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			Introduction

		

		
			In August 1959, a twenty-three-year-old math teacher named Shu Jialing arrived in Qinghai Province to take up her first job.1 A native of Nanchong city in the northern part of Sichuan Province, she had just graduated from the Sichuan Institute of Education in Chengdu and was a member of the Youth League, the junior branch of the Communist Party of China. When the Party had issued a call for graduates to go to the neediest places in the nation to help with the daunting tasks of modernization, she eagerly filled out her application, along with about fifty others from her class. Shu Jialing ended up spending her entire career teaching math in Qinghai, mostly in a county middle school. She married a local, had six children and came to regard herself with satisfaction as a Qinghai-ren.2 Her life story played out like a propaganda piece from the 1950s; she “put down roots, blossomed, and bore fruit” in her adopted home. She represented herself as a happy, well-adjusted, effective New Chinese citizen who saw that her individual interests and those of the nation and her compatriots in Qinghai had lined up in her story of permanent relocation to a hitherto harsh place of exile. Every place in the Motherland was indeed one’s home.3 The phrase captured how the processes of state-building—the administrative, political, financial, security, and other capacities of the state’s control systems—were also intended to produce the cultural and spatial homogenization of identity, that is, build a new, nationally uniform socialist Chinese identity that replaced the prejudices and parochialisms of native place and what the Communists called the “old society.”

			Shu Jialing was one of hundreds of thousands of newcomers in Qinghai, a province that had about 1.5 million residents at the start of the 1950s. They were sent there to address a perceived labor shortage. By helping Qinghai exploit its resources, such as oil and empty lands, resettlers would help the province fulfill its role in the national strategy to create wealth and power. Relocation costs were therefore to be paid by the government and employers. In addition, when individuals like Shu Jialing arrived in their new homes, they were typically welcomed and feted with banners, fireworks, parades and celebrations, all of which lauded them for their service to China and Qinghai. Many new arrivals thus understood their own story of leaving home and starting over in a new job far away as a life transition endowed with national significance. In the metaphors favored during the first decades of People’s Republic of China (PRC) history, they were engaged in a battle for modernization on behalf of Chairman Mao, the Communist Party, and the Motherland. Resettlers were heroic vanguard soldiers in this battle. They were due respect, “face” and tangible benefits. Unlike migrants in traditional times, who were understood to be desperate actors in search of their own private economic interests, resettlers’ movement advanced the public good as it had been defined by the Party. These two qualities—the aligning of individuals with national goals and the obligation of the government to provide financial and other support—defined this movement as state-sponsored resettlement rather than migration in the conventional sense. Yet, as we will also see, resettlers tended to act like migrants. They responded to “push and pull” factors and made decisions to move or stay based on their own calculations and using their own metrics. The government and Communist Party planners and administrators tended to view resettlers in the abstract, as a labor force to be moved about, deployed rationally and strategically across the national landscape, whereas for individuals and families, the unit of analysis remained their own household.

			Located to the north of the Tibet Autonomous Region and to the south of the deserts of Gansu and Xinjiang, Qinghai Province has beautiful alpine scenery, relatively clean air and a mild summer climate. Its capital, Xining, sits at about 2,275 m or 7,400 feet above sea level and in 2015 has perhaps two million residents in the metropolitan area. The city looks like many other smaller provincial capitals, with vast new public spaces, high rise hotels, office buildings, fast food restaurants, and chain stores. Unlike every other province, almost all of its territory is set up as autonomous prefectures, counties and townships for Tibetans, Hui, Tu, Mongols, and Salars. In the 2010 census, Han were the slight majority of the registered population, with Tibetans and Hui the second and third largest ethnic groups, with 24 percent and 15 percent of the total population, respectively.4
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					Map 1. Qinghai Province in the People’s Republic

					Wikipedia Commons, adated by Rosalinda Boyette. Original map available at https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Qinghai_in_China_(%2Ball_claims_hatched).svg.

				

			

			In the 1950s, there was no doubt in the minds of many who arrived there that Qinghai was beyond the pale of civilization, a harsh frontier. Enough of the newcomers were alienated by their new home that the Qinghai Daily News published a profile in September 1956 under the question-begging headline “He Doesn’t Want to Leave!” The piece offered soothing advice to those who were having adjustment problems, including a Mr. Liu Xucheng, who had arrived in Xining in July. A veteran of multiple tours of duty in the Korean War, he had been placed in a construction firm as a laborer. Liu was tormented by doubts about his new home. “Qinghai is just so backward!” he groaned to himself. “Although Xining is a provincial capital, it doesn’t measure up to our county towns back home . . . some of the things people say I can’t understand, and it is hard to buy some things, too.”5 That this was newsworthy certainly speaks to a range of issues and experiences produced by mobility in the first decade of the People’s Republic. The source, a newspaper article, is also baldly propagandistic and was placed in the newspaper of record in Qinghai by Party officials to achieve a political goal: to persuade more relocatees to stay put in Qinghai. Yet sources like this one, its propaganda goals notwithstanding, reveal a lot about the time and place. For example, the piece recognized that individuals exercised some degree of agency within the unified national job assignment system and that the Party and government had to convince its citizens to make Qinghai their home. The story reported that the worker, Liu Xiucheng, had decided that he would head back to Shandong. He began taking sick days and then refused to do the work that was assigned to him. His alienation was driven by both an unfamiliar regional culture as well the mundane—the shopping!

			The perceived and real differences between Qinghai and the heartland shaped the PRC’s first frontier policy called “Supporting Frontier Construction” or “Zhibian” (zhichi bianjiang jianshe). Zhibian referred to both the general emphasis on integrating border regions with the metropolitan core and to specific resettlement policies starting in 1955. Subsequent efforts to “support the frontiers” were promoted during the Cultural Revolution years, mainly with the institutional mechanisms of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) and its production and construction corps (Shengchan jianshe bingtuan); the “Third Front” (Sanxian jianshe) policies of the same era; and in the 2000s, the “Develop the West” (Xibu da kaifa) policies, launched around 2000 and ongoing at the time of publication in 2016.

			The title of this book uses the phrase “colonizing Kokonor” to describe the zhibian policies in Qinghai in the 1950s. The phrase will no doubt jar some readers. I use it here to emphasize that the Qinghai region was more of a frontier zone in the 1950s than it was a province. It was a borderland with multiple, overlapping ethnic groups each with their own historical claims to hegemony, in some cases dating back to the beginning of history in the region. Kokonor is the Mongolian-derived name for the region and came to be used after the Mongol conquest and settlement in the thirteenth century. Mongol influence in the Qinghai region peaked in the seventeenth century.6 The Lhasa-based Tibetan government of the Gelugpa school led by the Dalai Lama also rose to power with the Mongols and eventually displaced them as regional hegemon. Although the highest lamas of the Gelugpa sect never ruled Amdo in a territorial sense, monastic affiliations and spiritual connections reinforced the ethnic and linguistic elements of a “pan-Tibetan” geo-body. The Manchu Qing, in turn, asserted their hegemony over the Mongols and Tibetans by establishing an imperial amban or viceroy at Xining and Lhasa in 1725.

			Amdo is the northeastern third of the linguistically Tibetan world. Of the many groups that have inhabited the geographical and cultural space of modern Qinghai, Amdo Tibetans spread the deepest and widest roots, particularly through the institutions and practices of Buddhism. Amdowas’ claim on the region as ancestral and cultural homeland has an ancient pedigree.7 One assumes that they originated in the Qiang peoples who were known to Chinese writers in antiquity. The pre-Buddhist Tufan kingdom based in the Tibetan heartland at Lhasa invaded Amdo and displaced the Tuyuhun as political hegemons of the Qinghai region. This northeastern corner of the Tibetan world became a political center in its own right in the tenth and eleventh centuries, with a succession of Tibetan polities. The Tsongkha kingdom—known in Chinese as the Qingtang—was followed by the Tangut Xia.8 Mongol and Manchu conquests established light and episodic suzerainty over the Tibetan world.9 While imperial powers ebbed and flowed, most Amdowas’ lives were regulated more by their tribes or clans, local political authorities, Buddhist institutions, customs, everyday life, and local economic practices, than they were by authorities based in Lhasa or Beijing. And, it bears repeating that the Amdowa world generated its own politics—both micro and regional—independent of the imperial capitals and cultures that claimed it, its own heroes and villains, folkways and institutions, benign rule and tyranny, astonishing civilizational achievements as well as injustice and daily hardships.10

			The antecedents of contemporary Han people have also been in the Qinghai region since at least the beginnings of imperial history. During the Han dynasty, troops were settled on imperial farm colonies in at least two waves, the first in 111 BC and the second, fifty years later, a policy whose longevity will be evident in the chapters that follow.11 Imperial Chinese power in the region rose and fell in the subsequent two thousand years, with Tang, Ming, and Qing bursts of expansion, and Song withdrawal. It was only during the Qing that the Han population began steady and permanent growth to what was at the time Gansu Province, largely because of folk migration. The evidence for Han folk movement in the province is found especially in lineage books. Guide County, for example, reports that Han genealogies record family migration “after Qianlong,” presumably here meaning after the high point of Qing military expansion in the first half of the eighteenth century. Some books record Han merchant families coming from Shaanxi, Gansu, and Shanxi while others record soldiers being moved to garrison imperial ranches in what became county.12 Although the city at Xining was an important hub for the Han community in Qinghai, the Han who lived there visibly adapted and mixed in with other ethnic groups.13

			What complicates this binary conception of the region as a Sino-Tibetan borderland was the political dominance of Chinese Muslims (Hui) in the first half of the twentieth century. Hui are also Chinese speakers and have pursued livelihoods that are similar to Han, but have distinguished themselves for several centuries in Northwest China by their dominance in trade and by the twentieth century, a perception that they were superior soldiers. During the 1950s especially, Hui men and women would be easy for newcomers to identify by their distinctive clothing and head coverings. The history of the Hui people in the Northwest is made complex by the fact that they were a persecuted minority during the Qing. Qing law provided for harsher punishments for Hui, for example, and Hui were forbidden from living within the city walls in many Northwestern cities.14 Nineteenth century rebellions across the Northwest had made the Hui targets of Qing administrators and armies. After surrender, Hui were resettled as a way to pacify their perceived propensity to oppose the central government.15 During the Republic, Hui became wielders of formidable clout—regionally and nationally—through the warlord clans who ruled Qinghai, Gansu, and Ningxia.16 Qinghai leader Ma Bufang, for example, was a proud Muslim chauvinist, whose well-functioning government gave preferential treatment to fellow Muslims and required study of Islam in its modern schools and in the army, both which were unsurprisingly dominated by Muslims.17 So when the People’s Liberation Army and the Communist Party arrived in Qinghai in 1949 to set up a new government, they encountered an unusually complicated political and ethnic situation, one with both modern and centuries-old ethnic and political features.

			If the eighteenth century Great Lakes region of North America was a “middle ground” of ethnic coexistence based on the shared interests of Indian natives and European immigrants, how might we characterize late Qing and Early Republican Qinghai region? Low-level village conflicts and ethnic cleansing events with local origins had not been uncommon in the past as we see in Jonathan Lipman’s description of feuding and rebellion during the Qing, for example, and moreover, show the irreducible complexity of conflict and coexistence in the region. Even when conflicts were ended by Qing intervention, the grudges, animosities, and hostilities endured and created a “rebellion every thirty years.”18 Foreign observers in the first half of the twentieth century typically described prejudice, distrust, and mutual hostility, especially between Han and Hui and among Muslims generally. Louis Schram, a Catholic priest who lived in the region from 1911 to 1922 reported that ethnic groups tended to live in enclaves, and that Chinese and Chinese-speaking Muslims had a “cordial mutual dislike,” for example.19 Robert Ekvall also reported violent incompatibility and segregation of Han and Hui but observed “mutual tolerance” between Tibetans and Han Chinese, in part because they shared Buddhism.20 Mongols and Tibetans were looked down on as primitives or barbarians by both Hui and Han. In 1931, a progressive Chinese writer wrote rather benignly about Hui, Tibetans, and Mongols, yet clearly ranked all three below the Han.21 A survey of Xining County in 1932 recorded ethnic stereotypes no doubt typical of the age: “The Han are patient and hard-working and the Hui are good at business. Besides those Tibetans who are monks, all the others are called “jiaxi fan” which means already assimilated by the Han. They are timid and stupid and very superstitious, and are equal with the Tu.”22 Some Tibetan tribes were treated as enemies by the Ma regime and ruthlessly suppressed.23 Paul Nietupski reports that violence, lawlessness, and attacks on Amdowas increased in the region during the late Qing and especially during the early Republican years.24 A 1925 campaign led by Ma Bufang’s Ninghai Army, for example, left sixty-seven villages burned and seven thousand Tibetans dead.25 It is difficult not to conclude that this was a frontier zone characterized by violence driven by “explosive hatreds” between peoples.26

			For the most part, imperial governments based far away had had limited control and influence in this part of the world, especially on the highlands and in the Chaidam Basin. Even the term suzerainty may be claiming too much for overreaching empires up to the nineteenth century.27 By the twentieth century and up to the founding of the People’s Republic in 1949, this corner of the Himalayan plateau was a patchwork of more or less autonomous clan- and monastery-based polities and estates. As a Chinese writer put it in 1931, Tibetans and Mongols were “supervised” by the government, but they had “not yet escaped from the system of kings and princes.”28 Minhe County reported in its institutional history, for example, that when the county was created in 1930, about one-fifth of its residents, around ten thousand people, were controlled by the Li family tusi chief.29 The largest of the Qinghai polities was the assertive, well-run Muslim Chinese state allied with the Nationalist government. Clan leaders, kings, and reincarnated lamas might deliver their allegiance, gifts, and taxes to multiple authorities, imperial and local, or to none at all. When Qinghai Province was set up in 1929, it joined together seven mainly agricultural counties that had been administered as part of Xining prefecture in Gansu Province with the vast highland areas that, during Qing times, had been at least nominally under the control of the Xining amban. The warlord government of Ma Bufang based at Xining set up seven new county seats by 1933. Four of these counties were subdivided from existing counties that had been part of Xining prefecture in Qing and early Republican Gansu Province. Four others, at Gonghe, Yushu, Nangqian, and Dulan, represented unprecedented extensions of Chinese control where princely and tribal leaders still ruled. Three additional highland county seats were established in the 1940s.30 The creation of counties in some cases took account of the gradual sedentarization of nomads resident in the region over centuries and the decline of clan-based polities. In these areas, the state was catching up with the evolution of local peoples toward a settled way of life organized around agriculture. However, at the county and township level, there remained tremendous diversity in how people made a living and understood themselves. Even within established counties, enclaves of tribally organized people remained intact up through the 1950s. Huzhu County, for example, was established in 1930 as a subdivision of Xining County. In this era, there were intact Tibetan, Mongol, and Tu communities but there were also households that had mixed through intermarriage and sedentarization. Some farm families still maintained a tribal identity but others did not. In the same county there were also pastoralists who maintained a tribal identity and nomadic way of life.31 Jianzha County, for example, reported in its history that the Angla tribal (qianhu) prince submitted peacefully to the PLA when it arrived in 1949. In exchange, his position as prince was confirmed by the Party. It acknowledged, too, that he could remain in his role.32 Another milestone in the conversion of tribal, frontier lands into Chinese counties was Ma Bufang’s effort to register tribal peoples in the baojia system at Chiang Kai-shek’s urging.33 But the bulk of the work of setting up and running Chinese-style county governments—the foundational building block of Chinese state-building for millennia—remained to be done by the Communist government in the 1950s. Sixteen of the thirty-seven current county governments in Qinghai were established only after the Communist victory.34 By about 1960, the religious, political, and social structures of the highlands would be dismantled and replaced with the Chinese-style county seat-based administration that functioned as the executor of the central government’s will. In this sense, the task of building New China in Qinghai can be understood within the historical arc of millennia of ebbing and flowing of Chinese, Tibetan, and Mongolian empire-building efforts and the persistence and evolution of folkways and peoples in a pluralistic frontier milieu driven by both eclectic mixing and conflict-driven enclavization.

			In 1949, therefore, and continuing through its first decade, the place was more of a frontier region than it was a province. It was still constituted by three distinct parts that had not been pulled together by the new provincial boundary in 1929 or the new county seats set up in the 1930s and 1940s. One could see this in the way people dressed, the languages they spoke and how they went about their lives. There were remnants of a hegemonic Chinese Muslim society, intact Mongol and Tibetan highland polities, led by princes and chiefs, and a long-lived outpost of Han Chinese culture. Beneath this helpful yet obscuring tripartite division, there were several other distinct peoples produced by a long history of “Middle Ground” mixing, especially the Tu people but also Tibetanized Mongols and Muslim Tibetans. The legacies of Kokonor’s history—conflict and coexistence, imperial politics and local politics, Buddhism and Islam, farming and animal raising—were starkly evident to newcomers. The Beijing government was determined to integrate and homogenize all parts of the country on a basis of equality. It sought to create uniformity in all things as a primary goal of state-building. Kokonor’s ethnic frontier and its imperial pasts presented a particularly daunting challenge.

			Historical documents and the zeitgeist of the era thus suggest that encounters between Han, Hui, Tibetans, and others during the 1950s in Qinghai would have to overcome generations of stereotypes, ethnic chauvinism, mistrust, hostility, and violence. In its own documents, for example, Party officials reported that some Hui in the province had feared that the arrival of the Communist Party in 1949 would mean repetition of anti-Hui campaigns during imperial times, such as that carried out by Zuo Zongtang. Hui were reported in 1950 fearing that the Communists were operating with slogans like “Kill Hui, Obliterate their Mosques.”35 A 1950 Party document reported on such conflicts and urged officials to do the community-level political work necessary to change attitudes and behaviors inherited from the past. It reported that, in about 1940, for example, Hui families had arrived in a Hualong County village in Qinghai that was Tibetan-dominated. They began opening up new fields, but by 1950, the resentful Tibetan locals drove out the Hui and burned their homes.36 The same report listed other villages that had experienced intra-Hui or Han-Hui conflicts over land, including a case in Guide County that had led to armed violence.37 Secondary sources, too, report 1950s’ efforts to bridge the gap that history and ethnicity had produced violence between peoples. Tongren County, for example, the home of the Rongwo Monastery reported on 1955 efforts by its officials and those in Guinan County to end the feuding between two Tibetan clans that had been ongoing for more than fifty years.38 The report makes clear that Party leaders were cognizant of the difficulties it faced in changing people’s way of thinking about ethnic differences and the ways in which land was used and by whom.

			At the policy level and from the state’s perspective in Beijing—that is, the sense of civilizing mission that underlay everything the Communists did—ethnic encounters in the 1950s were to be driven by socialist Han reformist energies in a paternalistic, avowedly fraternal but iron embrace. Tibetans and Hui were viewed through the same naïvely “high modernist” lens that made Qinghai an object of well-meaning but no less coercive in-migration. Both the place and the peoples would be benignly assimilated to a new way of life that would improve them and preserve some carefully selected components of their traditional culture and way of life. They would enter the socialist Chinese nation-building machine as unformed, local and backward tribesmen and emerge modern, socialist and patriotic minority nationalities in a teleological process that was defined for them by Beijing. Through no fault of their own—save their bad luck to be located far, far away from the centers of New Chinese civilization—Qinghai and the peoples who lived there were helplessly stuck in a backward state. Their condition could only be improved with the overlay of a superior civilization. A Great Leap Froward-era poet wrote of the Chinese-Tibetan encounter in an “Evening Spent in a Tent”:

			I enter the tent of a Tibetan compatriot,

			given special treatment as if entering my old home on the shore of the south seas.

			The milk tea in the silver pot,

			is boiling madly from the great kindness of a loved one,

			Flames leap up from the dried manure fire,

			Burning from my host’s warm-heartedness39

			Although the poet alluded to the universal friendliness of homes in New China, the description takes careful and pleasured note of the differences in customs. The delicate “south seas” style infusions of tea were much different from the milk or butter tea which was boiled in a silver pot upon a dried manure fire.

			At the beginning of their rule in Qinghai, therefore, the Chinese Communists tried to enforce a new way of thinking about cultural differences such as these that was premised on equality between ethnic groups rather than on Han and Hui Chinese dominance. They sought to make a clean break with the past and promised peaceful, mutually beneficial relations. Party documents show that at least some officials were aware of the patterns of the distant and recent past that had to be overcome. Free or reduced cost health care and veterinary services as well as roving teams of motion picture projectionists were probably the first contact many Tibetans had with the new government.40 Communist authorities also hoped to gain pastoralists’ political support by trading with them on what they believed were favorable terms. The Golok Amdowas from southern Qinghai, reviled by various Republican-era observers as bandits, had been treated especially harsh by warlord Ma Bufang, as described above by Nietupski. A 1955 newspaper story reported that the trade embargo that Ma Bufang had imposed on the Goloks, prohibiting them for a generation from trading at Huangyuan County had been lifted. The prices they obtained for their wool at market were said to have been rising since 1949, allowing them to purchase more barley and tea in exchange for their wool.41 Land reform, class labeling and social leveling proceeded at a slower pace in Tibetan areas of the region, especially where monasteries had large holdings. In June 1954, according to Party documents, forty-four ethnically diverse townships in seven counties had not yet had the ownership of land redistributed.42 In purely pastoral areas the Party was even more cautious. It had a “policy of not dividing property, not doing class struggle and not drawing class lines” through the 1950s.43 In 1955, Party instructions to officials in Tibetan areas were remarkable for their sensitivity to particularly Tibetan problems related to language, religious institutions, and personal religious practice.44 Qinghai Party officials’ comments on the resettlement plans show that provincial leaders were cognizant of the potential conflicts that could arise along ethnic lines. In autumn 1956, director of resettlement and reclamation work, Lei Lin vowed that pastoralists would not be pushed out by agricultural resettlement. Resettlement would be done according to plan and would take into account the development of livestock raising.45 In this and other statements up to summer 1957, we see evidence of the “go-slow” approach in Tibetan-dominated areas to the rural reforms that had otherwise been implemented fairly uniform nationwide. In Jianzha County, for example, a county with about twenty-thousand mostly Tibetan residents in the early 1950s, most land and resources were still privately owned in 1958, two and half years after collectivization had been done elsewhere.46 Still, the “democratic reforms” of society and communization of land and flocks were implemented and were just as destructive, so the delayed timeframe may be a moot point. At the very least, however, we can see that the Communist Party had had a reformist agenda in place—rather than a radically assimilationist one—designed to gradually incorporate Tibetans, Mongols, Hui, and others in Qinghai in the socialist state as hyphenated Chinese citizens.

			Nevertheless, hostility and violence between and among ethnic groups was produced by resettlement and occurred along multiple fracture lines with many causes. The evidence examined for this book suggests that economic issues were a main cause of mutual discrimination, hostility, and violence, though these cannot be considered in isolation from other causes, some historical, some political and ethnic, some predictable and some not predictable. Given the history of the region, its ethnic complexity, and its poverty, it should come as no surprise that settling Han and Hui from Shandong, Henan, Beijing, and elsewhere in multi-ethnic villages in Qinghai at the same time that village resources were being collectivized could easily stir up conflict, even in the absence of pre-existing grudges, hatreds or patterns of injustice, exclusion, and dominance. Moreover, at the highest level of generalization, the collectivization of agriculture in 1955 and 1956 was an attack on self-segregating and conflict-driven ethnic enclaves that were inherited from the recent past. If it was true that people tended to prefer their own kind, a preference which may have been reinforced by Party policies which required people to select and identify with a single ethnic group, collectivization subordinated this preference to the principle of economies of scale and the Marxist worldview, in which farmers were laborers, no more, and no less. The grouping of farmers into ever larger mutual aid teams, co-operatives, collectives and communes in Qinghai’s ethnic patchwork rural areas could not help but bring diverse peoples into closer contact with one another, and by virtue of the size of the units, promote assimilation to the New Chinese norm. Even before this pressure to assimilate, which first peaked during the Great Leap Forward, Qinghai people were subjected to the same propaganda words and images using the same methods that all people had to bear throughout the country. They were exhorted to join in the campaigns to resist America and support Korea, and also heard lots of messages about new, modern ways of life, including customs, social relations, hygiene, and new ways to farm. All were expected, too, to participate in land reform and were categorized by their economic and social class. Nomads encountered the same mix of paternalistic yet regimented messages and methods, though several years later, than those in lowland areas. In 1958, the civilizing mission became violently coercive, as minorities were forced to submit taxes in renminbi, learn the Chinese language, give up their traditional clothing and jewelry, and pay homage to Mao Zedong and the Party rather than their own religion and leaders.

			State-Building or Internal Colonialism?

			Awed contemporary observers understood the processes of building New China and colonizing Kokonor to be of great historical significance, a patriotic modernization of a sleeping, unrefined natural place. Development of the province’s oil, gas, and mineral resources in the Chaidam Basin, for example, would supply the raw materials needed to support heavy industry and strengthen the political unity of a region perceived to be vulnerable to Anglo-U.S.-Nationalist meddling. The state’s ownership and exploitation of natural resources, just like the building of roads, power plants, railway lines, and dams elsewhere in China during the First Five Year Plan, would theoretically benefit Chinese citizens of all nationalities as the nation became more prosperous and modern.

			As historians and geographers have stressed, one of the most obvious identifiers of nineteenth-century imperial expansion and modern state-building is the impulse to establish quantifiable knowledge of a place: marking out its borders, naming its passes and mountain ranges, and surveying until its map has no more blank spots.47 Mapping Qinghai in the 1950s was a frontier policy that was directly descended from Qing and Republican-era policies and patterns.48 We have already mentioned the creation of the province and seven new county seats during the Republic, each act a milestone in the substantiation of the sovereignty of the nation-state. Surveying, boundary–drawing, naming, measuring, all accelerated in the 1950s. Three county seats were set up in 1954; four county seats in 1955; one in 1957; and three in 1958.49 Each county seat—even if only a gathering of tents at the outset—was the first step in the domestication and standardization of an unruly frontier zone, its transformation into recognizably New Chinese territory. Indeed, over two to three decades, these towns and new towns and neighborhoods came to have remarkably homogenous shape and appearance across the nation.

			The state- and nation-building policies of the late 1950s and 1960s lead some North American and European scholars to regard the PRC actions in western regions as manifestations of an “imperial” state.50 The issues of colonial history—military domination, subordination and assimilation of local peoples, distant metropoles, well-meaning but nevertheless arrogant arrivistes, and resistance to the imperial project—certainly fit the story of resettlement to Qinghai, particularly when viewed in a cross-national framework. Two books published in 2008 by academic presses in the United States used the term “colonization” to describe population movements into Qinghai, implying that China’s sovereignty in Tibetan regions is illegitimate.51 When viewed as colonization, we will see that the Qinghai region was not successfully integrated into the modern Chinese nation-state by the rural resettlement examined in this book. This stands in contrast to events in Heilongjiang, which was the historical homeland of the Manchu people and subject to both Russian and Japanese colonization during Qing and modern times. Population in-migration over two centuries has cemented Chinese sovereignty in Heilongjiang. Qinghai’s integration seems unfinished in part because of the still ongoing consolidation of Chinese control across the Himalayan plateau and the acts of resistance that occur periodically, most recently starting in 2008.52 Immolations by Tibetan monks in Amdo and Kham show that the demands for greater autonomy for Tibetans are not going away, despite the central government’s efforts to transform Tibetans into globalized consumers like Chinese citizens elsewhere in the nation-state.53 Like other western regions, one can therefore think of Qinghai as an internal colony. It is too small in every way to assert itself in domestic politics, dependent on the Center for financial and other kinds of support, a provider of raw materials to the industrial East, and used by the Center for its own purposes, whose cosmopolitan citizens continue to conceptualize it as a place of exile.

			Yet this view contradicts the common sense understanding of China held by most of its own citizens. In their view, the Chinese nation-state has an inviolable territorial dimension that the People’s Republic of China rightfully constituted. China is no more a colonial power in Qinghai than the United States is a colonial power in the state of Utah or Arizona. The processes and events examined in this book were conducted wholly within the boundaries of the Chinese state and among Chinese citizens. Some of the people who moved tried in good faith to help a poor region and ethnic Others take part in the breakthrough to a New China. Western regions like Qinghai were understood to be intrinsic parts of the nation-state, part of a gloriously diverse family of peoples united by the fraternal and egalitarian principles of socialism and nationalism. Rather than exploiting peripheral places and peoples, national government policies like resettlement were understood historically as helping minority nationalities improve their lives while preserving their ethnicity through things like bilingual education and statutory inclusion in deliberative bodies.

			Regardless of how we name the processes underway, it is clear that a fundamental, historical transformation was occurring driven by a state-sponsored oil boom or gold rush. Heavy migration of Chinese followed the establishment of new settlements, cities and counties, creating pressure for all to assimilate to the Communists’ New Chinese culture.

			Overview of Resettlement

			Population resettlement was integral to the spatial reinvention of the nation that was launched with the First Five Year Plan (1953–1957). China’s human and material resources were concentrated on its coast. A balanced re-deployment of these resources across the national landscape would allow for a more comprehensive, prosperous, and defensible industrial economy and, hence, a stronger nation. The nation’s hierarchy of wealth and prestige that favored the coast over inland areas would be flattened out and modernized into a homogenous whole. Qinghai’s role in the First Five Year Plan was to provide key natural resources—including space itself—to the nation. Its oil and gas would make possible the nation’s industrialization, for example, which would raise and equalize the standard of living so that all people would have access to the fruits of modern, socialist life: electricity, motorized transport, health care, education, and improved housing. As a frontier region, Qinghai faced additional challenges. It had poor transportation infrastructure, harsh alpine and highland desert ecosystems, a labor shortage, and a majority population of non-Han Chinese ethnic groups. Hui, Tibetans, Mongols, and Salars were not expected to fill technical, administrative, or skilled labor positions because of their perceived deficiencies in language skills or questionable loyalties.54 For Qinghai to fulfill its obligations to the plan, therefore, astonishingly high imports of people were called for. In the short term, most would be sent to cities and towns. The most high profile of these in-migrants in the first half of the 1950s were tens of thousands of natural resource prospectors sent by the national government to the province’s western Chaidam Basin along with thousands of support staff. At about the same time, secret nuclear weapons labs were built in the province. These natural resource and national security imperatives hurried the province’s first railroad lines to completion in 1958. But there were also longer term plans for a demographic transformation of the province. In 1956, for example, the province’s director of resettlement and reclamation announced a plan calling 1.2 million people to be moved to Qinghai by 1967, with the total population reaching 6.6 million.55 According to official statistics, the province grew from about 1.5 million in 1950 to 2.6 million in 1959, but fell to 2.2 million in 1964.56 Most of this growth was urban.

			Zhibian transfers to urban and non-agricultural enterprises in Qinghai began right at the start of the new administration in 1949. They were called “new staff” or “new arrivals” in Party reports, rather than yimin (移民) “resettlers.” Party and government officials, active duty soldiers, former soldiers, returned overseas Chinese, the formerly unemployed, technicians, school graduates, and others were assigned to border and remote locations in a way that emphasized both the hardship of the posting as well as the sense in which it was national service. In general, since these people were placed into positions that came with hardship pay and benefits, they were insulated to a degree from the poverty and unique qualities of Qinghai. People who were sent to the rural, collective sector, on the other hand, received only temporary assistance from the government. Additionally, many urban, state sector in-migrants were on short-term, task-specific placements and so had no intention to put down roots. An oil field worker, for example, could expect to move around with the development of new areas, or a lineman would follow the construction of the electrical grid. Staff were sent to provinces and regions all around China’s perimeter, including Xinjiang, Yunnan, Hainan Island, and Heilongjiang. Shu Jialing, whose story began this book, was moved to Qinghai as part of this effort. Qinghai ribao reported in September 1956 on changes in the staffing of the Bureau of Industry in the preceding nine months. The number of workers and administrators had almost doubled, and, like other enterprises in the province, about half of the total employees in the enterprise had been recruited or transferred from outside the province.57

			This book focuses on zhibian relocatees who were sent to rural areas and the collective sector. Their main task was to expand the area of farming in the province. They were called “nongken yimin” (农垦移民) or agricultural resettlers. Zhibian resettlement for farming was articulated in national publications in earnest beginning in Fall 1955. Its first high point was in 1956 and 1957. Most of the resettlers moved in this first wave were social welfare resettlers. They were ordinary farmers or tradesmen who moved with their entire families to what they had been told would be a better life in the open spaces of the west. Social welfare resettlers were placed into existing villages and integrated into their just-formed co-operatives and collectives. Another group of agricultural resettlers were organized by the Communist Youth League into teams that were settled on new, stand-alone farms that they were supposed to build. Then, in 1958, when resettlement was relaunched with greater urgency in a second wave of resettlement, the Youth League-recruited method became more dominant in Qinghai and nationwide. Youth teams set up thirty-two or more farms in Amdo. At the time, some parts of the highlands were wracked by civil war-like conditions, as some Amdowans had rebelled against Communist Party control of the region. Altogether, about two hundred thousand people were resettled to rural areas between 1955 and 1960.

			Chapter Outline

			This book focuses on the goals, policies, and results of state-organized population resettlement to Qinghai between 1956 and 1962. The narrative includes sections on the social history of the movements, focusing on the experiences of resettlers and locals, but overall our sources provide a fuller accounting of the political history of events and processes. The politics of resettlement at the village level were generated by two issues: financial support given to resettlers and mutual discrimination by resettlers and locals, including ethnic discrimination. The broader framework for the book is regional. Its findings can be used for comparisons with other western or peripheral regions of China. While focusing on one set of policies that were designed to reinvent Qinghai as a progressive, economically productive, and desirable place to live, the book’s aim is to demonstrate that the events and processes of rural resettlement to Qinghai narrate a longer term story about state-building in modern Chinese history.

			Chapter 1, “The History and Rationales for Agricultural Resettlement to Border Regions, 1920–1955” explains why resettlement was launched and what the national and provincial governments hoped to achieve with it. The policies of the 1950s created a peak of population mobility in the PRC that was not exceeded until the economic boom of the 1990s. In the history of Chinese politics, we see that rural resettlement to border areas did not begin as a Maoist experiment; ongoing rural resettlement programs show that rural resettlement did not end as a Maoist experiment either. The chapter also documents how Qinghai provincial leaders shaped the implementation of the plan to meet their own goals. This chapter introduces the idea that we can analyze the resettlers as migrants, using push and pull factors common to migration studies. Chapter 1 describes the most important push factors for resettlement: centralized economic planning; existing resettlement efforts done by social welfare agencies, including the resettlement of people displaced by dam building, the deployment of soldiers, the laogai system and the targeting of Hui in the eastern China for relocation. Overall, the most notable push factor was a state-orchestrated “Gold Rush” designed to turn the province into a source of vital mineral, oil and gas resources to power China’s industrialization. At the same time, the “221” nuclear research lab complex was built in Qinghai, which also required state-assigned relocation.

			Chapter 2, “Resettlement Becomes a Frontier Policy, 1955–1956” explains how and why resettlement became a high profile, nationally-directed frontier policy, a transformation that was driven by Hu Yaobang’s Youth League and its emulation of China’s friendly rival, the Soviet Union. This chapter also differentiates rustication and resettlement and argues that resettlers can be understood as migrants who demonstrated considerable agency within a mainly coercive institutional environment. Indeed, the historical record shows that state policies designed to reinvent Qinghai as both an industrial base and as an appealing destination for young people generated voluntary migration, with high wages, opportunities for promotion, and a sense of freedom as incentives. Voluntary migrants bore the costs of relocation themselves and moved without permission of authorities, in defiance of the centralized plan and the law.

			Chapter 3, “Moving West, 1955–1956” describes the experience of resettlement beginning with Youth League recruitment in Henan and Beijing. It documents the points of origin for in-migrants and notes that nearly half of those moved in 1956 were Hui. Their journey west and arrival in Qinghai is described as well. The chapter also reports on Qinghai local peoples’ anxieties and resistance to resettlement. Although the project had national priority, local communities were expected to pay for the placement of newcomers in their villages, which villagers understood within a zero-sum framework. Adding additional families to existing communities could not help but reduce their own prospects for higher levels of prosperity, certainly in the months prior to the harvest and likely after the harvest, too.

			Chapter 4, “Raising Incomes, Making Homes, 1955–1957” describes how the grandiose scheme to remake Qinghai played out on the ground, focusing on the processes of removal, transportation, and the complexities of settling families into newly formed collectives. Internal Party reports at the township, county, and province level show that the macro-level logic of resettlement did not function as it was intended in placement communities. We document both the initial “honeymoon phase” of placement, in which newcomers and locals spoke of the successes of having new, helpful members in their collectives but also of the vexing problems that emerged almost immediately. To begin with, contrary to the breathless propaganda, there was not much land in Qinghai that could be quickly brought into profitable agricultural production. Resettlers were also not patriotic servants of the state. They expected to earn more money and lead the comfortable life that had been described to them when they were recruited. The expectation of higher incomes led to predictable problems. Youth League resettlers placed at Tuoletai and Chahanwusu near Qinghai Lake and in the Chaidam Basin respectively were profiled in local and national publications for their heroic efforts to build civilization with nothing but their bare hands and their brand new politics. The chapter also describes how resettlement was undermined by sloppy administration in source provinces. Resettlement work rather quickly was measured by the degree to which resettler incomes were increasing, rather than in the amount of new fields opened up or in the growth of the harvest per se. Local Party officials had to do what amounted to effective and timely social work and were told to extend enough aid and loans to allow in-migrants to generate a surplus so that they could support themselves but not enough to foster dependency on aid. It was a fine line that proved difficult to draw in a way that pleased locals and newcomers.

			Chapter 5, “Ethnic and Social Problems in First Wave Resettlement, 1956–1957” describes and analyzes how resettlement produced conflict between newcomers and locals. Newcomers were discriminated against; Qinghai people, in turn, were looked down upon by newcomers. Arguments, fistfights, and brawls involving more than a hundred people resulted, and led to several deaths. Ethnicity played a role in conflicts as well, with tensions generated by perceived slights and different understandings of what it meant to be Hui, for example. The great task of territorial consolidation through the expansion of agriculture quickly deteriorated into an administrative morass.

			Chapter 6, “From First Wave to Second Wave Resettlement, 1957–1958” explains how and why resettlement was relaunched with greater urgency and on a larger scale, using the Youth League model, despite the fact that it had been shown to be less effective than other methods. As challenging as adding a number of families to existing, relatively poor agricultural villages was, building new farms from the ground up in the dry, cool, and windy ecology of the highlands was even more difficult. Yet, two to three different institutional and policy streams were commandeered by Mao when he launched a militarized and enhanced resettlement plan at the Beidaihe conference in summer 1958. These included the Ministry of Agriculture and the Ministry of Agricultural Reclamation’s advocacy of the Soviet model of state farms, and then their Mao-inspired purposeful rejection of it; and their efforts to reduce the labor costs of farms.

			Chapter 7, “Colonizing Kokonor, 1958–1962” describes the peak of resettlement during the Great Leap Forward to both the Chaidam Basin and the highland of Amdo. Both efforts accelerated reclamation work when large numbers of tractors were brought to the task. The chapter describes the use of state farms as a deployment in the aftermath of the Tibetan rebellion. It also uses the inclusion of women on youth teams to demonstrate the degree to which resettlement was intended to be a frontier policy aimed at consolidating territorial control.

			The conclusion, “Resettlement, the Sino-Tibetan Frontier, and State-building” assesses the effects of resettlement on the province. Since so few of the resettlers remained in Qinghai, one cannot find an inexorable flood of Han colonists inundating rural Qinghai. Instead, the rural world has maintained its ethnic make-up. As others have shown, the transformation of urbanization is much more likely to permanently change Qinghai and places like it.

			Historiography and Sources

			Within China, resettlement has been written about as a public policy issue within broader questions about China’s population and its relationship to economic development. It is a politically sensitive subject in part because relocation has led to litigation and claims for compensation filed by those who were relocated. Since the 1980s, scholars and government officials have wrestled with different approaches to population issues and economic development, and the degree to which resettlement, including that for dam construction, can produce favorable results. The 1950s-era resettlement projects were revisited in a mid-1980s public policy debate that was launched by Hu Yaobang’s tour of Qinghai and the west in 1983. Hu and others announced a development strategy that would once again attempt to redistribute some of overcrowded eastern China’s population to un-crowded Northwest China, a policy that was now placed in the economic development paradigm of “reform-and-open.” Most participants in this debate argued that the failures of the 1950s resettlement in Qinghai were due mostly to environmental factors that cannot be overcome, namely the high altitude of Qinghai, and the coldness and aridity of the climate.58 Others argued that the natural resources of the northwestern region of China, including its empty spaces, are essential to national development and must be exploited despite the environmental limitations.59 The issues of resettlement and economic development were revisited again in a flurry of publications starting in the mid-1990s, stimulated by the founding of research institutions and the launch of the “Develop the West” strategy in 2000. Resettlement was reconceptualized in boom-time China with stronger social scientific credentials as “developmental resettlement,” “ecological resettlement,” “project resettlement,” or simply “involuntary resettlement.”60 In general, one can see that resettlement as a social and demographic engineering policy is an idea with considerable staying power.61 This book—the first comprehensive study in any language on 1950s resettlement to Qinghai—is not intended to support or condemn resettlement to Qinghai as a policy alternative but the historical analysis does show that folk-level, family-driven farm expansion is probably a more cost-effective and less disruptive means to produce more food in the province.

			Resettlement is also politically sensitive, outside of China especially, because it is understood by many as an advance of Han Chinese culture and power at the expense of minority peoples, and more particularly in the 1950s, a “deployment” to dilute Tibetan separatism and drive the Tibetan government out of Lhasa. Alternative historical interpretations and assertions of Tibetan sovereignty over Amdo, particularly by those outside of China, remain strong enough to problematize Qinghai’s place in the history of the PRC. Qinghai itself has so many “black” or secret episodes in its short PRC history, including the nuclear program, the prison system, and its intercontinental missile silos, that any Qinghai topic has the whiff of the clandestine about it. On the other hand, the Chinese government and most Chinese people consider the acquisition of Tibet and Tibetan areas of Qinghai to be a completed process. For both PRC history and the history of modern China, therefore, the story of agricultural resettlement to Qinghai in the 1950s remains contested historical terrain and awkwardly anomalous in the triumphalist narratives of national strength and unity that have emerged in post-socialist China. Interpretations of the events in the 1950s are thus subject to political pressures from opposite directions. The historian risks alienating the Chinese government and impugning colleagues and friends with conclusions unsympathetic to Chinese national pride just as he or she risks angering the Tibetan government-in-exile and impugning Tibetan friends and colleagues with conclusions that are unsympathetic to the goals of Tibetan autonomy or independence. My intent in writing this book is not to buttress the nationalist narratives of either Chinese or Tibetan history. What I have written is borne out by available Chinese historical records and other kinds of historical data. Although I filter and corroborate these sources, they of course impart a bias.

			The Communist Party of China still monitors and controls the production of historical knowledge. Access to archives is not generally allowed and researchers must take care not to cause trouble for colleagues and friends. Nevertheless, a fairly wide range of documentary sources are available to study resettlement to Qinghai. My documentary materials can be divided into two categories, internal documents and openly published materials. Internal documents (neibu) were governed by a somewhat looser restriction than “classified” documents in the U.S. milieu, although the Chinese usage includes a broader variety of documents. Many of these materials are available in libraries, including books, reports, and periodicals. Internal documents are more useful than published materials because they tend to be more thorough in their descriptions, more frank in their criticisms, and less concerned with the propaganda value of the content. My most important internal documents are found in three Qinghai political monthlies from the 1950s and in four Party compilations of internal documents. The serials are Qinghai Zhengbao (Qinghai Politics), Qinghai Zhengxun (Qinghai Politics Dispatch), and Qinghai Xuanchuanyuan (Qinghai Propagandist). The compilations are Yimin gongzuo ziliao xuanbian (Selected Materials on Resettlement Work), Quansheng di san ci nongken huiyi wenjian huibian (Documents From the Third Provincial Meeting on Agricultural Reclamation), Nongken gongzuo wenjian ziliao xuanbian (Selected Documentary Materials on Agricultural Reclamation), and Qinghai nongmu qu hezuo jingji shi liao (Materials on the History of Qinghai’s Agricultural and Pastoral Areas Cooperative Economics). These serials and compilations altogether contain more than 150 internal documents which directly address agricultural resettlement to agricultural and highland areas.

			The most important openly published primary materials are newspaper and magazine articles. These are much briefer in their description and analysis of resettlement and were propaganda for the Communist Party which controlled their publication. Even when they report the wild exaggerations of the Great Leap Forward years, there is still some historical data to be found. For example, the hyperbole of those years—not that different from the outlandish boosterism that inflates any speculative bubble—make a mockery of quantitative accuracy but the kinds of assertions that are made allow us to gain a sense of the way in which Party planners wanted to reinvent Qinghai as a modern, appealing place. I read mostly Qinghai ribao (Qinghai Daily News) but there are many other important periodicals and serials which I have drawn upon, including Renmin ribao (People’s Daily), Henan ribao [Henan Daily], Qinghai huabao (Qinghai Pictorial), Zhongguo qingnian (China Youth), Zhongguo qingnian bao (China Youth News), Guangming ribao (Enlightenment Daily) and county-level Qinghai newspapers which were published only in the late 1950s. There are also a number of useful published books from this period which address Qinghai in some fashion. The most important secondary published materials are many gazetteers that have been published since the 1980s. These local histories or institutional histories record important numbers and details from the 1950s resettlement programs. Finally, I did field work in rural Qinghai, interviewing and chatting with in-migrant families or their children and innumerable locals. Although the historical materials gained from my interviews were of minor importance to my research, the local and personal context they brought to my work is crucial. The rural landscape and courtyard homes in Guide, Xunhua, Hualong, Huangzhong, Gonghe, Haiyan counties, and the vast, arid basin around Golmud are the local and human context for the events that I will describe and analyze.62

			The research materials that I gathered unfortunately do not provide equal depth for all placement areas of resettlement. People placed in more than seven hundred co-operatives in the ten agricultural counties in the northeastern Qinghai area involved a greater number of government and Party bureaucracies and created a more complete paper trail. The movement also touched on the general problems of raising rural incomes, a frequently reported topic. Although we have only a few reports discretely addressing single co-ops or even townships over time, the total body of documents illuminates a fairly comprehensive latitudinal and longitudinal overview. Resettlement to highland areas left a scantier historical record particularly because of its timing: most resettlers were placed between 1958 and 1960 during the Great Leap Forward. Press accounts and official documents from this period do not include much reliable information. Perhaps more importantly, placement of farmers in historically pastoral regions on thirty-two or more stand-alone state-owned farms involved fewer government or Party jurisdictions and therefore produced fewer reports. Although we know the names and general locations of many Youth League organized farms, multiple reports exist for only two of these. The secondary literature on other events in the pastoral areas is also scanty. For example, each of the agricultural counties has published a gazetteer that includes much local history and statistical information. In contrast, in highland areas, the publication of these local histories is still the exception rather than the rule.63 The organizational structure of the state-run youth volunteer resettlement farms also hindered more comprehensive description and penetrating analysis. Resident farm cadres—who presumably had an interest in presenting their organization in the most favorable light—wrote most of the documents in a 1960 compilation. On the other hand, many reports about resettlement to agricultural counties were written by county work teams that were sent in to check on or “rectify” the work of co-op cadres, and were thus designed to expose and solve problems. We see the same dynamic in only a few reports about youth farms. The most descriptive document in a 1959 compilation was submitted by a Henan provincial delegation that had visited the province. The sentimental attachments of native place, and concern that native daughters and sons were having a hard time of it, presumably provoked a more critical examination of the youth team farms.64 As relatively autarchic organizations, the highland resettlement farms also could succeed or fail with fewer repercussions to local interests. For example, new farms in highland areas typically were given sheep, draft animals, kindling, and training from local peoples, but their farms were supposed to be self-sufficient after these start-up costs. In contrast, resettlers in the agricultural area were placed into existing co-ops. When these newcomers either did not work or were otherwise disruptive, their presence threatened to drag down incomes of the whole co-op and township. Resentment and dissatisfaction between co-op members over workplace issues coalesced into local versus newcomer discord. Both issues got the attention of many different sets of Party officials.

			These methodological problems—greater documentation for agricultural area resettlement versus very thin documentation for highland resettlement—are exacerbated by the ephemeral quality of the highland farms. They were completely dissolved in 1961 and most of the laborers and their dependents were sent back to their native places in the East.65 The few who remained were dispersed to administrative or other urban positions. In contrast, a larger percentage of resettlers—though still a small minority of the total—who were placed in agricultural counties put down roots and could be found decades later by simply asking around in the village. Moreover, most agricultural counties are relatively accessible with regular bus service and a range of restaurants or accommodations for visitors. One can wander from village to village and meet locals who remember or know resettler families. In highland areas, this casting of the research net was more difficult because of the social ecology of highland areas and ongoing government restrictions on inquiries there. The book therefore provides greater depth of analysis and description for events and patterns of social welfare resettlement in agricultural counties. In these counties, resettlement to a border region meant being placed in a densely multi-ethnic agricultural community with a Qing-era, if not older, tradition of farming.
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