most use Torugart because it leads to Bishkek, where they know people sometimes, and not to
      Osh, where they rarely know anybody. And apart from all that, Kyrgyz are no good at trading.
    


    
      Locals from either side of the border between Xinjiang and Kyrgyzstan or Gorno-Badakhshan rarely cross the
      boundary as trader-tourists, driver-transporters, or traffickers. Somewhat more frequently, these locals can be
      encountered as what I have termed ‘professionals’, that is, individuals such as Almaz, my friend from Qyzyl Suu
      who crossed Torugart with me as described in this book's Introduction and who was entering Kyrgyzstan to
      bring medicine for his son studying in Bishkek.
    


    
      The vast majority of entrepreneurial crossers from the Chinese side are Han Chinese and Uighur residents of
      Xinjiang. From the Kyrgyzstani side it is mainly Kyrgyzstani Russians, Dungani and Uzbeks (the first two like to
      use Torugart whereas the last operate only at Irkeshtam); in Gorno-Badakhshan nearly all cross-border traffic is
      conducted by Chinese rather than Tajikistani citizens. Kyrgyz from Qyzyl Suu are not visible in economic exchange
      which physically crosses the line, just as China's Tajiks from Tashkurgan are not visible; local Dungani from
      Qyzyl Suu as well as Uighurs resident in the AP (individuals such as Ablimit, the driver with whom I crossed this
      borderland in the Introduction) are the only borderlanders who follow this trajectory, yet even these groups are
      numerically inferior to the Uighurs from Kashgar or other more distant cities in Xinjiang. Kyrgyzstani residents
      of Naryn, At Bashy and Sary Tash, those gateway towns in Kyrgyzstan that the two border-crossing roads must pass
      through, are likewise not involved in such trajectories – driver-transporters and trader-tourists are generally
      from more distant locales such as the Bishkek or Osh regions.20 Both at the Kashgar Sunday market and at the large ‘Russian Bazaar’ in
      Urumqi – the two markets in Xinjiang that attract citizens of the Central Asian Republics in large numbers –
      Kyrgyzstani individuals are predominantly from Kyrgyzstan's two major centres: from Osh in the case of the
      former (having taken the Irkeshtam trajectory) and from Bishkek in the case of the latter (having taken the
      Torugart trajectory or, increasingly these days, having flown from Bishkek).
    


    
      The absence of Kyrgyz and Pamiri borderlanders in cross-border economic interaction is striking yet not
      surprising. This is because the networks that are necessary for such border entrepreneurship are available only
      to non-borderlanders, in particular to Han Chinese and possibly their Uighur business associates. There is little
      leeway to negotiate freedom of movement with border guards and other agents of border control at the vital
      checkpoints, who are non-locals sent to these prestigious ports for services successfully rendered elsewhere
      through a state-wide system of rotating postings,21 or with the forces of Xinjiang's border control with its multiple
      layers of civilian, military and para-military control organs.
    


    
      Thorny access to bureaucracies of control is not a concern shared by all in Xinjiang. With its special status as
      the most powerful of all socio-economic actors in Xinjiang the para-military bingtuan is well-positioned to
      influence implementation over the ‘means of movement’ along the new and economically attractive frontier to
      Central Asia. The bingtuan's ability to cooperate with foreign companies and ‘foster export bases in
      Xinjiang’ provides bureaucrats with access to its ‘over 2,000 companies’.22 This has allowed the bingtuan to establish
      representative offices in Khorog, Dushanbe, Osh and Bishkek, which provide Chinese ‘businesspeople’ with
      networked connections to many smaller local markets in Kyrgyzstan's borderlands and Gorno-Badakhshan by
      coordinating distribution to the regional and central markets and enabling interaction with local bureaucrats.
      The cross-border enterprise I joined through Mr Wu was, in effect, a bingtuan-operated export-cum-investment
      operation with nodal points in Kashgar and Bishkek.23
    


    
      Questioning Chinese Connectivity in the Post-Soviet Borderlands
    


    
      In Chapter 2 two elderly Kyrgyz herders made an imaginary journey
      up and down Central Asia's borders as they existed in 1980 and showed us a frontier bristling with the forces
      of border control on either side, more than prepared to pounce at each other. By the early twenty-first century
      the borderlands described by Talaybek (in Kyrgyzstan) and Arslanbek (in China) had vanished. On the Chinese side
      roads are being built for ever-heavier trucks, sparkling new customs buildings are constructed, surveillance
      equipment and brand-new military vehicles are on display at checkpoints, grand banners greet border-crossers in
      Chinese, English and Russian as do introductory plaques and customs regulations on checkpoint buildings. The
      PRC's border guards wield a combination of firearms and smartphones and not infrequently have a rudimentary
      understanding of the Russian language spoken in neighbouring Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. Border crossers are
      presented with a new narrative of China that celebrates a state investing in the control of its edges.
    


    
      Until the 2010s Mr Wu would sail through Qyzyl Suu on his way to and from Kyrgyzstan yet, after the borderline,
      he was forced to slow down to an excruciating crawl. The sleek highways built in Xinjiang in the wake of the
      Remake the West campaign faded away into a few unsealed and poorly maintained one-lane roads in post-Soviet
      Central Asia. Even today the Kyrgyzstani side of both the Torugart and Irkeshtam crossings sports decrepit barbed
      wire that is missing in places, unlit customs buildings, old Soviet-era plaques, and border guards equipped with
      little but old Kalashnikovs and non-functioning portable military telephones. The scene on the Tajikistani side
      of the Qolma Pass does not differ much, with the same poor infrastructure and equipment glaringly at odds with
      the Chinese side. The infrastructure at the borderlines between Xinjiang and these two Central Asian Republics
      strongly suggests that border control at the post-Soviet Central Asian frontier is more of a priority for China
      rather than for its Central Asian neighbours.
    


    
      In recent years there has been a systematic effort by China to improve the quality of infrastructure beyond its
      own territory, on the Central Asian side of the borderline. New roads are built that run parallel to their
      Soviet-era predecessors rather than replacing them, and these arteries stretch away from the Chinese border and
      increase in length year by year. Heavy construction machinery is hidden beneath inescapable dust clouds and there
      are armies of workers, supervisors, overseers and drivers. The language spoken at these sites is Chinese, cement
      is imported from Xinjiang whilst cement factories in Kyrgyzstan shut down, and information boards by the roadside
      are translated into inferior Russian by Chinese overseers.
    


    
      In spring 2013 construction work reached the outskirts of Bishkek and a new smooth highway now existed that
      linked the Kyrgyzstani capital to Torugart, 500 kilometres away on the border. Signposts along its length list
      the distance to the border and Chinese trucks thunder along it day and night. Kyrgyzstani, however, prefer to use
      the old road leading over the hills and through the villages despite the lethal bends and congestion because the
      infamously corrupt traffic police have relocated their attention to the more lucrative business of fining trucks
      driven by foreigners, who use the new road. The new infrastructure in south-eastern Central Asia is built by
      Chinese companies and used by Chinese companies. Economically, the border between Xinjiang and Naryn or
      Gorno-Badakhshan has become blurred indeed, even while actual borderline infrastructure such as border fences and
      guardhouses visibly deteriorate on the Kyrgyzstani and Tajikistani side. The unstoppering of this border from the
      Chinese side is not meant to contest narratives of Kyrgyzstan's or Tajikistan's sovereignty so much as
      connect market spaces irrespective of their sovereignty.
    


    
      Connecting States versus Violating Sovereignty
    


    
      The opening scene of this chapter was provided by Sharof, the young Tajikistani border guard posted at a new
      post-Soviet interface with China. Describing his state's territory as being at risk of becoming a tube that
      had been pried open with a can opener, Sharof questions why such connectivity should be of interest to people
      outside the Chinese state. We have seen how the Pamir Highway affected interaction between Pamiri, local Kyrgyz
      herders and the Soviet state by visibly tying locales to state-wide networks of opportunity through the depth in
      modes of governing that such connectivity brought with it. Many in Gorno-Badakhshan suspect that the new road
      over the Pamir range at Qolma is to serve the same logic – a logic that now, however, originates from China
      rather than from Russia. This is far from unproblematic, as Sharof's commanding officer (himself a Tajik from
      far-away Kulyab in southern Tajikistan) pointed out upon hearing his subordinate's metaphor of the ‘hollow
      tube’: ‘Actually we've become more like a Chinese prostitute: in, through and out, however and whenever the
      visitor with enough cash pleases.’ This is the way that the opening borders to China are often rendered in the
      early twenty-first century. In contrast, the opening of the Torugart border crossing in 1986, Central Asia's
      first infrastructural reconnection to Xinjiang since the sealing of the frontier in 1963, caused no local alarm
      in Naryn oblast at that time. In this period borderlanders were confident in the might of Soviet
      inscription so evident in the (then state of the art) technical equipment and military presence, designed to be
      impressed upon friend and enemy alike.
    


    
      In the summer of 2013 I was sitting by the deserted roadside outside At Bashy with Nurzhan. She is a middle-aged
      local woman who had worked as a translator for Soviet-era border guards and nowadays sells pre-cooked meals to
      Chinese truck drivers coming from the nearby border. I remarked upon the state of the local road into town, which
      branches off the main artery to the Chinese border and leads directly to the local police headquarters for the
      settlement, right on the edge of the pogranichnaya zona. The local segment had decayed while the main road
      gleamed in the heat of the afternoon. Nurzhan was scathing in her indictment: ‘in the 1960s this road was a
      warning finger thrust at China, bristling with many spears’, referring to the heavy military presence Talaybek
      already told us about in Chapter 2. This symbol of past Soviet
      might, however, had now ‘become an unprotected arm along which the Chinese can crawl into our territory.’
    


    
      While former borderland connectivity opened avenues of opportunity to the rest of the state, new borderland
      connectivity is felt to present avenues of opportunity primarily for an old adversary: ‘the only state we see
      here today [in 2013] is the Chinese state’, is a statement often heard throughout eastern Kyrgyzstan, indicating
      the growing numbers of Chinese construction workers upgrading ‘Kyrgyz’ roads with Chinese labour and funds and –
      an often emphasised observation – which bring more and more Chinese trucks from Xinjiang. Impressions of
      competent and powerful Soviet-era bordering have morphed into a post-Soviet imagery of violation (by their
      neighbours) and impotence (towards their neighbours and towards their own state). Sinophobia and Soviet yearning
      aside, Nurzhan is pointing her own finger at the significant and visible change in ‘whose border’ this is felt to
      be. The loss of Soviet ‘strength’ is not mourned as much as is the perception of a loss in the ‘strength’ of
      borderlanders to influence modes of governing.
    


    
      Nurzhan's sentiments notwithstanding, the much-maligned labourers from China constructing roads in Kyrgyzstan
      and Gorno-Badakhshan are not men (or more rarely women) who cross the border from China to search for employment
      independently. They are all Chinese citizens, the vast majority of whom are Han from places far from Xinjiang,
      and they arrive in the company of border entrepreneurs (specifically, the ‘professional’ type described earlier).
      These entrepreneurs are closely affiliated with the Xinjiang bingtuan, which appears to finance the largest such
      construction projects in this region. Labourers rarely mingle with locals: they live in make-shift camps
      constructed by fellow labourers, eat in messes, speak nothing other than Chinese, and they fear Kyrgyz and Pamiri
      resentment. To most locals in the mountainous regions of eastern Central Asia this mirrors a similar ‘invasion’
      by chuzhaki (outsiders) that had taken place a century earlier: tsarist-era Russian imperial control is
      remembered in the most negative terms, in particular by Kyrgyz borderlanders.24 However, the people who embody the border as
      a site of exchange in twenty-first-century interaction between Xinjiang and these two Central Asian Republics are
      men like Mr Wu – or foreigners like myself making use of newly accessible borders – rather than the minions of
      state control of a century past seeking to draw locals within the embrace of a distant state that claims their
      allegiance. Entrepreneurs such as Mr Wu do not seek the overthrow of state power or even wish to damage the wider
      state economy: their business is merely conducted due to the existence of the border and the opportunities it
      offers. Goods, which sometimes include contraband, are imported or (rarely) exported not because of a desire to
      undermine the law, but simply because of demand at home or abroad.
    


    
      It is acutely visible that it is Chinese investment and a Chinese workforce that prevent these post-Soviet
      borderlands from infrastructural collapse – as well as preventing borderlanders from being the victims of their
      own states' dwindled ability to improve local livelihoods. The Chinese state and a host of Chinese
      construction companies are in the process of establishing connectivity within Central Asia that closely
      replicates the decayed Soviet-era infrastructural relations of yesteryear, even while subtly supporting the new
      states' sovereignty vis-à-vis one another by building roads that replace Soviet-era roads which violate the
      ‘new’ post-Soviet borders of a now-fragmented economic space.25 Yet, when borderlanders reflect upon ‘what is being brought’ and ‘who is
      being connected to whom’ they are deeply suspicious of sociopolitical motives behind such connectivity. Erken,
      who told us in Chapter 3 that the state ‘had forgotten its duty’
      by reneging on Soviet-era practices of border control and enclosure, voices a common opinion in the Kyrgyzstani
      borderlands today when he reflects on the visible usurpation of borderland space:
    


    
      We used to scare them, the Chinese. Nobody scares the Chinese, but we Soviets did, and we were in control of
      keeping them in China. They respected us, grudgingly. Now the [Soviet] Union is gone, and look: they're here.
      We [Kyrgyzstan] are a small state and we will be overrun, made part of China.
    


    
      The borderlands of Naryn and Gorno-Badakhshan are seen as the frontline of such an ‘overrunning’ or ‘can
      opening’. In such an interpretation, new roads become manifestations of the Chinese state abroad – veritable
      ‘grooves’ of Chinese territory stretching into newly accessible lands. It is here that the sovereignty of these
      post-Soviet states is feared to have been successfully contested, and such contestation is symbolised by
      violation that takes place through Chinese dominance over processes at the borderline and, gradually, in the
      Central Asian borderlands.
    


    
      In many parts of the world demarcations between states are often also symbolic of boundaries of permissible and
      impermissible moral codes; borderlands frequently are liminal spaces in which behaviours not condoned elsewhere
      can be practised and experienced.26 Yet in our borderlands such violations of societal norms have not come about. There are no
      tales of how locals in Naryn or in Gorno-Badakhshan outwit agents of border control on either side of the border,
      no anecdotes of, for example, sexual adventure in relation to testing the limits of the permissible. It is
      striking that there is no sustained narrative in the post-Soviet borderlands of belligerence turned against those
      who are seen as unrightful intruders. Individual incidents of violence against Chinese citizens certainly exist,
      and they attract much attention in the PRC's diplomatic corps in Central Asia. Yet such acts do not form the
      foundation for a collective borderlander sense of defiance towards China. Rather, it is the post-Soviet state
      itself that is regarded as being at fault, as discussed in Chapter
      3 in the context of accusations within the borderlands of ‘dwindled’ practices of power. The agents of the
      state at its edge, that is, the legion of border control, are possibly the most significant symbol of sovereignty
      for border-crossers and interlopers. The imagery that adheres to them is one of shoring up and fortifying
      territory against the unwelcome, the undesirable and the unclean. Sergei Vladimirovich, the retired Russian
      pogranichnik who had worked at Torugart in the Soviet period, is uniquely positioned to stress the
      embattlement and, to a certain degree, the resignation with which many people here approach the subversion of
      post-Soviet sovereignty by its very own agents of border control:
    


    
      Our customs officials at Torugart and, especially, at Irkeshtam: praise their honesty! Do you think anybody in
      Bishkek ever sees any of the material and goods they confiscate? It all goes right into their pockets and from
      there to god-knows what vodka shop or brothel. Actually no, a certain part will go to the MVD [Ministry of
      Internal Affairs] – and those swine don't hand it over to the state. If they did we'd actually get some
      investment in our infrastructure and show it to the Chinese. Now that would stop them laughing in our
      weeping faces!
    


    
      Much has been said about the notorious corruption of the multitudinous forces of post-Soviet border control
      present at Central Asian borders,27 and yet ‘corruption’ can also be regarded as forms of co-optation to be found in the
      economic as well as political domain. Participation in Mr Wu's borderland entrepreneurship reveals that
      corruption certainly exists at the level of those gatekeepers possessing the appropriate ‘bureaucratic capital’
      but that such gatekeepers remain largely inaccessible to Kyrgyz (and Pamiri) borderlanders. Thus, the violation
      of post-Soviet territory is seen to benefit foreigners, that is, non-citizens. Post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan and
      Tajikistan are being judged locally by their own citizens for the failure to uphold deep control at the interface
      to a Chinese state that is proving itself to be rather competent at fulfilling this role.
    


    
      *
    


    
      In the mid-2000s China and the USSR's successor states finally settled outstanding territorial claims that
      had arisen from the drawing of the borderline in the late nineteenth century. Much more had been claimed by the
      PRC than was reallocated after negotiations were concluded. The rugged peaks and glaciers that changed hands and
      became part of Chinese territory were neither inhabited nor used as agricultural or pasture lands by
      borderlanders. Far from the borderline, in the state capitals of Bishkek and Dushanbe, these events were not
      regarded as a Kyrgyzstani or Tajikistani diplomatic victory despite these states' success in whittling down
      the extent of China's claims. Neither were they seen as a generous Chinese compromise. Rather, state elites
      were accused of corruption and commonly seen to have personally profited from such handovers. Many felt
      vindicated in their suspicions that China desired to invade a now-defenceless Central Asia. In Naryn and
      Gorno-Badakhshan, however, borderlanders such as Bolot (the Kyrgyz man who lamented border change in the
      Introduction) shrug their shoulders over such arguments: ‘it is irrelevant because the Chinese are here anyway no
      matter if they fly their flag in our lands or not’.
    


    
      The logic that underlies contemporary Chinese interaction with Central Asia arises from the PRC's
      contemporary modes of governing its own borderlands in Xinjiang. Yet throughout Central Asia this logic is
      interpreted through a vocabulary of violation with a long history and reflected, for example, in oral legends
      such as the Manas Epic for the Kyrgyz; such fears have been actively promoted through myths of cartographic
      aggression such as the ‘map myth’ discussed in Chapter 4, which
      suggested that China coveted large swathes of Central Asian territory. This is opposed by another logic, which
      suggests that ‘those in-between’ inevitably stand to gain from the new connectivity taking place in Eurasia.
      Kyrgyz and Pamiri/Tajiks, along with Uighurs and others at these margins of national economies, ought to be
      entrepreneurial middle-men taking full advantage of a geo-economically determined role, one transmitting China to
      Europe, from producer to consumer.28 ‘Ought to’, however, does not equate with ‘are’. Our borderlanders are not an unproblematic
      cog in a globalising chain of production and distribution who can be dealt with as ‘ethnic wholes’ at the
      periphery – the weak, ethnic link in a sturdy chain of (Chinese) supply and (non-Chinese) demand. Instead,
      economic connectivity – the promise of a rise in the quantity and, possibly, quality of goods available locally –
      remains important yet is of less importance than sociopolitical connectivity in lands that are home to people
      with recent memories of the advantages provided by enclosure. Nurzhan, the Kyrgyz woman in At Bashy who earlier
      interpreted the function of roads, makes a direct connection between a contemporary puncturing of the border by
      economic violators and the violation that took place in a by-gone era:
    


    
      We have been invaded before from China. Back then [in the early 1960s] it was Kyrgyz refugees. Now it's not
      even Kyrgyz anymore – at least they needed our help. Instead, today it's Chinese who want to buy and
      occupy our land, make us part of China.
    


    
      In the minds of many Kyrgyzstani and Tajikistani citizens, a ‘flood’ (to return to Rustam's characterisation
      of border processes earlier in this book) has indeed begun.
    


    
      Ask anybody in eastern China what they think about their state's relationship with Central Asia and two
      elements will always figure in their answer: the threat of terrorism from a vaguely understood Muslim Other, and
      the inevitability of ever-growing trade volumes. In Central Asia most people have a strong opinion of what China
      means to them, and two elements always figure in local characterisations: the danger of invasion by a vaguely
      understood Chinese Other, and the weight of its economic output, which is regarded as both a threat and an
      opportunity. A little farther afield, in the numerous policy briefs, research papers and NGO studies that
      inundate the desks of analysts (be they Chinese, Russian or Western) and which have begun to choke the libraries
      of universities, two elements are always listed as figuring in this Inner Asian relationship: security concerns
      connected to dubious border control by vaguely understood Central Asian states, and the glorious prospect of
      economic connectivity. However, as Mr Wu has illustrated, border control is not dubious but operates in clear, if
      unsavoury, ways; and connectivity may not be glorious for those now connected. In the borderlands of post-Soviet
      Naryn and Gorno-Badakhshan local understandings of territorial control imply that these lands should act as
      bulwarks to effectively uphold the stoppering of interfaces with China – theirs should not be the fate of ethnic
      kin in Xinjiang's Qyzyl Suu or Tashkurgan ‘lost’ to China: ‘The Kyrgyz in China already lost this battle long
      ago – they are now more Chinese than Kyrgyz. Will we be next?’ It was with this question that Bolot ended a long
      conversation on what he thought the future would bring to Naryn.
    


    
      This chapter has explored trans-frontier economic networks and actors, and we have seen that their reception in
      Naryn, Osh and Gorno-Badakhshan is highly contentious and unwelcome despite the potential economic profit that
      could derive from such connections. Yet economic connectivity is only one facet of the twenty-first-century
      enmeshment of lifeworlds along this frontier, even if it remains the aspect of a new Central Asian–Chinese
      relationship most visible to borderlanders. People cross borders whenever this suits them, for reasons not always
      consistent with those given to agents of border control or, for that matter, to inquisitive anthropologists. In a
      world that extols economic exchange, ‘business’ motives may only be a token easily used to conceal the true
      purpose of crossing a border. The official categories of visas granted to border-crossers clearly exclude a range
      of motives for moving from one state to another. Are small-time traders transporting a handful of boxes on a
      public bus on their way back home from a family visit to be seen as businesspeople, visitors or tourists? Are
      road construction workers improving a cross-border road to be regarded as day-labourers on business abroad? And
      do students really go to study? In practice, choosing a permissible category for one's crossing will depend
      on factors such as ‘family’ members, business partners or the desire for onward travel. In order to explore this,
      the next chapter turns to sociocultural relationships between Kyrgyz and Pamiri borderlanders on both sides of
      the Tian Shan and Pamirs and delves into who these ‘Chinese’ Kyrgyz or Pamiri are and which battle it was that
      Central Asians feel their neighbours have lost.
    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 6
    


    
      LIVING ON THE ‘WRONG SIDE’ OF THE BORDER
    


    
      

    


    
      Bakyt was 21 years old when he first came to Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan's capital city. He had grown up in
      Xinjiang's main Kyrgyz city of Artush as the eldest of three sons born to an acquaintance of mine. As an
      adolescent he had dreamt again and again of Manas and his heroic exploits on the western slopes of the Tian Shan.
      Dreams like these are often taken as portents of a son's future path in life by families mindful of Kyrgyz
      tradition. Upon his coming-of-age Bakyt received his family's blessing to travel westwards to what had become
      an independent Kyrgyz country. His father believed the time had come for the young man to ‘view the meken
      [homeland] of Manas and hear his words from skilled manaschy [narrators of the Manas Epic]’. I first met
      Bakyt a year after his arrival in Bishkek, where he was enrolled at Kyrgyzstan's National State University.
      He was finding it very difficult to meet fellow students and he asked me to help him make friends. Two further
      Kyrgyz acquaintances of mine (who wish to remain strictly unnamed) were from traditional families as well: one
      came from a village near Bishkek, the other from Karakol on Lake Issyk-Kul. Both were students of Kyrgyz history,
      and an introduction seemed appropriate and promising:
    


    
      
        ‘This is my friend Bakyt from Qyzyl Suu. He's been here for a year.’
      


      
        Bakyt stretched out his hand to the other two students: ‘Asalaam aleikum’, he said, and introduced his place of
        origin in Kyrgyz.
      


      
        The student from Karakol was astounded: ‘Wow, you speak Kyrgyz! I thought you only spoke Chinese?’ He turned to
        the student from Bishkek and said under his breath, ‘he certainly looks Chinese… ’.
      


      
        Interrupting him in heavily accented Russian Bakyt retorted, ‘Of course I speak Kyrgyz. I am Kyrgyz. And
        I'm learning your Russian so don't mock me.’
      


      
        ‘I'm sorry! I'm just so surprised. I hope you enjoy your visit to our Kyrgyz meken [homeland].’
        But the Karakol student could not help himself and asked, ‘tell me, what is Beijing like?’
      


      
        ‘I've never been there. Beijing is very far, much farther from my home than where Steven comes from. And my
        meken is Qyzyl Suu, and it is Kyrgyz land!’
      


      
        The second student from Bishkek stepped in, trying to ease rising tensions: ‘He didn't mean to insult you,
        Bakyt! Let's go for lunch together. Let's go to a nice Chinese restaurant so you can feel at home, and
        we will toast your visit.’
      


      
        ‘I have never been to one before, but yes, why not?’, Bakyt said, trying to hide his indignation. ‘But no
        alcohol – it is forbidden!’
      


      
        The Karakol student was genuinely surprised. ‘You sound like an Uighur when you say that!’
      

    


    
      When Bakyt crosses the state border between Xinjiang and Kyrgyzstan today he not only crosses a line controlled
      by the agents of two states. He is also crossing another line, the very existence of which comes to him as a
      surprise. By leaving behind his meken – his Kyrgyz homeland in China's Qyzyl Suu – he enters into
      Kyrgyzstan, the land of the Kyrgyz. Raised in a sociopolitical environment which assigns all Chinese
      citizens with a clear sense of minzu belonging that is precisely parcelled out and marked by the
      institutions of the state,1
      he has never doubted the authenticity of his Kyrgyz-ness. When Bakyt first arrived on the western side of the
      Tian Shan his belief was strong that Kyrgyz were ‘all over the region’; in this he echoes Amir, the local
      historian (see Chapter 1) who recounted, ‘we roamed everywhere
      and defended our way of life [which] is why there are Kyrgyz in all Central Asia, and also in China and
      Afghanistan.’
    


    
      The notion of ‘the Kyrgyz being everywhere’ changed quickly when individuals began to interact with other Kyrgyz
      across the reopened state border. ‘I thought we were all family. I had been warned that people [Kyrgyz] here have
      forgotten much, and now I realise the truth of this,’ was Bakyt's conclusion following his uncomfortable
      encounter with my acquaintances in Bishkek. The Kyrgyz idiom had undergone deep changes, thereby continuing a
      trend of linguistic shifts already noted by Anara, the Kyrgyz woman from Qyzyl Suu who migrated to Naryn in 1960
      and whose experiences with shut socialist-era borders accompanied us through Chapter 4. Religious practices in the form of Islam had been affected through interaction between
      Kyrgyz and other groups (Russians and Uzbeks in Central Asia, Uighurs and Chinese in Xinjiang). ‘Luckily for us,
      we all still remember that a tradition of Manas is shared like a common value,’ Bakyt added, visibly relieved.
      Nevertheless, even interpretations of this important ‘common value’ remain contested, and possession of this
      artefact of ‘Intangible Cultural Heritage’ (as recognised recently by UNESCO) has caused deep conflict between
      representatives of the two states (Kyrgyzstan and the PRC) that have claimed it in their name.2
    


    
      The arrival of independence for Soviet nations in Central Asia tested the durability of borders legitimated by
      socialism and hardened through its modes of governing in the borderlands of Xinjiang and Central Asia. Kanai, the
      scion of the Sarybagysh clan from Kochkor in Naryn oblast (see Chapter 3), was clear about the ultimate fate of bordered Kyrgyz subjectivities:
    


    
      Yes, there are Kyrgyz living there [in Qyzyl Suu] on Kyrgyz land, who should be allowed by their government to
      come back to Kyrgyzstan and re-join the Kyrgyz people.
    


    
      Would the political loyalties of borderlanders now be renegotiated? Would minzu in China see the birth of
      Kyrgyzstan or Tajikistan as the fruition of national ambition, so readily prepared by the socialist system in
      which they lived? How well is this attitude received by those invited back into the ‘Kyrgyz fold’? Timur, the
      Kyrgyz bazaar salesman in Xinjiang's Qyzyl Suu, provides a first hint:
    


    
      Qyzyl Suu Kyrgyz and the Kyrgyzstani are not very close brothers anymore because Kyrgyzstan belonged to the
      Soviet Union. Before the Soviet Union we were one whole, one family, but […] since [the border opened] there has
      only been little communication [between us] because they call us Chinese […] despite our protests. I am Kyrgyz
      and I don't care what they say.
    


    
      The ‘Kyrgyz-ness’ of people is affected by which state controls land regarded as Kyrgyz land. There has been no
      joyous reunion between peoples sundered for the many decades of the common socialist period.
    


    
      In the Pamir borderlands to the south, similar re-encounters between the Pamiri of Tajikistan's
      Gorno-Badakhshan and the Pamiri of Xinjiang's Tashkurgan have taken place, albeit even more recently and much
      more infrequently, as we shall see. What is more, the post-Soviet states of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan share not
      only the experience of living with a Chinese border but also a border with each other. As the years pass, this
      border becomes more and more difficult to cross; lines drawn on a map in the 1920s and 1930s all of a sudden have
      very real consequences for those living alongside them. Kyrgyz borderlanders now inhabit spaces swarming with
      guns and choked with checkpoints. In the Pamir and Alay ranges – as also in the Ferghana Valley – border-making
      has arrived at its inevitable twenty-first-century conclusion.
    


    
      This final chapter explores how Kyrgyz and Pamiri borderlanders in Naryn and Gorno-Badakhshan, in Qyzyl Suu and
      Tashkurgan, uphold the border between post-Soviet states and China in relation to each other. This chapter also
      looks at the ways in which the Kyrgyz of Murghab, who are now Tajikistani borderlanders, feel about the intrusion
      of a new border that hems in their connectivity to Kyrgyz lands to the north, especially in contrast with how
      they position themselves in relation to the Chinese border.3 These borderlanders provide a unique perspective on the condition of
      contemporary trans-frontier networks that go beyond economic interaction, which is a type of exchange that Kyrgyz
      and Pamiri/Tajik borderlanders only rarely engage in themselves.
    


    
      Homelands Spanning the Tian Shan
    


    
      The State Historical Museum of Kyrgyzstan is located in the very heart of Bishkek, on a square presided over by a
      new statue of Manas, which replaced Kyrgyzstan's grandest Lenin statue in 2003. Its centrepiece is a large,
      permanent exhibition on ‘the Kyrgyz nation (natsionalnost)’. Alongside yurts, shyrdak [rugs] and
      komuz [musical instruments] there is a solitary information plaque that addresses those Kyrgyz scattered
      outside Kyrgyzstan: between the Kyrgyz of Turkey and those of the United States, the Kyrgyz of Xinjiang's
      Qyzyl Suu are cursorily mentioned.
    


    
      Across the border at the Museum of National Minorities in Urumqi, Qyzyl Suu is presented as the true homeland (in
      Chinese, zhende zuguo) of the Kyrgyz people: exhibits of national costume, copies of the Manas Epic (in
      Kyrgyz written with Arabic and Chinese scripts) and photographs of famous manaschy jostle for attention.
      Kyrgyzstan is not mentioned, although it is on the map that accompanies the exhibit. In Urumqi nothing is made of
      the distribution of Kyrgyz groups beyond China's borders.
    


    
      Museums are ideal sites in which to view how ethnic belonging can be politicised in relation to the existence of
      state borders. Political ethnicity has served before as an ideal vehicle for the subversion of a neighbouring
      state's claim to govern in the name of a trans-frontier people. Today, school children throughout Xinjiang
      and Kyrgyzstan learn that the border between Kyrgyz groups is important as a state border. Yet, borderlanders far
      from Bishkek or Urumqi are confronted in a more immediate way with how local memories of interconnectivity
      compare to contemporary concepts of homeland in a transformed sociopolitical environment. Family biographies and
      traditional linkages of kinship make borderlands into tense ‘sites of unity/disunity, nationalism, mutual dislike
      and peace’, as Zhylbek stressed in the introduction to the second part of this book.
    


    
      Whether in Kyrgyzstan's Naryn, China's Qyzyl Suu or Tajikistan's Murghab, ‘being Kyrgyz’ is clearly
      associated with the importance of meken. More than a geographical designation for ‘homeland’ or ‘home’, it
      connects place to family history through what has been called the ‘genealogical imagination’.4 In Qyzyl Suu, meken is used
      alongside the Chinese expression jiaxiang (‘hometown’) and has come to be differentiated in a similar way
      to the Han tradition of using the expression laojia to refer to a recent relocation of the family over the
      last one-to-five generations. Meken only refers to the locale prior to such ancestral relocation, and a
      new abode is always termed jiaxiang by Kyrgyz in Xinjiang.
    


    
      Meken is bounded by chek-ara, traditionally understood to be borders ‘across which you were
      permitted to rustle horses and look for a wife’ (in the words of Kanai, the Sarybagysh Kyrgyz man from Kochkor).
      Such practices of exogamous kinship groups (in Kyrgyz, uruu) in the pastoralist past have largely
      disappeared since sedentarisation, yet the concept of borders of connection and separation remain.5 In the official Kyrgyz of Kyrgyzstan
      today chek-ara jurisdictionally denote ‘borders’, but there is a difference between traditional concepts
      of chek-ara and contemporary political borderlines. Again in Kanai's words: ‘the boundaries drawn
      around and through Kyrgyz as they exist today [in the twenty-first century] are not chek-ara but rather
      granitsi.’ In the eastern borderlands of Kyrgyzstan, people switch linguistic codes when referring to
      borders:6 the Russian term
      granitsa is specifically employed when referring to the agents and institutions of the political
      borderline (in the form of territorial border control and manifestations of the state such as checkpoints and
      other infrastructural symbols); the Kyrgyz term chek-ara is used to explain local differences in, for
      example, kinship and community.
    


    
      Borderlanders living along modern-day Kyrgyzstan's borders experience those borders in different ways, and
      they express the contents of what the border divides differently. Askar, the elderly Kyrgyz traveller from
      Gorno-Badakhshan's town of Karakul who had so much to say (in the Introduction to this book) about
      relationships with the pogranichniki at the Qyzyl Art border between Tajikistan's Gorno-Badakhshan and
      Kyrgyzstan's Osh oblast, explains:
    


    
      [Here at Karakul] ten years ago [in the 1990s], there was no granitsa [but there were] definitely
      chek-ara between Murghab and Karakul, and chek-ara between Karakul [in Tajikistan] and Sary Tash
      [in Kyrgyzstan].
    


    
      Crossing from Xinjiang to Kyrgyzstan's Naryn at Torugart with Almaz (in the Introduction) we also crossed
      what he termed bianjie. For Kyrgyz in Xinjiang, the Chinese term bianjie is reserved for ‘the
      border of China’: in local parlance they exist as much between Kyrgyzstan and Xinjiang as between Xinjiang and
      Mongolia, for example, and they are guarded by the institutions of the state. When referring to Kyrgyz living in
      other meken (for example in the Tashkurgan region or in different regions of Qyzyl Suu itself), it is
      chek-ara that have been crossed when one encounters other Kyrgyz. Do chek-ara exist between the
      Kyrgyz of Naryn and those of Qyzyl Suu in the minds of people such as Almaz? His answer is clear: ‘that's the
      way it used to be, back when we were all just Kyrgyz. Now it seems really to be bianjie I cross when I
      come here.’ This is not so for Kyrgyzstani crossers coming the other way: ‘of course there are chek-ara
      between us! We are related by culture even if they [in Qyzyl Suu] have become less Kyrgyz and more Chinese.’
    


    
      Territorial Borders and ‘Legitimate’ Nationality
    


    
      Notions of borders – chek-ara for interfaces between Kyrgyz groups, granitsa or bianjie for
      the edges of the contemporary state – have changed throughout the entire Tian Shan frontier. In the post-Soviet
      nationalist literature produced in independent Kyrgyzstan today, much is made of the assumed unity of groups
      describing themselves as Kyrgyz at the time of the Soviet state's final internal delimitation of national
      borders.7 Yet, all Kyrgyz
      individuals I have been in conversation with regard their meken as being contiguous with
      administrative-territorial boundaries of lower level units. In Kyrgyzstan these are the oblast (provinces)
      or raion (districts) delimited in the 1930s. In twenty-first-century Xinjiang it is the counties
      (xian in the administrative Chinese term) or townships delimited in the 1950s by the PRC. In China
      meken is bounded by the state and its administrative units. Furthermore, meken is bounded by the
      Chinese state physically as well as temporally, even for individuals whose ancestral origins lie beyond the part
      of Central Asia that has been under Chinese control since the eighteenth century. Taken one step further, the
      collectivity of meken, that is, the cognitive totality of the Qyzyl Suu Kyrgyz homeland there, is referred
      to as the zuguo of the Kyrgyz, their ‘zhende zuguo’ (true, real homeland in Chinese).
      Zuguo is used to refer to Qyzyl Suu Autonomous Prefecture but sometimes also includes the small Kyrgyz
      communities to the south, along Lake Kara-kul in Tashkurgan county, and farther north in the Ili Kazakh
      prefecture (where Gulja/Yining lies). Therefore, it is directly associated with the administrative-territorial
      unit of the Kyrgyz minzu, albeit with a slightly larger area of cognitive inclusion than that in which
      China grants this minzu exclusive autonomy rights. This in turn gives rise to Kyrgyz self-representation
      as zhongguo ren, people of China, and xinjiang ren, people of Xinjiang, in broader contexts.8
    


    
      How did older forms of Kyrgyz meken morph into a Kyrgyz meken delimited by bureaucratic borders?
      Understanding changes in the perimeter of meken means understanding how socialist-era bureaucratic
      bordering attempted to put an end to ambivalence in national identity. Prior to the invasion of ethnographers
      that accompanied the initial manifestation of the border-guarding state in Kyrgyz lands within then-imperial
      Russia, local groups showed considerable flexibility in how they named themselves or which characteristics of
      inclusion/exclusion they chose to stress. The post-imperial Soviet Union and, a little later, the PRC launched a
      massive and concerted effort to ‘embrace’ their citizens, although this was only ever conducted within the
      confines of the state and not across the borders between the two states. Imperial ethnographers were converted
      into political agents of the Bolshevik state when they introduced the language of titularity and clearly defined,
      mutually exclusive ethnic categories into Central Asia.9 The new language was often employed successfully by local elites to argue,
      for example, for Kyrgyz separation from their Kazakh and Uzbek neighbours.10 In China ethnographers like Fei Xiaotong
      struggled with a similar project of comprehension and classification, primarily in the PRC's south;11 in Xinjiang the contents of
      both the Kyrgyz and Tajik national categories were imported from its Soviet neighbour alongside the granting of
      minzu status to all the other Soviet nationalities.12
    


    
      State socialism did not invent the ethnic categories that people still use today, but both the Soviet Union and
      the PRC successfully objectified what it meant to be Kyrgyz or Pamiri. In both states a hierarchical system was
      developed that depended on a clear map of the fringes of national identity. Pre-socialist notions of belonging
      were adapted to a larger narrative of state inclusion, and new forms of interaction developed within the
      ‘brotherhood of nations’ that the Soviet Union and the PRC liked to see themselves as. The acquisition of titular
      status in the socialist state was accompanied by the allocation of a clearly defined ethnic homeland, a place
      serving as an anchor for all things national. Territorial allocation has profoundly affected relations between
      ethnic groups; the national homeland's role as a ‘powerful geographic mediator of sociopolitical behaviour’
      lies in how it has influenced subjective feelings of rightfully belonging within one's nation.13 Nations become attached to
      specific places through the development of a sense of homeland and national belonging which replaces villages and
      regions of birth with broader territories.14 The concept of ‘nation’ expands to encompass territories within a state or even, as so
      commonly encountered in nationalist rhetoric, the state itself.15
    


    
      In 1913 Stalin wrote an essay that was to become the foundation for the legitimacy of rule over
      non-Russian/non-Han peoples by the Soviet Union and the two post-imperial Chinese states of the twentieth
      century. The essay identifies the ‘stable community of the nation’ as the target of the socialist state's
      attention.16 Territory,
      which was space that the Soviet state saw itself as legitimately controlling, was welded to identity through
      history, or historical affiliation ‘generation after generation’; but culture (‘national character’ for Stalin)
      was unstable and modified by its environment (or what Stalin vaguely called ‘the conditions of life’). Changes in
      economic parameters, language use and the ‘historical process’ of territorial affiliation all affect the
      constitution of ‘The Nation’; in this thinking, ethnicity is highly malleable. Borderlander ‘nations’ such as the
      Kyrgyz, with their oral histories of ‘lengthy and systematic intercourse’ (in Stalin's words) with
      territories lying beyond the Soviet state, had to be at the centre of bureaucrats' attention when delimiting
      nations on Soviet soil. In this logic nations that are characterised by, among other things, a specific territory
      which their members regard as a homeland can be in competition with states as masters over their own
      demesne.17 The SSRs,
      which represented the national-territorial units of the Soviet Union and constituted the administrative
      containers for Soviet nations, were spun out along the entire frontier of the Soviet Union; there was not a
      single SSR that did not form at least part of an external Soviet border. The social setting and political
      environment of nations, as well as their members' subjectively felt ‘sense of place’, were all to be
      synchronised within a Soviet (or Chinese) world. Homelands were to become Soviet (or Chinese) homelands, and no
      space was to be left open for the political ambivalence embodied by borderlanders.
    


    
      When individuals in the late 1990s began to cross borders that had once been shut, such clearly demarcated
      boundedness became fuzzy. The lands upon which Kyrgyz lived and in which national self-consciousness could be
      practised all of a sudden no longer constituted an uncontroversial ‘here and now’ but also implied ‘over there
      and back then’. The language of legitimate nationality with its rich Stalin-era vocabulary of territoriality,
      ethnic entitlement and indigenisation did not disappear. Instead, in Naryn for example it has been extended to
      contest the right of Kyrgyz groups from beyond the borderline in China to claim inclusion into an authentically
      Kyrgyz nation. Contestation has not taken the form of disavowing the existence of bonds made evident by
      ‘objective’ national characteristics such as language, religious practice, socio-economic ideal, or the status of
      Manas, but rather by the interpretation of the importance of these elements. At stake is how accusations
      of inauthenticity symbolically associate land with the citizenship held by borderlanders.
    


    
      Visitors to Bishkek's State Historical Museum and to the Museum of National Minorities in Urumqi are
      presented with symbolic understandings of ‘national territory’. Even in a post-Soviet state such as Kyrgyzstan
      these understandings remain valid, and borderlanders continue to utilise them in relation to national identity
      and state loyalty in the context of the country's borders. In effect it is the way in which the other
      state governs land and people that underlies cross-border relations between Kyrgyz in Xinjiang and in Kyrgyzstan.
    


    
      Not only is this rich vocabulary applied in the borderlands of the ‘old’ border with China, it is also used in
      the new borderlands of post-Soviet Central Asia. Erken, the Kyrgyz trader in Osh, eloquently expresses himself in
      this type of language:
    


    
      You ask about borders, but do you know what one of the best things about the time before [the collapse of the
      USSR] was? It was that everybody knew where they rightfully belonged! This was the Soviet Union, that was China;
      this was Kirgizia [the Kyrgyz SSR], that was the Uzbek SSR. Here [in Osh], there were Kyrgyz officials
      implementing Soviet law, there [in Andijan] it was Uzbek officials implementing Soviet law; and here it was a
      Kyrgyz bazaar and there was certainly nobody from China.
    


    
      Something fundamental has changed in how Kyrgyz-speakers represent the constitution of boundaries. Until the
      early socialist period, the new Kyrgyz borderlanders were largely able to ignore the state's ideas about
      borders, and they lived their lives in a trans-frontier way: individual Kyrgyz herders' meken, and the
      chek-ara around it, were not influenced by Russia or China. Similarly, the birth of the Sino–Soviet Kyrgyz
      borderlands and the imposition of a state border was not accompanied by attempts to conform to local notions of
      belonging or ethnic affiliation. When states began to effectively control the new borders between them, local
      understandings of chek-ara simply adapted to the existence of this state border.
    


    
      Borders of Kyrgyz Authenticity
    


    
      Name-calling, allegations of cultural corruption and historiographies of state control are themes that recur in
      conversations on both sides of the Chinese–Kyrgyzstani border. ‘Belonging’, and how it relates to exclusion (from
      the Kyrgyz fold) and inclusion (into a specific state), is important to people. The question of authenticity is
      the most consistent feature that emerges in both of the segments of what is regarded as Kyrgyz land, and it is
      expressed in terms of religious practices, language usage and the symbolism of Manas.
    


    
      Kyrgyz vigorously debate the role that religious practices play in everyday life, and the degree to which Islamic
      ritual is seen to influence Kyrgyz lifeworlds. Disagreement affects political interaction between rural and urban
      Kyrgyz, northerners and southerners, old Soviet elites and new ‘nationalists’. During the Soviet period Islam was
      associated with mestnichestvo (localism), the bane of the Soviet system, because it threatened to compete
      with loyalties to the Marxist–Leninist state.18 It was only local interpretations of Islamic virtues that were
      acceptable to the socialist state; the isolation of Islamic institutions within Soviet Central Asia resulted in
      local attitudes that ‘Muslims from other parts of the world who did not share Central Asian customs were not
      included within the boundaries of Muslimness’.19 This was in contrast to Xinjiang, where Islam came to be considered a
      national characteristic of specific minzu. Institutional Islam was co-opted, yet remained visible,
      especially from the 1980s onwards.20 In the twenty-first century there has been a resurgence of visibly practised Islam in the
      daily lives of Chinese citizens in southern Xinjiang, despite the heavy-handed control most Muslims in China feel
      is exerted over the practice of their religion. Perhaps as a consequence of this, incredulity has arisen amongst
      Xinjiang's Kyrgyz over the perceived irrelevance of Islam in the newly independent Central Asian states. An
      elderly Kyrgyz man near Artush told me that, ‘they [in Kyrgyzstan] could easily pursue a virtuous life these days
      – they have a democracy, don't they?’ He recounted that he had never been able to perform the hajj
      pilgrimage to Mecca ‘because the Chinese authorities wouldn't allow it’. His anger seemed to be directed at
      post-Soviet Kyrgyz, who have opted out when they, in fact, could embrace this cornerstone of Islam.
    


    
      ‘Of course Islam is strong in Uighuristan [Xinjiang] – the Uighurs are in control, aren't they? If they ever
      become independent they will install an Islamic Republic, you know, like in Iran.’21 On the one hand, Islam amongst the ‘Chinese
      Kyrgyz’ is seen by borderlanders in Naryn as stemming from their exposure to Uighurs, who are frequently
      characterised in post-Soviet Central Asia as highly conservative or even as ‘Wahhabi’, a term used in the region
      as a synonym for ‘fundamentalist’. Conversely, Islam in Kyrgyzstan is seen by Qyzyl Suu Kyrgyz as weak and
      irrelevant to Kyrgyzstani cultural identity. ‘They have replaced the Qur'an with a passport, and the Prophet
      with a bottle of vodka’ is a commonly heard exclamation that explicitly connects the parameters of state control
      (‘the passport’) with perceived negative cultural influence from Russia (‘the bottle of vodka’). Representations
      of authenticity are connected to the presence or absence of Islam in everyday life; most significant, however, is
      that ethnopolitical control of land – Uighur sociopolitical legitimacy in ‘Uighuristan’ versus Kyrgyzstani
      ‘democracy’ – is used as a foil for the manner in which Islam is practised on both sides of the border.
    


    
      Accusations are levelled at the Kyrgyz Other which strike at the heart of what it means to be ‘rightfully
      Kyrgyz’. All accounts of the encounters between Kyrgyz from these two states contain discourses of disappointment
      over what has happened to the Other through their dealings with the ‘wrong’ state. Language usage is particularly
      contentious in this context, and the ‘pollution’ that is felt to have come about through the intrusion of
      non-local sociocultural practices. Answers to the question, ‘real Kyrgyz or only part Kyrgyz?’ often hinge on how
      the Epic of Manas is used in an imagined Kyrgyz ethnonational community. Regarded as an ‘encyclopaedia of the
      Kyrgyz’,22 the Epic
      contains elements of ethnogenesis and political commentary drawn from various epochs of Kyrgyz interaction with
      non-Kyrgyz groups as interpreted by generations of manaschy. The identities of these oral communicators of
      Kyrgyz-ness are important because their places of origin inflect the telling of the tale of this greatest of all
      Kyrgyz heroes and his most important deed: the defence of Kyrgyz territories and the battle against ‘Chinese’
      invaders. The versions of the Epic told by narrators in China's Qyzyl Suu region make less of the violence
      between Manas and his followers and the ‘hereditary Chinese foe’ than do their Kyrgyzstani counterparts.23
    


    
      As an orally transmitted tale the language and style adopted in its narration is understood to require knowledge
      of ‘traditional Kyrgyz’, and here accusations of affiliation with the ‘wrong’ state are particularly vehement. In
      Qyzyl Suu, Timur (the young bazaar salesman) is indignant:
    


    
      Our Kyrgyz is the Kyrgyz of our forefathers – it is the language of Manas. I've heard that the Kyrgyz [in
      Kyrgyzstan] use so many Russian words that they have forgotten what real Kyrgyz is […] Maybe they're more
      Russian than anything else? But then why would they believe they're real Kyrgyz and call us Chinese? At least
      we understand the Manas songs and don't need a translation.
    


    
      Such claims are greeted with derision in Naryn. Bolot, the borderlander from At Bashy who ‘services’ the border
      as a driver to and from Torugart, has much to say about the Kyrgyz from Qyzyl Suu: ‘the Kyrgyz language is the
      language of Manas’, and this is not the language of the Kyrgyz of Xinjiang because ‘the Chinese Kyrgyz all read
      and paint hieroglyphs [Chinese characters] because they live in Uighuristan where only Chinese live.’24 When the friendless student
      Bakyt arrived in Kyrgyzstan in the twenty-first century he encountered a more profound sense of exclusion from
      authentic Kyrgyz-ness than had Anara in the early 1960s, who experienced her ‘coming home’ as traumatic mainly
      for reasons of the ridicule she encountered there (see Chapter
      4). Renewed contact across state borders today reveals that the promotion of divergent Chinese or Soviet
      scripts and lingua francas succeeded in thickening local discourses of state inclusion whilst acting as
      markers which have impeded trans-frontier national inclusion. Long-term political interaction between the
      Kyrgyz on either side of the border with other groups with whom they have shared control over their lands has
      been translated into mutual suspicion and distrust over cultural orthodoxy.
    


    
      *
    


    
      Great care must be taken when discussing how ‘the nation’ relates to a state that claims the right to represent
      its titular group's subjective sense of belonging and self-consciousness by emphasising ‘objective’ and
      tangible ethnonational elements such as language, homeland, religion, customs, diet and mode of production.25 Kyrgyzstan is a state that
      understands itself as the land where the ‘dreams of the people came true’ under the ‘flag of liberty’ for all
      Kyrgyz. Yet, understandings of ‘what is Kyrgyz’ are by no means uncontested by elites and people even within the
      state.26 The state is not
      a site of homogenous interpretations of Kyrgyz-ness, although its central elites strive to dominate narratives of
      authenticity and, with these, claim the power to ascribe national belonging. These narratives provide a platform
      in countries throughout post-Soviet Central Asia for members of the nation to imagine themselves as belonging to
      an extended family. Consolidation has been achieved through myths of common descent, a shared ancestry that
      creates a powerful engine for national cohesion and that goes hand-in-hand with the writing of a national history
      grounded in an ethnoterritorial space. Identity and loyalty are written into a local landscape; a national
      homeland is made.27
    


    
      The Kyrgyz of Kyrgyzstan claim a monopoly over notions of meken, the homeland: ‘Kyrgyzstan is the
      meken of all the Kyrgyz if only they [those in Xinjiang] were to realise this,’ a school teacher in Naryn
      told me. That this contradicts the trans-frontier narratives of difference outlined above seems to make no
      difference in relation to local concepts of ‘where the Kyrgyz should belong’. This notion of meken
      cannot be shared by Kyrgyz in Xinjiang, because it suggests congruency between state loyalty and the territory of
      the nation. The Kyrgyz of Qyzyl Suu show little desire to identify with the territorial unit of the Kyrgyz state.
      Far from it, loyalty to the homeland, that is, to the Chinese administrative unit of Qyzyl Suu, goes quite
      uncontested. Inclusion into Kyrgyzstan for Xinjiang's Kyrgyz would mean rejecting key components of presently
      held identities, as well as losing the economic opportunities and political influence they feel they enjoy in
      China.
    


    
      Zhylbek summarises such suspicions in one simple sentence: ‘We would be demoted to second-class citizens who are
      not really Kyrgyz.’ A deep struggle exists between Kyrgyz in China and those in Kyrgyzstan in terms of
      self-confidence in their ‘national Kyrgyz-ness’: the latter confidently claim congruency between ethnonationalist
      and patriotic loyalties as expressed in the existence of a ‘Kyrgyz Republic’ and their membership within it. Yet
      the former struggle to differentiate between national belonging and state loyalty and to combine this ambiguity
      in a hybrid form that reaffirms the desire to ‘be both Chinese and Kyrgyz’, both part of a trans-frontier Kyrgyz
      nation as well as citizens of the bordered Chinese state.
    


    
      Trans-frontier networks have unravelled, and the possibilities for deep and reciprocal connectivity have
      permanently dwindled. The border between a Kyrgyzstani type of Kyrgyz-ness and a ‘Chinese’ type of Kyrgyz-ness
      has been reaffirmed through the lack of desire locally to re-establish trans-frontier networks which could build
      on a sense of shared past and that could promise a sense of common destiny. The memory of bonds that could serve
      in reconnecting a wider, Chinese and post-Soviet Kyrgyz borderland has not enticed local leaders in At
      Bashy, Naryn or Kochkor (the origins of so many Kyrgyz who migrated to China in earlier eras) to seek local
      legitimacy through border-violating reconnection. Confronted with this, borderlanders continue to opt into
      ‘their’ respective states and are today more embedded in state narratives of belonging. Just as it was in the era
      of shared socialism in Soviet Kirgizia and Chinese Xinjiang, this interface is deeply controlled by those with
      the power to call it into question or, indeed, to violate it: it is borderlanders themselves who are converting
      relations between Kyrgyz in the wider Tian Shan region into relations between Kyrgyzstani citizens and Chinese
      citizens.
    


    
      Proximity and Distance in the Pamirs
    


    
      In autumn 2013 I finally had the opportunity to continue a conversation with my retired Tajik friend Malohat in
      Tajikistan's capital city Dushanbe (see Chapter 3). It had
      started eight years earlier with an argument between him and Aziza, a Pamiri from Khorog who lives in Dushanbe,
      when they disagreed over the ability and right of the Tajikistani state to control the borders between
      Gorno-Badakhshan and Xinjiang. Now we talked about states and nations in the Pamirs:
    


    
      Those Pamiri up there in the mountains, they forget whose state this is. It is ours [the Tajiks'], and they
      [the Pamiri people] are part of us [the Tajik nation] so we must all work together despite our small differences
      to ensure our [Tajikistani] survival. The problem is that there are Pamiri outside our land in China and
      Afghanistan, too, so they [the Pamiri in Gorno-Badakhshan] think they can pick and choose a country as they
      please.
    


    
      The people of Badakhshan have long been the objects of an ascription of ethnic identity by non-locals. Ethnicity
      is all too frequently applied to ethnopolitical loyalties allegedly held by borderlanders, loyalties which cannot
      be congruent with those demanded by the state. Many ethnic Tajiks in Tajikistan represent Pamiri as
      simultaneously weak (‘part of our state’) and powerful (in their ability to ‘pick and choose’ connectivity). They
      are believed to belong (as a type of Tajik) yet not to belong (as inheritors of wider, border-violating networks)
      to the body of a Tajikistani state that is claimed in the name of Tajik-ness. When Tajiks were granted titularity
      on the territory of the Tajik SSR in the Soviet period, ‘the Pamiri’ became a less privileged minority group
      within the Tajik SSR. The new titular nation was poised to regard a group such as the Pamiri as attempting to
      stake claims to its own, smaller and administratively separate homeland. Valuable resources would be drained away
      from the republic – something which increasingly came to be called ‘against the national interests’, that is,
      against the interests of the titular nation.28
    


    
      Similarly formulated fears are echoed on the other side of the borderline. As a member of the prefectural
      government that also has jurisdiction over the county of Tashkurgan, an Uighur community leader in Kashgar
      connected the question of Chinese Tajik identities in Tashkurgan with the border to Gorno-Badakhshan and the
      integrity of the (Chinese) state:
    


    
      Tajiks [the Tajik minzu] are a minuscule minority here [in Xinjiang] but they have great power. If they
      ever come together with the other Tajiks [of Tajikistan] they will wreck our state by fighting to change the
      border. It is like with the Kyrgyz [of Xinjiang and of Kyrgyzstan] and the Kazakhs [of Xinjiang and of
      Kazakhstan].
    


    
      In Xinjiang this small minzu is accredited with even more power than is the case in western Tajikistan.
      Theirs is a power that arises from alleged proximity to Tajik lands to the west. In this they truly are similar
      to the Kyrgyz of Xinjiang, even if local borderlander notions of distance across this part of the frontier differ
      significantly from the Kyrgyz case explored earlier in this chapter. Even more clearly than the rifts witnessed
      by Bakyt when he crossed the Tian Shan borderline between western and eastern Kyrgyz territories, any local sense
      of Pamiri sharing a common experience of national togetherness has become severely fractured since borders
      opened. In the Sarykul Pamir range a local elder of the Tajik minzu of Xinjiang remembers his first
      meeting with visitors from Gorno-Badakhshan:
    


    
      Distant relatives of my mother's family from Vrang [in GBAO on the border with Afghanistan] came to visit us
      for ten days. Communication was difficult because of their different dialect [of Pamiri], but they were so
      impressed with our life here. They brought us as a gift some books on religious topics, and we gave them as a
      gift to take back home some television sets from the market. We have promised each other no more gifts in the
      future: we cannot read their holy books, and they cannot use the sets because there has been no electricity over
      there for many years.
    


    


    
      Borders of Pamiri Proximity
    


    
      In the Tian Shan notions of local borders held today between the Kyrgyz peoples of Kyrgyzstan and Xinjiang have
      transformed and come to approach congruency with state borders; nevertheless, there had been exchange prior to
      border closure in the early 1960s, and the ‘contents’ of what became the Kyrgyz minzu in Xinjiang had been
      transmitted from the Soviet Union. In contrast, in the Pamirs the autonomous units on either side of the frontier
      represented a less open field of transmission. For central governments the Pamirs have always been more remote
      than the Tian Shan. The deep frontier of the common socialist period had the effect of shrouding one side's
      internal bordering processes in secrecy for borderlanders from the other side of the border. Homeland-making and
      the bordering of the ‘Tajik’ nation in Xinjiang's autonomous unit of Tashkurgan County took place without the
      aid of the ‘interpreters of the nation’ that Kyrgyz and other minzu farther north in Xinjiang were exposed
      to in the early Soviet years.
    


    
      Boundedness within the Chinese state becomes visible in the way in which Xinjiang's Pamiri designate their
      own belonging: locally, individuals describe themselves as a ‘Tajik of Tashkurgan town’, a ‘Tajik of Tabdar’, or
      other local settlements, and farther abroad as a ‘Tajik of Tashkurgan’ (when within Xinjiang) or a ‘Tajik of
      Xinjiang’ (anywhere else in China). Tajiks in China's Tashkurgan AC have accepted minzu classification
      by the state and the bordering that has accompanied it. They never refer to themselves as Sarykuli but rather as
      ‘Tajiks who speak Tajik’, and they regard the Pamiri of Gorno-Badakhshan as Badakhshani. For them there is no
      difference between the expressions Pamiri and Tajik, which are therefore used as synonyms for those seen in
      Tashkurgan as ‘the people of the Tajik state across the boundary’ (and which thereby includes the Kyrgyz of
      Murghab; see below). ‘Badakhshani’ is employed to describe the people residing in Gorno-Badakhshan irrespective
      of national affiliation – it is a geographical term, and no Chinese Tajiks from Tashkurgan regard themselves as
      Badakhshani, ‘because that territory is in Tajikistan and we are not tajikesitan ren [Tajikistani]’. In
      other words, the territory of GBAO is cognitively larger from the perspective of Gorno-Badakhshan's Pamiri
      than from that of the Tajiks of China in Tashkurgan: the former regard the Sarykul Pamir in Xinjiang as part of a
      wider Badakhshan whereas the latter see Badakhshan as bounded by the Tajikistani state.29
    


    
      Re-encounter between Pamiri on either side of the Xinjiang–GBAO border has been accompanied by an even more
      powerful sense of imbalance than in the Kyrgyz case in that the ascription of ‘national characteristics’ is
      monopolised by just one segment of the borderland. The constitution of rightful Pamiri-ness is claimed by
      borderlanders in Gorno-Badakhshan; they regard the Tajiks of China as a junior group who ‘belong to the lost
      sixth group of Pamiri – the Sarykuli’, a designation that stems from the local name for the Eastern Pamir
      mountains. Echoing the themes observed in contemporary Kyrgyz interaction across the state border, disagreements
      over an authentic Pamiri identity arise from appreciations of religious and linguistic practices.
    


    
      The ‘adoration, respect and love for His Excellency, the Aga Khan’ unites Xinjiang's Sarykuli Pamiri and
      Tajikistan's Gorno-Badakhshan Pamiri alike. Local awareness that the Ismaili creed forms the foundation of
      borderlanders' faith on both sides of the border is wide-spread in Gorno-Badakhshan yet was not widely known
      in Tashkurgan even in the late 2000s. Fatima, a Pamiri secondary school teacher in Tashkurgan, expresses her
      disbelief:30
    


    
      The Aga Khan has schools in [Gorno-]Badakhshan and builds roads there? Why would he do that? I thought he only
      worked in places with many Ismaili, you know, like in northern Pakistan [in the Hunza Valley]. How strange – but
      then he is a great man with a great heart! I am delighted that he is helping the Tajiks [of Gorno-Badakhshan] out
      of their misery.
    


    
      Tashkurgan's Tajik minzu are a group of borderlanders who believe their territory to be surrounded by
      groups that have a different religious creed (Sunni) and language (Turkic Kyrgyz and Uighur as well as Chinese
      and ‘Tajik Farsi’). The territories beyond Tashkurgan are thus the territories of the non-Tajik Other, and this
      includes the territory of GBAO just as much as it includes the rest of Xinjiang. The state border with Tajikistan
      is seen as a border which, in essence, does not differ in its enclosure from the internal local borders
      represented by the edges of Chinese administrative units.
    


    
      Ergash, the elderly Pamiri in Tajikistan who noted the plight of other Pamiri in Afghanistan in the 1980s (see
      Chapter 4), shakes his head at what he sees as a form of apostasy
      by the Pamiri of China. His is a sentiment commonly heard in the tea houses of Khorog:
    


    
      The Sarykuli have been oppressed by the Chinese state for so long that they have forgotten that the Aga Khan is
      also their father. I think it is high time that the [Aga Khan] Foundation [aid organisation] opens an office in
      China so that they can find their way back to us and to our religious community.31
    


    
      The ‘negative’ influence of (Sunni) Uighurs is noted by the (Ismaili) Pamiri of Gorno-Badakhshan when they
      consider the ‘lamentable state of ritual observance’ across the border:
    


    
      Uighurs bring fundamentalist ideologies to the Sarykuli and try to turn them into wahhabi against their
      better wisdom. But thankfully it is not too late yet. I've heard that most Sarykuli prefer to deal with
      Chinese than with Uighurs.
    


    
      When this member of the Pamiri oblast government talks about Wahhabi, he means ‘militant Sunni’; upon
      request for closer specification of who ‘the Chinese’ are, he is unambiguous in referring to Han Chinese (‘the
      Chinese from Beijing’, in his words) and their quality in this context of being ‘not Muslims’. Many in
      Gorno-Badakhshan suggest that it would be preferable for China's Pamiri to be more closely associated with
      Han than Uighurs in order for them to preserve a specifically Pamiri interpretation of Islam. In such a reading,
      a Han polity mitigates traditional Uighur influence on non-Uighur Muslims. The Pamiri of Gorno-Badakhshan – who
      are well aware of the existence of a trans-frontier community of Ismaili – regard Tashkurgan in Xinjiang as part
      of a wider borderland in which religious affiliation could serve to reconnect communities. No such subversive
      dream exists in Xinjiang (although this may soon change; see below): a border-violating awareness of religious
      community has yet to arise despite the gradual, if still minimal, new interaction between Chinese and Tajikistani
      Pamiri.
    


    
      Language usage and the way in which the Pamiri idiom reflects state territoriality is more ambiguous than in the
      Kyrgyz case. Gorno-Badakhshan's Pamiri believe that the ‘pollution’ of the Pamiri language used in the
      private domain in Tashkurgan derives from Uighur influence. For example, the early twentieth-century change of
      name from the local ‘Varshidi’ to today's official ‘Tashkurgan’ – both of which translate as ‘stone fortress’
      – is seen as a concession to the Uighur Turkic influence in the region. The Tajik minzu of Tashkurgan
      characterise their language as ‘Tajik’, and they call the Tajik language of Tajikistan's Tajik natsiya
      ‘Farsi’ (but which is understood to be different from ‘Iranian Farsi’) instead of Tajik. Nevertheless, the
      language of the Tajik minzu in south-western Xinjiang is Pamiri; and Gorno-Badakhshan's Pamiri call it
      the ‘Sarykuli Pamiri language’. It possesses no script and therefore, as Nasiba (the grandmother who told us her
      fears regarding the bingtuan in Chapter 3) points out,
      ethnopolitically ‘unfit’:
    


    
      Tajik [Sarykuli Pamiri] is not really a language fit for a modern minzu. It is good for working in the
      fields and for saying romantic things to the girl or boy you want to marry. It is good for mothers telling
      stories to their children, and for fathers remembering the old days. But it is not good for constructing your
      future.
    


    
      All written communication in Tashkurgan AC is in either Uighur (in the Arabic script) or Chinese, at a ratio of
      about one-to-one.32 The
      lexical similarity between Gorno-Badakhshan's main Pamiri language of Shugni and Tashkurgan's Sarykuli
      has decreased dramatically over the decades of border closure; the replacement of classical Persian, which served
      as lingua franca between groups until the early twentieth century, went hand-in-hand with the incursion of Tajik
      and Russian, on the one hand, and Chinese and, especially, Uighur on the other. Cognitively, GBAO is part of
      Tajikistan from the perspective of Xinjiang's Tajik minzu. There is no trans-frontier linguistic
      community from the viewpoint of Tashkurgan, thereby reflecting the lack of awareness of an Ismaili borderland
      connecting Gorno-Badakhshan and Tashkurgan. On the other side of the border, in GBAO, such awareness does exist,
      yet it is one regards the Tajiks of China as a wayward group of Pamiri, warped by their forced excision from the
      Pamiri nation and inclusion into a country seen universally in Gorno-Badakhshan as unjustly dominated by Uighurs.
    


    
      It is in this context that we may speculate about the ethnopolitical effect of the imminent scripting of the
      language of the Tajik minzu in China on trans-frontier notions of linguistic ‘purity’. Providing the
      Tajiks of China with a written language will promote the development of a body of what the Chinese government
      often refers to as ‘authentic elements’ for this minzu of China.33 The inevitable publication of school
      textbooks, political literature and sociocultural artefacts will reflect a message of clearly delineated
      ‘Tajik-ness’ back into the borderland of Tashkurgan. Such solidification will most likely go uncontested within
      China, just as similar projects in the past have become part of the ‘showcase of Chinese nations’ accepted by the
      vast majority of those affected.
    


    
      The trans-frontier effect of scripting China's Tajik tongue may well be profound. Suddenly a vehicle against
      which ‘national authenticity’ can be measured is created; a tool becomes available for national communication
      which is beyond the direct control of neighbouring Tajikistan, where all written communication between Pamiri
      individuals is in Tajik or Russian.34 Such a development would not at all be unique along this frontier, as we have seen, and
      could easily result in the widening of the Pamiri borderland to include Gorno-Badakhshan and produce
      trans-frontier discourses of corruption and purity; it could also serve a subversive policy of contesting the
      Tajikistani state's already weak control over Pamiri loyalties. It is most likely only a question of time
      before media seepage from Xinjiang will penetrate the boundary, once the (official) XJTV station in ‘Tajik’ (that
      is, Sarykul Pamiri) constitutionally required by China's policy in autonomous regions starts broadcasting. It
      will directly compete with the only other available television channel in GBAO, which is a channel on Tajikistani
      state television that covers Badakhshani topics – in official Tajik only.
    


    
      Within Xinjiang itself such a process stands to affect relations between Pamiri (that is, the Tajik minzu)
      and Uighurs. Scripting the formerly ‘unfit’ language used by this autonomous small minzu will result in
      requests by parents to have their children learn the language that enables greater employment opportunities,
      namely Chinese. The scripting of the ‘Tajik’ spoken by China's Tajiks and its use in schools will increase
      demand for Chinese-language education and lead to a decline in Uighur-language proficiency due to perceptions
      that Uighur is a language of limited usefulness in Tashkurgan. This has already occurred in neighbouring Qyzyl
      Suu AP, where access to a job in local administration was for a long time only possible for applicants who were
      fluent in Uighur and possibly Chinese. This has shifted over the last few years to fluency in Kyrgyz and Chinese,
      as Kinara points out:
    


    
      My husband had to learn Uighur very quickly back then [in the early 1980s] when he applied for a job with the
      postal service in Artush, and he also picked up Chinese characters in order to read the addresses. My son just
      got accepted to work at the customs checkpoint here in town as a junior aide. I am so glad we decided to send him
      to Chinese classes some years ago even though it was difficult for him. At the entrance examination nobody was
      interested in his Uighur skills – thankfully, because he never really learnt Uighur anyway! Uighur is great for
      work here at the bazaar but if you want a real job it'll have to be Chinese these days – and that is good
      because good jobs might lead you out of this backwater.
    


    
      Under the guise of the implementation of the Constitution's call for minzu autonomy in the linguistic
      domain, the titular minzu of the AR, that is, Uighurs, will be confronted with an increase of Chinese
      state institutions such as schools in the ever less-remote borderlands. Uighur sentiments stressing the injustice
      of having to share power will grow at a local level in Tashkurgan just as they have in Qyzyl Suu. For the small
      Tajik and Kyrgyz minzu, the wider (Han) state brings advantages that their Uighur-dominated neighbourhood
      cannot provide; indeed, the state and its increasing presence in the twenty-first century along the Central Asian
      rim is nowadays often regarded by members of small minzu as a crucial and mitigating factor in peripheral
      lifeworlds.
    


    
      Invisibility in a New Borderland
    


    
      Within Tajikistan, Gorno-Badakhshan is represented as a kind of ‘Pamiristan’ by many ethnic Tajiks in the western
      lowlands of Tajikistan; it is common to ascribe a Pamiri identity to all non-Tajiks in Gorno-Badakhshan.
      The broad brush-strokes of ethnic regionalisation have had the effect of obscuring Tajiks' awareness of the
      presence of a Kyrgyz group at Badakhshan's border with Kyrgyzstan. Educated Tajiks like Malohat, the Dushanbe
      old-age-pensioner, are aware of the fact that Pamiri differentiate a number of groups amongst themselves that
      bear regional names such as Ishkashimi and Rushani; and to this list is added a fictitious ‘Murghabi’ to denote
      what Tajiks think are a sub-group of Pamiri. This process is akin to linguistic backformation where, for example
      in English, new verbs are coined from older nouns: territorial-administrative sub-units are seen to be the
      name-givers of local Pamiri groups and, hence, the inhabitants of Murghab raion are Murghabi and, because
      Pamiri groups each have their own raion, this is the raion of this local group. Thus, for many in
      Tajikistan the Kyrgyz of Murghab remain an invisible group of borderlanders within the Tajikistani state's
      territorial borders.
    


    
      Beyond the boundaries of the Murghab region, Pamiri in other parts of GBAO employ a different logic when
      considering who the Kyrgyz ‘really are’ and why they reside in territory unanimously regarded as ‘belonging to
      the Pamiri’. In the words of Tamina, a Pamiri school teacher who returned to Khorog during the civil war of the
      1990s:
    


    
      Those so-called Kyrgyz up there in the wastes of Murghab are all representatives of Chinese rody [tribes].
      They even look like Chinese and not like the real Kyrgyz of Kyrgyzstan, and they understand the Chinese language.
      When they come to Khorog, which is rare these days, they are afraid of us Pamiri and only travel in groups
      because they think we'll hurt them. This has happened in the past because some people think they are part of
      a Chinese mafia. Of course that's wrong, but we do wonder why they haven't all gone back to Kyrgyzstan if
      they think they're Kyrgyz […] I think they're not really Kyrgyz because if they were they would have left
      by now.
    


    
      Pamiri such as Tamina are aware of the Kyrgyz characteristics of the majority of Murghab raion's
      population, yet tensions between Pamiri and local Kyrgyz can easily be phrased in terms of Pamiri doubts over the
      loyalties of borderlanders whom they view as stranded outside the (ethnoterritorial) homeland of the Kyrgyz.
      Labelling them vaguely as ‘Chinese’ juxtaposes the logic of (internal) national delimitation within the Soviet
      Union (‘they would have been included in Kyrgyzstan if they had felt Kyrgyz enough’) with a traditional
      Soviet-era representation of the region as a ‘territory claimed by the Chinese’. In such understandings those in
      Murghab who are not Pamiri become the embodiment of fears of China.
    


    
      Tamina's accusations notwithstanding, citizens of China – those who allegedly claim the territory of Murghab
      raion and its majority population of Kyrgyz in the name of the Chinese state – remain unaware of who
      actually lives in this part of the Pamirs. Zoir is a Tajik-minzu student from Tashkurgan enrolled at a
      university in Urumqi, and the confusion he expresses over the edges of national groups across the border in
      Central Asia reveals a significant corollary of the merging of titularity with territory:
    


    
      
        ‘Excuse me, but there are no Kyrgyz in [Gorno-]Badakhshan. Why would there be Kyrgyz people in Tajikistan?
        It's Tajik territory and not Kyrgyz territory. If Murghab were Kyrgyz, would it not be part of Kyrgyzstan?’
      


      
        It is a valid question and I try to use the same logic for Zoir's homeland by asking, ‘but there are Kyrgyz
        here in Xinjiang too, aren't there? And also in the Tajik part of Xinjiang?’
      


      
        Zoir cannot be caught off-guard and retorts, ‘yes, but that's different because we are all zhongguo
        ren [Chinese] and part of China. Over there they have their own states now, so why would they be in
        Tajikistan? It makes no sense.’
      


      
        ‘Maybe it's because Murghab is their zuguo [homeland]?’
      


      
        ‘But if it were they would then be Tajiks, no?’ It appears that I have lost this argument to Zoir's sound
        application of the logic of bordering homelands.
      

    


    
      The Kyrgyz of Murghab are the target of another ascription of territorial belonging, represented in their
      designation as Badakhshani by the Tajiks of Tashkurgan; for China's Tajiks, they belong to the same category
      of Tajikistani citizen (‘Badakhshani’) as the Pamiri. This connection between citizenship in today's
      independent Central Asian Republics and national affiliation derives from the Soviet ideal of homogenising the
      administrative-territorial units as titular republics. Importantly, no ‘ethnic’ connection is made by the Tajiks
      of Tashkurgan between the Kyrgyz minzu in Xinjiang and other diasporic Kyrgyz groups.
    


    
      But how do the Kyrgyz of Murghab themselves relate to the monopoly over notions of meken (the homeland)
      which is claimed by Kyrgyz living within the contemporary borders of independent Kyrgyzstan? ‘Our meken is
      Kyrgyzstan I suppose, even if our ayil [village] lies in Badakhshan – that is political, but nationally we
      are all Kyrgyz,’ I was told by an elderly friend of Askar's from Karakul in Gorno-Badakhshan. The Tajikistani
      state, as the successor to the Tajik SSR, has shown itself unable to uphold the bordering of local loyalties.
      Nevertheless, Tajikistani Kyrgyz borderlanders' notions of meken are less tied to state territory than
      they are in Xinjiang. The absence of the association of statehood in locally used designations amongst Kyrgyz
      when they talk about the Kyrgyz of Murghab in many ways represents the opposite of the terminological Othering
      described earlier. Kyrgyz on the Tian Shan frontier do not generally choose to stress a wider Kyrgyz identity
      that would cognitively connect Qyzyl Suu Kyrgyz with Kyrgyz in Kyrgyzstan; in the Pamirs, Kyrgyz in Murghab
      do choose such a borderland-connecting narrative of belonging. Very little is made of the labelling of
      Kyrgyz living beyond the borders of Kyrgyzstan yet within the former Soviet Union: similar distinctions are made
      in interaction between Kyrgyz from Osh oblast and from Murghab raion as they are between any two
      Kyrgyz individuals encountering one another in a non-local context. Hence, genealogical memory plays a role as
      does settlement of origin, but Tajikistani citizenship is not emphasised except in a negative way as, for
      example, when recounting a bad encounter with agents of the state such as border guards or traffic police in
      Kyrgyzstan. Easily recognisable as speakers of teskei Kyrgyz (that is, southerners), northern Kyrgyz from
      Bishkek or Naryn apply the same ethnic labels to Murghab Kyrgyz as they do to Kyrgyz from Osh oblast: they
      are, insultingly, ‘the same as all the yokels and fundamentalists from everywhere else down there [in the
      south].’ Adjectives denoting citizenship are not observable in such a context, neither in self-representation nor
      in ascription by other Kyrgyz groups in Kyrgyzstan. In other words, the category of state affiliation is applied
      only across the borders to China, in relation to the Kyrgyz of Xinjiang. In purely designatory terms, citizenship
      within any particular post-Soviet state is relegated to an insignificant position amongst these Kyrgyz groups yet
      emphasised across the Chinese frontier.
    


    
      *
    


    
      For borderlanders the trans-Pamir borderland of Tashkurgan and Gorno-Badakhshan is a more interstitial
      environment than the trans-Tian Shan to the north. Kyrgyz and Pamiri share administrative homelands with each
      other on both sides of the Central Asian–Xinjiang frontier in messier ways. Tensions between Kyrgyz and Pamiri
      have increased in step with the hardening of the border between Gorno-Badakhshan and southern Kyrgyzstan. Pamiri
      may have been sub-titular in the Tajik SSR, and remain so in the minds of most Tajiks in Tajikistan today, but
      the Kyrgyz of Murghab, who are a minority within a minority territory within Tajikistan, must deal with
      invisibility and suspicion.
    


    
      In Xinjiang's Tashkurgan, where Kyrgyz and Pamiri similarly share power over an ethnically mixed
      administrative unit, groups have so far been spared such a hardening of internal boundaries: Tashkurgan AC is
      headed by a hokkim of the Tajik minzu, who was born in Tashkurgan town and educated in Beijing; ten
      out of the county's eleven townships (xiang) are headed by Tajik xiangzhang, nine of whom speak
      Sarykuli and one who speaks the local Wakhani dialect, and one by a Kyrgyz xiangzhang, reputedly an
      aksaqal of some influence even amongst local Tajiks in Tashkurgan. Schools in these sub-divisions of the
      AC all use the Uighur language for classroom communication except in the Kyrgyz xiang, where the primary
      school teaches in Kyrgyz; the schools in the administrative centre of Tashkurgan offer a mix of Uighur-language
      and Chinese education. Resentment simmers in regard to what is perceived as the violating presence of Uighurs;
      both Kyrgyz and Tajiks alike share such sentiments. Yet, internal boundaries will harden within the AC: propelled
      through the logic of deeper state inclusion, and transmitted through the careful work of social scientists that
      will lead to the scripting of the Tajik minzu's language, new practices of power within the
      ethnoterritorial unit will lead to calls for a further splintering of autonomous units at the lowest level. In
      the years to come, local Kyrgyz in Tashkurgan County will experience rising invisibility, and they will become
      targets of accusations of violation expressed through ever more powerful narratives that present Tashkurgan as an
      exclusively Tajik homeland. The ‘disunity’ invoked by Zhylbek earlier is here to stay.
    


    
      Conclusions: Re-Connecting, Re-Encountering, Re-Imagining Borderlanders
    


    
      Many of the world's socialist borders have proved to be deeply unstable and, in the end, impermanent. The
      fall of fortified walls and electrified death zones between states such as the two Germanys or the two Vietnams,
      where a ‘victorious’ political ideology and its modes of governing could be proclaimed, began a controversial
      process of integrating the Other Germany or Other Vietnam. In contrast, the collapse of the Soviet Union was not
      accompanied by border change reallocating societies and states.35 In the borderlands of Central Asia, the ideology that had passed
      away constitutionally did not dissipate. The new states' interfaces with non-Soviet territories remained
      unchanged even while new spaces such as the Ferghana Valley or Gorno-Badakhshan's Murghab became borderlands
      between countries that shared an identical history of Soviet modes of governing yet embarked upon very different
      processes of deep borderland control. The PRC has clung to its interpretation of solutions to the National
      Question and promoted ‘nations’ by continuing to emphasise nation-building only within the confines of Chinese
      state territory, in order to preclude trans-frontier ethnic ties from becoming ties of political subversion.
    


    
      Kyrgyzstan's independence was greeted eagerly by Kyrgyz in Xinjiang in the 1990s. Initial reactions were
      unanimous in Qyzyl Suu: ‘we were so proud of this “national success”’, and, ‘now we can hope for a potent
      political advocacy for us, the marginal Kyrgyz’ in China. Border-crossing pathways began to form almost
      immediately after the collapse of the USSR, helped along by the waiving of visa requirements between China and
      the new Central Asian Republics. However, by the late 1990s such windows of access had once again closed and the
      PRC began to assert itself bureaucratically at its Central Asian frontier by bringing a deeper form of border
      control to Xinjiang. By the time of the inauguration of Tajikistan's first infrastructural port to Xinjiang
      in the early 2000s, China's Tajiks in Xinjiang were more uncertain in their reception of newly accessible
      Tajikistan. Initial reactions to the opportunity for closer ties across the Pamirs were more subdued and focused
      on economic rather than sociocultural elements. Hence, for example, hopes were expressed in Tashkurgan that ‘now
      they [those from GBAO] can come here and profit from the Chinese markets so they do not have to starve anymore’.
      Little was made of ethnopolitical advantages that could be gained for negotiations with the Chinese state.
    


    
      Today's borders between Xinjiang and Kyrgyzstan or Gorno-Badakhshan are not only crossed by trans-frontier
      entrepreneurs such as Mr Wu and his associates. There are other types of borderlanders we must look for in order
      to understand how the strictly divided Kyrgyz and Pamiri lands are locales in which Kyrgyz and Pamiri interact in
      the twenty-first century despite their contemporary Chinese, Kyrgyzstani or Tajikistani citizenships. Bakyt is a
      representative of a small number of borderlanders who have decided to cross the borderline to meet in person with
      those people sharing ‘their’ ethnonym. Parents visit children who may have migrated, descendants of families
      visit ancestral homes, newly contacted kin are invited to life-cycle festivities such as weddings and funerals.
      Significantly, however, the overwhelming majority of such trajectories have been from Xinjiang to Central Asia –
      from east to west – rather than towards China. The powerful symbolism of a Kyrgyz homeland-now-state outweighs
      any desire by Kyrgyzstani to experience China, even despite its economic promise.
    


    
      Several weeks after the uncomfortable exchange with Bakyt at the beginning of this chapter, one of the two Kyrgyz
      students involved felt he had to explain to me why he had mocked Bakyt:
    


    
      Why should I go there [to China]? Their economy is better than ours but it is much easier to go to Russia and
      work there. Some people here [in Kyrgyzstan] learn the Chinese language but this is to make money here and not to
      make friends there.
    


    
      Bureaucratic practice along these borders is at odds with this common Central Asian attitude: it remains easier
      for Kyrgyzstani and Tajikistani citizens to apply for visitor documents to go to China than for Xinjiang's
      Kyrgyz or Tajiks to visit the republics. This is not because either of these Central Asian states restrict
      access; on the contrary, an unofficial practice exists in both states to issue visas nearly free of charge and
      with little hassle to Chinese citizens who have close kin in Kyrgyzstan or Tajikistan. Instead, empirically, the
      PRC restricts its granting of exit permits to borderlanders in order to preclude the temptation to permanently
      migrate – an echo of the wariness in China towards the ‘waves’ of migration that thrice breached the border
      between post-imperial Xinjiang and Soviet Central Asia in the twentieth century. Earlier migration had achieved
      population exchanges, and migrating individuals had spread awareness of members of their groups (now called
      ‘nationalities’) abroad and of their fate under a neighbouring state's system of rule. Through these
      exchanges an unflattering image of China as a state fraught with instability and oppression had seeped into the
      western borderlands. Was a fourth wave to follow after the monumental changes in the 1990s, when the structures
      of Soviet border control finally failed? This must certainly have been on the minds of leaders in Xinjiang and
      Beijing, who were aware of the history of repeated border violation by peoples claimed as subjects by the Chinese
      state.
    


    
      Against the background of the migration ‘waves’ discussed in earlier chapters we can assume that newly open
      borders can lead to reinvigorated relationships. This has been the case for some borderlanders with a family
      history that transcends the borderline between Xinjiang and the Central Asian Republics. Yet, this type of
      bridging has been ill-received everywhere in Kyrgyzstan. Again, the student who earlier mocked Bakyt formulates
      an attitude held by many throughout the country:
    


    
      There are some [Kyrgyz from Qyzyl Suu] who come here, but they mix their blood with other Chinese here and help
      them to control our politics and bazaars. Their interests are not our interests.
    


    
      The ‘Chinese’ referred to in this and similar statements are not necessarily Han Chinese, who are only
      rarely encountered beyond the confines of construction sites, truck stops and boardrooms. Instead, this label
      applies to Uighurs or Dungani, who are widely seen as better entrepreneurs than Kyrgyz themselves. Beyond this,
      reinvigorated relationships have not led to more permanent relocation. In the words of Zoir, the Pamiri (Tajik
      minzu) student in Urumqi: ‘Re-join what, exactly? I have a Kazakh friend from Gulja [Yining] – he
      “re-joined” Kazakhstan. For a year. Then he came home again, back to Xinjiang. He says he was treated badly by
      everyone there.’
    


    
      In the Soviet and post-Soviet borderlands of Kyrgyzstan's Naryn and Osh oblasts and Tajikistan's
      Gorno-Badakhshan the ‘threat from China’ served, then as now, as a significant element in the reception of people
      arriving from the east; the dismantlement of effective border control, as discussed in Chapter 3, has led to an increase in local feelings of threat. Border
      control by a state tangibly embodies the will to protect local particularities. The ‘threat from China’
      sentiments voiced by so many throughout the pages of this book are firmly anchored in the everyday attitudes of
      the local population as well as in the behaviour of local officials, all of who exude distrust and suspicion over
      the presence of Chinese citizens in their territories. This is not a surprising development: the disappearance of
      the eulogised group of pogranichniki on the post-Soviet side of the frontier has fomented feelings of
      being hopelessly exposed to ‘what lies beyond’ – the agents of protection have evaporated and, hence, the border
      has become symbolically more immediate. The recent revision of laws which restrict permanent residency in both
      Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan is a direct reaction to the infiltration of individuals described as ‘Chinese’, a label
      today applied to groups resident on Chinese territory regardless of ethnicity. Those who subvert the border are
      judged not by their nationality but by their citizenship.
    


    
      Within the span of two decades, Kyrgyz and Pamiri borderlanders in Xinjiang have come to regard the new borders
      to the west as sites of encountering rather than sites of connecting. Around the turn of the millennium the
      subversive hopes held by some borderlanders, mainly older herders in Qyzyl Suu rather than younger Kyrgyz in
      rapidly urbanising regions, were dashed. This was the time when realisation set in that Kyrgyzstan as a state
      ‘would not stand up to the Chinese government’ on issues, for example, of greater political freedom. A further
      devastating blow was dealt when residents of Qyzyl Suu came to realise that they were often labelled as ‘traitors
      to the Kyrgyz nation’. Recounting first contact with their neighbours, Xinjiang Kyrgyz have often been ‘shocked
      by the arrogant attitude in Kyrgyzstan that we are second-class half-Kyrgyz’. In contrast to this, Kyrgyzstani
      Kyrgyz are ‘amazed by the fundamentalist [religious] attitudes they [the Kyrgyz] have over there’. In the Pamiri
      borderlands, the attitude of Gorno-Badakhshan's Pamiri elites that Xinjiang's Pamiri (the Tajik
      minzu) are ‘Pamiri who cannot speak any Pamiri language very well and are actually more Chinese than
      Pamiri’ cannot but be received as condescending in Tashkurgan. In return, Pamiri in Xinjiang are aghast at their
      Pamiri neighbours' ‘regression to religious fervour’ and the lack of basic amenities that their country of
      Tajikistan should be providing as a matter of course. ‘Economic disaster in Badakhshan obviously has led them to
      embrace feudal tradition’, Fatima told me in Tashkurgan. The state has become a stronger and more important frame
      of reference here than an imagined (and imaginary) trans-frontier community of borderlanders. Instead, in both
      the Kyrgyz and Pamiri borderlands the open border between Xinjiang and Central Asia leads borderlanders to
      imagine other borderlanders as neighbours rather than as members of an extended and reconnected homeland.
    


    
      *
    


    
      Sometimes, in quiet places far from public scrutiny, borderlanders at Xinjiang's margins ponder the
      possibility of an end to Xinjiang's status as a province of China. The dissolution of the USSR came suddenly
      and surprisingly not just for the people of Central Asia; in Xinjiang's Kyrgyz and Pamiri homelands this
      event is often used to reflect upon relationships between small and large peoples, between rulers and ruled.
      Timur, the Kyrgyz bazaar salesman in China, is barely old enough to remember the days of Sino–Soviet tensions,
      but he clearly correlates and contrasts the experiences that Kyrgyz have had with non-Kyrgyz polities: ‘The
      Kyrgyz [in Kyrgyzstan] were thrown out of their state [the Soviet Union] because they were a liability to the
      Russians – and now look at them! We're no liability to anybody.’ Kyrgyz and Pamiri in Xinjiang hold very
      strong opinions regarding their likely ultimate fate if Xinjiang were to become as independent from the PRC as
      the SSRs across the frontier did from the Soviet Union. Local understandings of how the USSR came to an end are
      coloured through a lens provided by Chinese state media, yet Xinjiang's smaller minzu nevertheless
      fear Uighur resentment over having to share ‘power in Uighuristan’. Were Xinjiang to become an independent state
      it would not only be the large Han population that would be regarded as unwelcome guests in the new titular
      state. Kyrgyz, Tajiks, Kazakhs and Mongols would most likely be regarded as threatening bridgehead groups with
      shaky loyalties arising from geographic contiguity with their ‘own’ states. As has been extensively discussed in
      this book, this ascription of belonging is not shared by those thus labelled. Despite what the government in
      Beijing might fear and despite what many Uighurs in Xinjiang might quietly hope for, there is no drive for
      ‘re-unification’ with Kyrgyz or Tajik territories at the local level. Xinjiang and its administrative-territorial
      autonomous units are ‘home’ for those living there regardless of what the outside world might impute. The borders
      of the state are not – and are not going to be – contested here.
    


    
      Today's constellation of states in China's borderlands is home to various Kyrgyz groups, and to two types
      of Pamiri, who disagree strongly over ‘rightful homelands’. Such narratives, however, shrink to an ‘insignificant
      brawl amongst brothers’ from the point of view of another national group that explicitly and exclusively claims
      Xinjiang as its own rightful homeland in China's Central Asian periphery. Such was the statement made by an
      Uighur community leader in Kashgar while commenting on intra-Kyrgyz conflicts. He is by no means alone amongst
      Uighurs in accusing the smaller minzu of Xinjiang of subverting Uighur control over what is generally seen
      as Uighuristan. Since the independence of the former Soviet Republics on Xinjiang's borders, conflict between
      Uighurs and Kyrgyz has, at times, taken on the dimension of national injustice. Uighurs in China often dispute
      the right of smaller minzu to wield any further administrative power whatsoever in Xinjiang in the
      twenty-first century: ‘After all, those minzu are lucky enough to have their own independent state right
      across the border – why don't they just finally go home?’ This was the exasperated interjection
      of an Uighur salesman at the Kashgar Sunday market when I interviewed him. Independence has not led to such
      wishful emigration of borderlanders across the boundary precisely because the Kyrgyz and Tajiks of Xinjiang do
      not see the states of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan as ‘their’ states. The sad irony of this call to relocate cannot
      be lost on borderlanders, whether Kyrgyz in Qyzyl Suu or Tajiks in Tashkurgan. ‘Home’ for borderlanders here is
      within a territory that is an irrefutable part of Xinjiang, itself a part of the People's Republic of China,
      and not some vaguely defined, politically independent Over There which others see them belonging to due to the
      shared Kyrgyz and Tajik ethnonyms.
    

  


  
    
      EPILOGUE
    


    
      

    


    
      In late 2014 borderlanders in Kyrgyzstan learned from newspapers that they were to help their country to protect
      its borders. Certain unspecified powers would be granted to them to perform this task, and they were to be issued
      with uniforms. Kyrgyzstan's parliament had just passed a bill that provided for arming elements of the
      population living in border areas and training them to work with local border-guard units. The provision of
      weapons, and how they were to be used in the line of ‘secur[ing] remote mountain areas’, would be ‘decided by the
      Government with the permission of the State Border Service’.1 Over 90 per cent of Kyrgyzstan's territory is classified as
      mountainous; with the exception of the capital Bishkek, each of Kyrgyzstan's administrative units – the seven
      oblasttar – is simultaneously a border region, the two largest of which (Naryn and Osh) form the border to
      Xinjiang. For the majority of Kyrgyzstani citizens, the edges of their country's territory and the status of
      its power to patrol them adequately are truly a source of consternation. Many of the women and men whose voices
      have featured in this book are now being charged with enforcing the borders of what they passionately feel to be
      their rightful lands with more than mere words. As border guards of a specifically Kyrgyzstani understanding of
      Kyrgyz-ness they will be empowered by a state which has receded from ‘doing its duty’, as Erken, the Kyrgyz
      trader based in Osh (see Chapter 3), pointed out in the context
      of judging ‘his’ state's inability to properly protect Kyrgyzstan.
    


    
      Arming borderlanders to enforce the integrity of state territory, today understood as national land, is the final
      step in a long history of Kyrgyz experiences with border-guarding empires and states. The relationship between
      peoples in the Tian Shan and Pamir with polities far removed from these mountains and valleys has always been
      marked by exchange and mutual interest. In the time before the common imperial period – that is, in the time
      before the arrival of emissaries from far-away places who proved militarily and bureaucratically superior to
      local leaders' methods of sociopolitical organisation – Kyrgyz and Pamiri leaders interacted with China as
      the traditional provider of prestige and wealth. These two resources were easily converted into goods
      indispensable for leadership by men such as the mythical Kyrgyz hero Manas, and a tense and violent form of
      symbiosis was brought about where successive Chinese dynasties became closely entwined with those who guarded the
      frontiers of a specifically Chinese way of life. With the introduction of the imperial state, Kyrgyz and Pamiri
      ‘caught in-between’ China and Russia faded into irrelevant ethnic elements astride vague frontiers which moved
      forward in step with adventurers, administrators and armies. In the socialism of post-imperial states that
      commenced in the twentieth century, peoples in far-away places such as the mountain ranges of the Tian Shan and
      Pamir all of a sudden became vital components of ideological legitimacy: in Central Asia the border-guarding
      state arrived with a seductive language of national entitlement that was deeply embraced in the borderlands. The
      Russian Empire's zavoyevaniye (‘conquest’) of Kyrgyz and Pamiri lands was terminologically replaced
      with prisoyedineniye (‘incorporation’); the jiefang (‘liberation’) and tongyi
      (‘unification’) of Xinjiang semantically usurped the tunbing (‘annexation’) reserved for previous Chinese
      empires.
    


    
      In the common socialist period of the second half of the twentieth century Kyrgyz and Pamiri leaders chose to see
      themselves as ‘incorporated’ or ‘liberated’ rather than resisting new forms of rule – just as in the days of
      Manas, local power flowed from opting into a wider system of legitimacy and wealth. The price for power lay in
      accepting the role of (symbolic) border guards who were of profound importance to both socialist states. Today in
      independent Kyrgyzstan's borderlands, just as in Tajikistan's Gorno-Badakhshan, rulership is still
      claimed by a distant centre even if such distance has shrunk in terms of geophysical space – contemporary
      distance is experienced as decay and renewed peripherality rather than travel time. New nationalisms in
      Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan attempt to overcome the Soviet period in their individual legitimacies yet, in fact,
      operate very much within the boundaries of socialist-era delimitation. The fetters of post-socialist statehood
      are made of borders that were originally designed to enable participation in the socialist state. In Xinjiang,
      the Chinese state has similarly shrunk in its remoteness, but in an opposite way: representatives of a large and
      ever-richer state stride along newly built roads in settlements which have rapidly grown from villages to
      autonomously administrated cities. This new presence is not uncontroversial for locals, but the Kyrgyz and Tajik
      minzu in Xinjiang's borderlands pursue new pathways of interaction with the Chinese state that lead
      locals ever deeper into Chinese territory. A new generation of borderlanders in China is learning Chinese and
      travelling to Urumqi and Beijing to study and work – they are only rarely crossing the border to the newly
      independent ‘homelands’ of the Kyrgyz and Tajiks.
    


    
      From the perspective of those living on the slopes of the Tian Shan or Pamir on either side of the
      Chinese–Central Asian borderline, the evaporation of the USSR in 1991 changed everything. For those in the
      western, post-Soviet segments of the frontier a bitter realisation set in that they were now on their own, part
      of the periphery of what many feel is a weak state subjected to the whims of others. But on its eastern, Chinese
      flanks the appearance of independent Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan next-door has been a boon in ways unforeseen in
      the early 1990s. Fears expressed by the hitherto distant Chinese state of a dynamic for independence seeping
      across the frontier brought new inclusion for borderlanders into Xinjiang and into China as a whole; and Kyrgyz
      and Pamiri/Tajiks in Xinjiang have been spared a similar solidification of domestic bureaucratic borderlines
      experienced by borderlanders in Central Asia to the west. Directly exposed to tangible processes and events in
      their immediate neighbourhood, borderlanders in Xinjiang are reminded of the threat of fading importance that
      they had already experienced during the warlord era which preceded socialism in the early twentieth century.
      Today, theirs is a state that weds material opportunity to political loyalty, a fact of life often revealed in
      borderlanders' discussion of their position within Xinjiang. Narratives of loyalty to any given state are
      measured by the opportunities afforded to those whose loyalty is expected by the state; regardless of their
      spatial location, all natsii/minzu of these states have been required to loudly profess their
      loyalty to these countries and, at the very least, hideaway non-state dependencies. Yet borderlanders live in a
      special region of the state. Borderlanders as ‘defenders of the motherland’ is a story that sponsors the people
      at the border as a bastion of reliability, an outpost of what the state represents to the outside world.
    


    
      When I last met my Kyrgyz friend Rustam in an autumnal Bishkek park in late 2013, we had a final conversation
      about borders, the Kyrgyz, and a book on China's borderlands that was forming in my mind. It was Rustam's
      portrayal of the ‘border as a river’ that had struck me as so significant that it was to serve as this book's
      structure, and we talked about the experiences of other people who live with borders in their everyday lives. We
      discussed how my friend Almaz, as a Kyrgyz border-crosser from China, felt about Kyrgyzstan and the way its
      border to Xinjiang was guarded; we spoke of Talaybek and Arslanbek, the two elderly narrators of the imaginary
      tour along both sides of the Soviet-era border, whose lives had been so deeply marked by the almost-war between
      the USSR and China. Rustam was astonished by my tales of how the Kyrgyz of Xinjiang were living their lives
      alongside other Chinese citizens such as Mr Wu, the border entrepreneur; of newly bordered Kyrgyz individuals
      such as Ayilbek living in Tajikistan, and of how the Pamiri there sometimes accused the Kyrgyz minority of
      ‘stealing power’ from them. Slowly shaking his head, he reflected on the ebb and flow of implementations of
      border control and the future of guarding borders:
    


    
      What use is a border that is sometimes open, sometimes closed? One that is open for some, yet shut for others?
      Documents for crossing can be bought, guards can be bribed. Goods can be hidden from prying eyes, and so can my
      nationality. More borders of this sort simply means more problems for Kyrgyz, and it means more dishonesty from
      everybody, no matter if you want to cross or want to guard. When you write your book, tell that to people!
      We [Kyrgyz who live at the border] are not corrupt, and we are not barbarians. All we want to do is to look out
      for ourselves: we don't need or want anybody to come here and tell us what is right or wrong.
    


    
      Equipping borderlanders with the military and ideological weaponry of the state shows that border ‘protection’
      cannot be taken for granted. Physical enclosure cannot be achieved if borderlanders do not accept the legitimacy
      of the state that requires such bordering. Handing out guns and uniforms to angry Kyrgyz borderlanders
      demonstrates the ultimate conversion of former Soviet borders into a specifically Kyrgyzstani form of state
      borders. It is an irresponsible course of action that symbolises the desperate attempt by a post-Soviet state to
      bring ‘depth’ back to its control, to perform its show of sovereignty to new neighbour and insecure citizen
      alike. By calling upon them to defend the territorial margins of the state, borderlanders (once again) are to
      become a class of symbolic wardens charged with personifying the legitimacy of territorial control. Yet, the
      borderlanders who are to be armed by the Kyrgyzstani state will not have much to defend against symbolically on
      the Chinese frontier, especially in light of the grudgingly acknowledged economic importance this neighbour has
      for Kyrgyzstani livelihoods. As I have argued in this book, the ‘old’ border with Xinjiang is upheld through
      divisions practised by borderlanders themselves. A border that had traditionally not been marked by ethnic
      difference is becoming so today through its role as a site of cultural authenticity and cultural corruption.
    


    
      Not every border separates and connects neighbours in the same ways; not every border crossing violates the same
      sensitivities. Symbolic border-guarding is relevant at other interfaces of the Kyrgyz state. Within the ‘new’
      borderlands of post-Soviet Central Asia, along the borders with Gorno-Badakhshan as well as the more notorious,
      tattered borders of the densely populated Ferghana Valley (which is divided between Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and
      Uzbekistan yet has never been delimited to all three states' satisfaction), borderlanders are being forced to
      choose where their ethnopolitical loyalties lie. Villagers and herders are to uphold a zero-sum inscription of
      post-Soviet sovereignty that is shackled to new understandings of ‘proper’ transactions between countries. The
      desire to arm Kyrgyzstani borderlanders reveals a great deal about the self-image of the state. Kyrgyzstani
      territory, often glossed problematically as ‘Kyrgyz’ territory, is under threat. A national space is to be
      defended against neighbours who once were ‘fraternal nationalities’ yet are now perceived as dastardly violators.
      States are made and unmade at the border. Lines that physically enclose also cognitively delineate and, then,
      ethnopolitically protect, as many residents of Fortress Europe – or Anglo–America at the Mexican frontier,
      non-Arab Israel in Palestine, and a Russia ‘once again possessing’ ex-Ukrainian Crimea – quickly realise.
      However, borderlanders subvert clean understandings of delineation and protection. As the manifestation of the
      edges of two states' territories – the end of ‘home’ and beginning of ‘foreign’ – borders and their denizens
      urge us to reconsider the agency of the state and its capacity to achieve enclosure.
    


    
      It is not only Central Asian borderlanders who ‘read’ and thereby judge the state in its ability to dominate (or,
      in the case of arming borderlanders, to devolve) practices of rightful enclosure and permissible connectivities
      along its margins. The outside world has also shown itself to be concerned about the borders of Central Asia, and
      borderlanders such as Rustam have identified a new host of chuzhaki (‘outsiders’) who have arrived in
      Kyrgyz lands armed with yet another, new language of border-making. An entire industry of observers, policy
      advisors and experts now exists – particularly since 11 September 2001 and the subsequent, and ultimately tragic,
      ‘rediscovery’ of Afghanistan – that takes borders in the wider region of Central Asia as its craft. That troubled
      state's Central Asian neighbours include Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, and both countries have all too easily
      become the subject of vaguely argued geopolitical assumptions of an ethnic and/or religious proximity that goes
      hand-in-hand with an untrustworthy, often violently unpredictable, local relationship with political authority.
      In such readings, borders in Central Asia cannot be anything other than porous. They become sites of seepage
      where borderlanders collude to threaten unpopular regimes as well as more distant states such as China, the
      Russian Federation or countries of the European Union with a destructive flood of opiates and (so-called) Muslim
      fundamentalism. The regional analysts who make their living from such tales are direct descendants of a
      generation of imperial-era geographers, who understood Turkestan as an exotic/erotic source of conquerors on
      horseback (the Huns, Scythians and Ottomans, for example), apocalyptic diseases (the bubonic plague), and enemies
      to ‘civilised’ types of governance (most famously, the despotic and bestial regimes of nineteenth-century
      Bukhara, Khiva and Qoqand). This group of professional observers is supported, even legitimated, by the two
      post-Soviet states in question here: Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan make much in international forums of their
      ‘inability’ to control borders. The financial and logistical support – in other words, the resources – generated
      for these impoverished states by an alarmed international community has had the significant effect of beginning
      to accomplish what these states have never been able to bring about themselves: to inscribe the state into its
      periphery. The watchful eyes of a state suspicious of the parameters of local lifeworlds are brought right up
      to the boundary by gaining the capacity to observe the physical, communicational and cognitive pathways
      leading to, and across, the border. ‘Whose’ states these are often remains an unasked question and, for
      borderlanders in Central Asia as well as in Afghanistan, an unforgivable omission.
    


    
      In this book I have argued that borders are sites of greater historical, social and geographic depth than may be
      assumed from gazing at a map; and that they are made and maintained from both sides, simultaneously. The
      existence of borders brings special attention to borderlanders yet takes away their ability to interact
      legitimately with neighbours on their own terms. The border is a site where narratives of inclusion come together
      with similar narratives of another state. Borderlanders are in a unique position to observe both of these stories
      unfold and, often, to benefit from both. As markers of the territorial edges of both past and present state
      formations, political boundaries materialise and disintegrate in step with shifting understandings of control
      over territories, populations, goods and local loyalties. They are not static but instead come to border new
      things; or they can suggest and promote new interpretations of older divisions. Thus, borders are the political
      manifestation of histories of interaction between polities, and they are marked by more than simply a geography
      of symbolic control that springs from violent technologies of territorial forbidding and the penetrating
      surveillance of bodies and identities. By adopting this point of view we are able to appreciate how it is that
      borderlanders do not resist connectivity as a principle, but rather that they have a clear vision of which type
      of connectivity they want, and of who is to be connected to whom. For borderlanders, ‘home’ is a passionate place
      where different forms of bounding grate and grind against each other; and borders can never simply be accepted or
      rejected passively as they order relations between states and local leaders, between borderland populations
      ‘embraced’ by often contradictory rhetoric.
    


    
      Borderlanders in Central Asia as well as in Xinjiang have much to tell about life within and between the
      post-Soviet Republics and socialist China, if we choose to listen to voices which remain unheard in policy
      debates and humanitarian development discourses that focus on state ‘actors’, ethnic ‘factors’ and resource
      ‘flows’. Their experiences with the complex and changing relationships between ethnic and political bordering,
      with their own ability to influence such edges, and with how this relates to processes taking place ‘across the
      line’ offer alternative, sometimes angry interpretations of statehood as it is lived. Reception of political
      change and evolving practices of state control, of material and ideological flows between countries, reveals
      ‘who’ is exchanging goods with whom, and for which reasons, rather than ‘what’ is being exchanged and in which
      manner. Viewing borders from below challenges conventional views that attribute to the border a heavily symbolic
      political importance primarily for the state, and contests the ethnopolitical categories of powerful state actors
      encountered in much ‘expertise’ on the region. Like this we can accept that concepts of borders can be widely
      confirmed, even desirable for borderlanders, while the border-guarding state itself can be rejected.
    


    
      Relationships between nationality, nation and state are in constant motion. Countries change, as do borders and,
      more rarely, borderlines. Borders are not ‘as they used to be’ because people use them in ways that are no longer
      ‘as they used to be’. Moreover, people are no longer ‘who they used to be’ here along the frontier of China and
      Central Asia. In truth, borders are embattled sites where boundaries between groups can, yet need not, coincide
      to form the object of state legitimacy and the subject of border control. With the overwhelming amount of
      published material on borders and borderlands discussing these spaces at the margins solely through the lens of
      the state itself and with the ‘voice’ of the state in mind, those living on the blurred margins of states are too
      easily forced into impotent invisibility. But borderlanders are never powerless agents in bordered spaces so
      thickly inscribed with symbolic significance for the state – that often ethereal entity that continues to play
      such a vital role in the lives of every individual I have ever had the honour of talking with, in Central Asia
      and China as well as beyond.
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      This appendix briefly introduces all the border experts named throughout this book. A majority of these people
      have asked me not to expose their actual identities in the medium of this book, yet I hope they recognise
      themselves through their own words. All names have been changed in order to preserve interviewees' anonymity,
      and in most cases I have fictionalised certain aspects of their identities. Experts who have wished to remain
      entirely unnamed appear only in the main text of the book. This is important to me because all the interviews
      discussed within this book were conducted with individuals who have explicitly stated that their opinion be made
      known to a wider audience far beyond their homes. I have chosen to list entries by citizenship in order to
      simplify references for readers. This book would have been impossible to write without the help and cooperation
      of these women and men who, for me, have narrated the borders between China and Central Asia; I remain hopeful
      that I have done justice here to our often passionate conversations.
    


    
      In Xinjiang
    


    
      Ablimit: Uighur driver-transporter from Kashgar who has had years of experience of driving through Qyzyl Suu
      Autonomous Prefecture.
    


    
      Almaz: Kyrgyz man in his forties from Artush in Qyzyl Suu, who accompanied my crossing at Torugart and whose son
      lives in Kyrgyzstan.
    


    
      Arslanbek: Kyrgyz herder in his sixties from nearby Artush in Qyzyl Suu; the son of a Kyrgyz herder who had been
      a supporter of communism during the period of the Republic of China.
    


    
      Bakyt: Kyrgyz student from Qyzyl Suu sent by his father to study the Manas Epic in Kyrgyzstan's capital city
      Bishkek, where he is enrolled at the National State University.
    


    
      Fatima: Pamiri primary school teacher and mother of two infants in Tashkurgan.
    


    
      Mr Jiang: Han Chinese of about 50 from Shanxi province and a senior border guard officer belonging to the
      provincial Peoples' Armed Police Force posted at Torugart.
    


    
      Kinara: 50-year-old Kyrgyz from a village in Qyzyl Suu who nowadays works as a successful bazaar saleswoman in
      Artush. Her husband works for the local postal service; her son is a junior aide at Artush customs.
    


    
      Nasiba: 70-year-old Pamiri who lives in Tashkurgan.
    


    
      Timur: 30-year-old Kyrgyz bazaar salesman in Artush and father of two young children.
    


    
      Mr Wu: Han Chinese border entrepreneur who has been acting as ‘tour leader’ on cross-border trips of small groups
      of Xinjiang residents. He owns his own vehicle and has business ties to companies connected to Xinjiang's
      bingtuan.
    


    
      Zhylbek: Elderly Kyrgyz resident of Artush whose family had escaped collectivisation in Soviet Kyrgyzstan in the
      late 1920s and fled to distant relatives in Qyzyl Suu. His father had been an influential local leader
      (manap) in Naryn before his flight.
    


    
      Zoir: 20-year-old Pamiri student from Tashkurgan enrolled at Xinjiang Normal University.
    


    
      In Kyrgyzstan
    


    
      Amir: Kyrgyz historian in Batken in Kyrgyzstan's section of the Ferghana Valley.
    


    
      Anara: Elderly Kyrgyz woman from Qyzyl Suu in Xinjiang who was born there in a small town just outside Artush.
      She grew up in Xinjiang and migrated to Kyrgyzstan's Naryn in 1960; she is the daughter of a Kyrgyz man who
      fled to China to escape the imperial Russian draft in Central Asia 1916.
    


    
      Aynur: Elderly mother of two from Kochkor in Naryn oblast. Her father died in the Stalinist purges in the
      1930s; her son was killed in action in Afghanistan following the Soviet invasion.
    


    
      Bolot: Elderly Kyrgyz man from At Bashy in Naryn oblast who frequently performs taxi duties to and from
      Torugart.
    


    
      Erken: Middle-aged Kyrgyz trader in Osh with close family ties to Naryn.
    


    
      Kanai: Thirty-year-old member of the local elite in the Kochkor raion within Naryn oblast who
      describes himself as a member of the Sarybagysh clan.
    


    
      Marat: Kyrgyz herder in At Bashy, who was born in Naryn in 1960.
    


    
      Nurzhan: Middle-aged Kyrgyz woman from At Bashy who had worked as a translator for the Soviet-era border guards
      in Naryn oblast.
    


    
      Rustam: Kyrgyz man in his late forties who studied geothermal engineering in Leningrad in the late 1980s and
      moved home to At Bashy in the year that Soviet Union collapsed. He nowadays works there as a primary school
      teacher.
    


    
      Sergei Vladimirovich: Ethnic Russian in his seventies and now a Kyrgyzstani citizen, he is a retired border guard
      of the Soviet era, stationed in Naryn, at Torugart and in GBAO's Murghab from the late 1950s onwards.
    


    
      Talaybek: Elderly herder from At Bashy who worked as cook, aide and translator along the entire length of the
      Chinese frontier from the 1960s until 1990.
    


    
      In Tajikistan
    


    
      Askar: Elderly Kyrgyz man from Karakul in GBAO.
    


    
      Ayilbek: Middle-aged Kyrgyz driver from Murghab who regularly transports individuals and goods to and from Osh
      along the Pamir Highway.
    


    
      Aziza: Thirty-year-old Pamiri woman from Khorog in GBAO living in Tajikistan's capital city Dushanbe.
    


    
      Ergash: Elderly Pamiri who served in the Red Army in the 1980s after the invasion of Afghanistan.
    


    
      Malohat: Retired Tajik resident of Dushanbe who lost members of his family during the Tajikistani civil war in
      the 1990s.
    


    
      Orozbek: Elderly Kyrgyz from Murghab who has herded sheep in the immediate proximity of the borderzone with
      Xinjiang since before Sino–Soviet split of the 1960s.
    


    
      Sharof: Young Tajik border guard from Dushanbe posted at the new Qolma border-crossing to Xinjiang.
    


    
      Tamina: Middle-aged Pamiri school teacher who returned to Khorog in GBAO during the civil war.
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      and Practice of Transborder Cooperation (Basel, 1993), pp. 245–54. Writing on strategies to overcome state
      barriers, he characterises these three spaces as, first, relations characterised by the number and intensity and
      evolution of markets relative to their environment (‘market space’); second, relations determined by the
      localisation of production and its organisation according to the spatial division of labour and of flexible
      production (‘production space’); and, third, the strategic behaviour maintained directly or indirectly by
      producers with their environment (‘support space’).
    


    
      10. Hastings
      Donnan and Thomas Wilson, Borders: Frontiers of Identity, Nation and State (Oxford, 2001), p. 122.
    


    
      11.
      Methodologically, participant observation is particularly well-suited to studying the micro-economics of
      clandestine economic behaviours and practices of exchange that go beyond official rhetoric. The network I have
      chosen to present here is one that included both legal goods (that is, items considered by both the Kyrgyzstani
      and Chinese states as legally importable/exportable) as well as goods that strictly are beyond the legal sphere
      of transactions permitted (in particular, the export of Chinese currency and an illegal excess amount of legal
      goods as well as goods bought at domestic prices and in places not designed to serve such trans-frontier trade).
      Access to such a network was, as can be surmised, not easy and achieved solely through the crucial aid of
      acquaintances in both Xinjiang and Kyrgyzstan, who were informed of the reasons for my interest.
    


    
      12. Being a part
      of trans-frontier trade involves financial investment, and I participated by financing two boxes filled with
      entertainment electronic equipment. In effect, these boxes were mine and it was my own business to calculate sale
      prices at the final destination.
    


    
      13. This group is
      also termed ‘suitcase traders’ in some border literature.
    


    
      14. Tour leaders
      are in effect ‘travel agents’, who make available their own business networks; see the discussion that follows.
    


    
      15. Prospective
      crossers with a hukou that states residency within a special autonomous minzu administration area
      (prefecture, county or even township) must seek permission from authorities of that body; thus, residents of a
      Kyrgyz township within Qyzyl Suu AP require permission from the Kyrgyz minzu people's congress in
      Artush (the seat of the AP's administration) no matter whether the applicant is Kyrgyz or, for example,
      Uighur.
    


    
      16. See the
      Introduction for more examples of this complexity.
    


    
      17. At Kazakhstani
      or Russian borders all containers are sealed by customs not to be opened until the final destination, that is,
      Almaty (for Kazakhstan) or Vladivostok/Khabarovsk/Chita (for Russia, depending on the border port).
    


    
      18. On such forms
      of capital, see John Torpey, The Invention of the Passport: Surveillance, Citizenship and the State
      (Cambridge, 2000).
    


    
      19. Mr Wu recalled
      a trip he had organised one year earlier, when the entirety of the goods had been confiscated due to the
      group's inability (or unwillingness) to pay what had been asked for.
    


    
      20. However,
      borderlanders such as Ablimit do indeed ‘service’ the border, for example by offering services in regard to
      vehicle repairs or short taxi trips.
    


    
      21. Torugart and
      Qolma are regarded as the most prestigious border-port postings in the PRC by border officials I have talked to
      in various parts of China.
    


    
      22. See the
      bingtuan's official website at http://www.bingtuan.gov.cn (accessed 1 November 2016).
    


    
      23. These nodal
      points are highly volatile in Kyrgyzstan: in 2006 they were anchored at the ‘Kashgar Representative Office of
      Xinjiang China in the Bishkek of Kyrgyzstan’ [sic.], which represented small-scale traders from Xinjiang in
      Kyrgyzstan through an office in a large hotel in central Bishkek; by 2013 this office had been relocated to two
      separate locations in the city's suburbs and undergone a change of name.
    


    
      24. For differing
      appraisals by Pamiri, see Chapter 1.
    


    
      25. For example,
      it is Chinese companies that (in autumn 2013) were constructing a road by-passing the Sokh enclave (which belongs
      to Uzbekistan) in the Kyrgyzstani Ferghana Valley.
    


    
      26. See for
      example Donnan and Wilson's overview of such themes, in Donnan and Wilson, Borders, pp. 129–48.
      Furthermore, a vast literature exists on such moral imaginaries in relation to the US–Mexico borderlands.
    


    
      27. For a recent
      example, see George Gavrilis, The Dynamics of Interstate Boundaries (New York, 2008), pp. 144–51.
    


    
      28. Such is the
      role suggested by organisations such as the World Bank (see Note 2 earlier in this chapter). On Central Asian
      middle-men, see Sean Roberts, ‘A “Land of Borderlands”. Implications of Xinjiang's Trans-border
      Interactions’, in S. Frederick Starr (ed.), Xinjiang: China's Muslim Borderland (Armonk, 2004).
    


    
      Chapter 6 Living on the ‘Wrong Side’ of the Border
    


    
      1. For a discussion
      on lived experiences of minzu categories, see Dru Gladney, Dislocating China: Reflections on Muslims,
      Minorities, and Other Subaltern Subjects (London, 2004), pp. 19–21.
    


    
      2. The Manas Epic
      was submitted to UNESCO's intergovernmental committee for consideration into this category in late 2009, not
      by Kyrgyzstan but, insultingly for Kyrgyzstani diplomats, by China as a specifically Chinese cultural product of
      its Kyrgyz minzu. Most Kyrgyz in Kyrgyzstan believe that China was thereby wrongfully appropriating an
      intrinsically Kyrgyzstani cultural product.
    


    
      3. A selection of
      the primary data contained in this chapter appears alongside a more detailed discussion in Steven Parham,
      ‘“Rightful” versus “Real” Homelands: Changing Concepts of Kyrgyz Boundaries and Belonging on the China–Kyrgyzstan
      Frontier’, Asian Ethnicity 15/3 (2014), pp. 265–85.
    


    
      4. David Gullette,
      The Genealogical Construction of the Kyrgyz Republic: Kinship, State and ‘Tribalism’ (Folkestone, 2010),
      p. 81. In his usage, the term refers to the ways in which the jeti ata (in Kyrgyz, the knowledge of seven
      generations of fathers) relate to understandings of kinship.
    


    
      5. For traditional
      divisions amongst Kyrgyz ‘tribal confederacies’, see Paul Geiss, Pre-Tsarist and Tsarist Central Asia:
      Communal Commitment and Political Order in Change (London, 2003), pp. 41–2.
    


    
      6. Such
      code-switching is far less common amongst speakers in Bishkek, for example, than in Naryn.
    


    
      7. For a detailed
      discussion of examples of contemporary Kyrgyzstan's mobilisation of a unified Kyrgyz history, see Gullette,
      The Genealogical Construction, pp. 162–74.
    


    
      8. Individuals will
      employ reference points aiding others' comprehension; thus, in a local context local reference points will be
      used while in non-local contexts territorial-administrative units or national affiliation are emphasised. Not
      surprisingly, identities as chosen by individuals to represent themselves to others will depend on the contact
      situation and sociocultural environment.
    


    
      9. Francine Hirsch,
      Empire of Nations: Ethnographic Knowledge & the Making of the Soviet Union (Ithaca, 2005), p. 7.
    


    
      10. Arne Haugen,
      The Establishment of National Republics in Soviet Central Asia (Basingstoke, 2003), pp. 169–70.
    


    
      11. See Thomas
      Mullaney, ‘Seeing for the State: the Role of Social Scientists in China's Ethnic Classification Project’,
      Asian Ethnicity 11/3 (2010), pp. 325–42.
    


    
      12. Colin
      Mackerras, China's Minorities: Integration and Modernization in the Twentieth Century (Hong Kong,
      1994), pp. 141–2. However, the Turkmen are not represented in the PRC.
    


    
      13. Robert Kaiser,
      The Geography of Nationalism in Russia and the USSR (Princeton, 1994), p. 5.
    


    
      14. John Agnew,
      Place and Politics: The Geographical Mediation of State and Society (Boston, 1987), pp. 230–1. Agnew terms
      this a place-based nationalism that contains three dimensions: locale, location and sense of place.
    


    
      15. See Eric
      Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1970 (Cambridge, 1990), p. 159.
    


    
      16. Joseph Stalin,
      ‘The Nation; In “Marxism and the National Question”’, in Bruce Franklin (ed.), The Essential Stalin: Major
      Theoretical Writings 1905–1952 (London, 1973), pp. 57–61.
    


    
      17. Michiel Baud
      and Willem van Schendel, ‘Toward a Comparative History of Borderlands’, Journal of World History 8/2
      (1997), pp. 217–18.
    


    
      18. See Kathleen
      Collins, Clan Politics and Regime Transition in Central Asia (New York, 2006), p. 77.
    


    
      19. Adeeb Khalid,
      Islam After Communism: Religion and Politics in Central Asia (Berkeley, 2007), p. 107.
    


    
      20. See Gladney,
      Dislocating China, pp. 167–70.
    


    
      21. This statement
      was made by Kinara's husband in Artush.
    


    
      22. Gullette,
      The Genealogical Construction, p. 137.
    


    
      23. To the best of
      my knowledge there exists no comparative analyses of these versions. I base this statement on my own comparisons
      between common knowledge of the nature of Kyrgyz–Chinese enmity in the epic on either side of the border.
    


    
      24. For
      Bolot's full statement on language-related issues, see Chapter 4.
    


    
      25. For an
      introduction, see Anthony Smith, Ethno-Symbolism and Nationalism: A Cultural Approach (London, 2009). The
      term ‘ethnonationalism’ refers to a subjective loyalty to one's nation. To complete the dyadic relationships
      between loyalties and political structure, ethnonationalism is to patriotism as nation is to state; see Walker
      Connor, ‘A Nation is a Nation, is a State, is an Ethnic Group, is a …’, Ethnic and Racial Studies 1(4)
      (1978), pp. 379–88.
    


    
      26. As quoted from
      the first lines of the Kyrgyzstani national anthem from 1992.
    


    
      27. The scholarly
      literature on nationalism is vast and cannot be discussed here; my brief discussion is based on Kaiser, The
      Geography of Nationalism; and Smith, Ethno-Symbolism and Nationalism.
    


    
      28. Hirsch,
      Empire of Nations, p. 165.
    


    
      29. In a slightly
      different context, this wider Badakhshan as seen by GBAO's Pamiri also includes a part of northern
      Afghanistan. See Chatterjee for a discussion of what she calls ‘the Afghan Connection’, in Suchandana Chatterjee,
      Politics and Society in Tajikistan: In the Aftermath of the Civil War (Kolkota, 2002), pp. 130–44.
    


    
      30. This can be
      supposed to be largely due to restrictions in China on activities of religious organisations based outside the
      PRC.
    


    
      31. It was not
      until 2012 that the Aga Khan was formally invited to visit Chinese territory for the first time.
    


    
      32. According to
      all interviews in Tashkurgan, this distribution is rather new; traditionally it has been roughly three-to-one in
      favour of Uighur. Communication between local Kyrgyz and Tajiks in Tashkurgan is almost exclusively in Uighur.
    


    
      33. Thus stated in
      a government brochure discovered at Xinjiang Normal University (the institution that has been pursuing such a
      project). I thank Dr Liu Ming of the Department of Social Anthropology there for his insight on this topic.
    


    
      34. For discussion
      of a similar process unleashed by the re-introduction of the traditional vertical Mongolian script in China and
      how this has affected wider narratives of national identity in Mongolia, see Enze Han, ‘The Dog That Hasn't
      Barked: Assimilation and Resistance in Inner Mongolia, China’, Asian Ethnicity 12/1 (2011), pp. 70–1.
    


    
      35. This does not
      imply that there was no border conflict arising in the USSR's borderlands; however, border change has taken
      place only within the former Soviet Union rather than between the new states and their old neighbours.
    


    
      Epilogue
    


    
      1. AKI press news
      agency, Bishkek, 8 October 2014 (available at http://www.akipress.org, accessed 1 November 2016).
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