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Part	one	

The	clock	always	-cks	ahead	in	busy	-mes,	and	it	can	
never	be	turned	back.	The	past	-me	or	what	we	call	
history,	always	takes	this	busy	-me	and	adds	us	to	its	
great	caravan,	embracing	us,	and	carrying	us	across	the	
desert	among	all	the	others	towards	the	endless	life	
journey	which	is	located	on	the	far	horizon.	We	are	all	a	
sort	of	traveller	and	we	travel	towards	our	goals,	we	all	
have	to	go	on	that	journey	and	no	one	is	excep-onal.		

Although	28	years	have	already	passed	since	the	protest	
happened,	its	memory	is	s-ll	fresh	and	alive.	If	you	have	
made	history	in	your	life-me	and	if	its	aim	was	to	realise	
your	people’s	desire	for	freedom	and	libera-on,	that	true	
history	will	live	among	your	people’s	hearts	forever	and	
it	will	become	an	unforgeEable	memory	for	future	
genera-ons	because	no-one	can	deny	that	every	page	of	
the	history	of	humankind	is	made	by	the	life	and	death	
struggle	to	live	in	this	world.		
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Inequality,	racial	discrimina-on	and	injus-ce	were	become	widespread	issues,	and	the	state	
abused	its	power	at	this	cri-cal	moment,	on	12	December,	1985,	when	several	thousand	
Uyghur	students	in	Urumchi	and	other	ci-es	marched	to	demand	from	the	Chinese	authori-es	
an	end	to	their	unequal	policies	in	East	Turkistan	(Xinjiang	Uyghur	Autonomous	Region,	China).	
The	protest,	which	happened	for	the	very	first	-me	10	years	aUer	the	Chinese	Cultural	
Revolu-on,	gathered	ideological	momentum	for	a	democra-c	Uyghur	student	movement	in	
the	region.	Although	this	protest	movement	was	gradually	suppressed,	it	inspired	many	
Uyghur	youths	to	dedicate	their	youth	to	the	movement,	and	they	become	Uyghur	rights	
campaigners.	This	is	the	true	story	of	Aziz	Isa,	one	of	the	followers	of	that	student	protest	
movement.	It	tells	us	how	he	become	vic-mised,	and	his	subsequent	life	story	as	a	refugee.	
The	example	of	Aziz	Isa’s	early	troubled	life	experience	which	is	connected	to	the	“12	
December	Student	Protest”	in	East	Turkistan	(Xinjiang)	should	lead	us	to	reflect	on	what	
happened	there	at	that	-me	and	what	is	happening	there	now.		

Twenty	one	years	ago	today,	in	1992,	a	very	simple	thing	happened	in	Aqsu	district	(Aksu	or	
Akesu,	which	is	located	in	the	mid-western	part	of	Xinjiang	Uyghur	Autonomous	Region),	but	it	
affected	a	young	man’s	whole	desUny.	This	story	is	about	a	newly	graduated	Uyghur	youth,	
Aziz	Isa,	who	had	just	joined	the	Exit	and	Entrance	AdministraUon	Office	of	the	Department	of	
Foreign	Affairs	Division	of	Aqsu	District	Police	Department.		

Aziz	worked	in	that	office	for	only	for	10	months,	before	he	was	publicly	discharged	from	his	
posiUon	because	of	his	past	criminal	record,	in	which	he	was	accused	of	infiltraUng	the	police	
force	by	hiding	his	poliUcal	criminal	record.	He	was	then	labelled	an	“ethnic	separaUst”.	The	
reason	behind	this	was	a	simple	poster	which	Aziz	had	made	and	posted	while	he	was	
studying	in	the	1st	year	of	high	school	in	Shahyar	county.	That	was	on	12th	December	of	1986,	
the	day	of	the	first	anniversary	of	the	Urumchi	student	protest,	and	Aziz	displayed	his	li^le	
poster	on	the	office	door	of	the	school	headmaster.		

Since	Xinjiang	became	a	largest	labour	reform	camp	(laogai)	in	China,	many	of	its	oasis	ciUes	
have	witnessed	a	great	number	of	violent	events	such	as	prison	escapes,	robberies,	etc,	which	
are	closely	related	to	the	inmates	in	those	camps.	For	example,	in	1991,	a	prisoner	escaped	
from	a	labour	camp	and	robbed	a	bank	in	Shayar,	escaping	with	500,000	RMB.	Aber	this	
serious	incident,	Aziz	Isa	was	sent,	along	with	another	police	officer,	to	Shayar	county	police	
department	to	invesUgate	the	case.		In	that	period,	Aziz	Isa	was	not	yet	permi^ed	to	wear	the	
official	police	uniform	because	of	the	regulaUon	that	uniforms	should	be	given	only	aber	one	
year	of	work	experience.	During	their	extensive	invesUgaUon	of	the	criminal	records	of	all	
previous	prisoners	(including	poliUcal	criminals)	in	Shayar	county,	they	found	records	relaUng	
to	the	incident	of	Aziz’s	poster.	Soon	aber	Aziz	returned	to	Aqsu,	these	records	were	reported	
to	Yang	Xiuming,	head	of	the	Aqsu	District	Police	Department.	
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In	fact,	Aziz’s	case	which	happened	in	1986	during	his	high	school	days,	had	already	been	
resolved	by	the	county	police	department	giving	him	a	warning	noUce	and	by	his	school	giving	
him	self	educaUon.	Therefore,	he	had	been	allowed	to	take	the	college	entrance	exam	in	
1988.	He	studied	Russian	language	as	his	major	in	Xinjiang	University,	and	graduated	with	
disUnguished	results.	He	had	never	thought	that	a	simple	poster	made	seven	years	ago	would	
come	back	to	haunt	him,	and	drive	him	onto	the	criminal	list.		

Aziz	Isa	was	born	in	a	medical	doctor’s	family	on	22nd	June,	1970.	The	village	he	born	was	
called	Toyboldi,	Shayar	County,	Aqsu	district	to	the	east	of	the	Taklamakan	Desert.		Aziz	is	a	
very	modest	and	thoughful	person,	a	gibed	writer	who	sUll	conUnues	to	write	essays	and	
poetry.	According	to	his	abiliUes	and	educaUon	he	should	have	been	considered	a	strong	asset	
to	that	Police	Department,	where	most	of	the	staff	were	less	highly	educated	and	working	in	
mundane	roles.	However,	because	of	his	poster,	Aziz	now	faced	unjust	consequences	in	his	
new	career.	That	poster	which	he	made	seven	years	ago	completely	changed	his	life,	and	led	
to	him	being	fired	from	his	first	job	in	his	homeland.	Also,	that	‘irreversible	mistake’	became	
an	invisible	shadow	when	he	tried	to	do	anything	else	during	those	dark	years.	The	head	of	
the	Aqsu	District	Police	Department	Yang	Xiuming	held	an	open	meeUng	for	the	whole	
department,	and	accused	Aziz	Isa	as	a	separaUst	who	had	intenUonally	infiltrated	their	police	
force.	He	then	announced	that	Aziz	should	be	discharged	from	his	posiUon	in	order	to	purify	
the	police	force.	Aziz	was	given	noUce	that	he	was	no	longer	enUtled	to	work	in	the	police	or	
security	for	his	enUre	life.	Once	this	decision	was	made,	Aziz	was	publicly	expelled	from	the	
police	force.	This	meant	that	he	could	be	taken	into	custody,	and	examined	at	any	Ume	in	his	
country.		

This	unjust	treatment	brought	a	psychological	burden	to	young	Aziz’s	heart.	He	went	to	the	
Complaints	Bureau	of	the	Xinjiang	Uyghur	Autonomous	Region	in	Urumchi		and	to	the	Central	
Bureau	in	Beijing	regarding	these	events,	but	none	of	these	official	divisions	listened	to	him	or	
were	willing	to	take	on	his	case.	As	soon	as	they	heard	that	he	had	a	past	record	of	supporUng	
the	student	protest	in	Urumchi	in	1986	they	ignored	him.	Thus,	aber	four	years’	conUnuous	
efforts,	Aziz	was	sUll	unable	to	resolve	his	difficulUes.	He	did,	however,	gain	many	insights	in	
the	workings	of	the	system	during	his	search	for	jusUce.	The	only	concrete	thing	he	obtained	
was	an	official	le^er	of	confirmaUon	that	“this	case	has	been	received	and	will	be	
invesUgated.”	However,	in	pracUce	no	posiUve	acUon	was	taken.	Aziz	learned	a	lot	of	priceless	
knowledge	through	his	miserable	experience	of	seeking	jusUce,	and	he	met	many	other	
people	who	had	endured	similar	cases,	or	were	struggling	with	other	kinds	of	injusUce.	Thus,	
he	gained	real	life	experience	of	his	society	which	he	had	never	been	able	to	know	during	his	
formal	educaUon.	Those	experiences	helped	him	to	see	another	side	of	the	system,	and	
taught	him	about	his	country’s	more	brutal	realiUes.	During	his	a^empts	to	make	those	
complaints,	he	was	also	illegally	detained	and	denied	his	freedom	because	he	would	not	stop	
his	peUUon.	Thus,	he	endured	constant	problems	unUl	1999	when	he	finally	decided	to	leave	
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the	country.	The	consequence	of	this	was	that	his	own	country	pushed	this	well-educated	and	
patrioUc	youth	into	an	opposiUonal	posiUon.		

In	fact,	Aziz	Isa	was	not	the	only	intellectual	who	was	pushed	into	a	posiUon	of	opposiUon	
towards	the	government.	Hundreds	and	thousands	of	thoughful	intellectuals	and	youths	at	
that	Ume	were	became	objects	of	suspicion	or	we	may	say	objects	of	fear.	Their	acUons	were	
under	constant	surveillance,	and	they	could	be	accused	using	various	labels	which	were	
created	by	the	government	at	different	Umes	in	order	to	pursue	its	own	objecUves.	Since	the	
foundaUon	of	the	Pepole’s	Republic	of	China	in	1949,	any	person	who	has	a^ended	or	tried	to	
a^end	any	spontaneously	organised	social	event	which	aimed	for	jusUce,	is	given	a	status	or	
label,	and	suffers	from	severe	invesUgaUon.		So,	the	people	who	are	living	under	an	
authoritarian	regime	feel	themselves	prisoners,	although	it	is	an	open	prison	where	they	can	
see	the	blue	sky	and	might	be	able	to	dream	of	living	a	normal	life	as	other	people	do	in	other	
parts	of	the	world.	However,	for	a	naUon	whose	minds	and	acUons	are	controlled	like	a	caged	
bird,	this	kind	of	open	prison	is	more	dreadful	than	a	real	one	because	here	they	can	feel	
more	pain	and	grieve,	as	well	as	feel	endless	disappointment	for	their	lack	of	freedom.		

Thus,	Aziz	Isa	was	forced	to	leave	his	motherland,	and	leb	his	beloved	wife	with	his	three	year	
old	daughter,	and	his	aged	mother	whom	he	loves	most	of	all.	He	leb	because	he	was	not	
willing	to	live	in	an	insecure	life	condiUon	in	which	he	had	to	worry	about	his	personal	security	
every	day,	and	could	be	invesUgated	for	any	reason,	at	any	Ume,	without	noUce.	Under	these	
circumstances,	Aziz	chose	to	leave	China	in	1999.	He	managed	to	go	to	Kyrgyzstan,	and	then	
came	to	Turkey	and	France.	He	spent	about	a	year	in	these	countries	looking	for	hope	and	
jusUce,	and	seeking	for	democracy	and	freedom.	Aber	a	while,	he	arrived	in	Munich,	
Germany.	As	one	can	imagine,	living	in	a	completely	different	land	was	hard	for	him.	He	
suffered	homesickness	and	it	was	hard	to	find	a	job	to	survive	in	a	foreign	country.	He	worked	
at	night	in	a	paper	recycling	factory,	during	the	day,	he	worked	as	a	cleaner	for	private	
companies.	He	tried	his	best	to	survive	in	Germany.	However,	he	did	not	forgot	his	past	
experience	and	his	people	who	were	living	under	an	unjust	regime,	and	so	he	tried	every	
possible	way	to	speak	for	the	voiceless	Uyghur	people	in	his	homeland	in	this	democraUc	
western	country.	Soon	aber,	his	selfless	and	conUnuous	endeavours	allowed	him	to	become	
an	acUve	voice	for	Uyghurs	internaUonally.	

Meanwhile,	Aziz	is	also	a	person	with	feelings,	who	has	deep	love	for	his	family	and	his	
hometown.	His	pain	becomes	harder	to	bear	whenever	he	misses	his	homeland,	but	is	unable	
to	return.	He	then	feels	grieved	in	his	heart,	and	these	natural	feelings	made	his	anger	
towards	the	unjust	regime	greater	than	before.	However,	he	is	a	thoughful	person,	and	he	
always	recalls	his	mother’s	advice	under	difficult	situaUons.	She	once	said	to	him	that	“a	wise	
man	shouldn’t	act	with	his	courage	alone,	but	also	needs	to	have	wisdom	to	tackle	things	
successfully.”	
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It	is	widely	accepted	that	“what	is	truly	yours	will	eventually	be	yours.”	By	chance,	Aziz	Isa	met	
a	BriUsh	woman	called	Rachel	Harris	who	was	a	researcher	on	Asian	culture	and	music	at	
London	University,	and	had	parUcular	interest	in	Uyghur	music.	They	fell	in	love	through	their	
common	interests,	and	established	a	family	soon	aber.	Since	then,	Aziz	has	finally	gained	a	
stable	foothold	in	England.	He	has	started	his	independent	research	and	has	been	able	to	
publish	his	work	without	restricUons.	In	addiUon,	he	has	worked	as	a	mulU-lingual	translator,	
and	also	worked	as	a	reporter	in	the	Uzbek	division	of	the	BBC	Word	Service.	

He	and	his	wife	and	several	Uyghur	arUsts	built	the	London	Uyghur	Ensemble,	a	musical	
performing	group	which	allows	them	to	promote	Uyghur	tradiUonal	music,	and	mutual	
understanding	between	different	cultures	through	the	potenUal	of	art.	He	has	been	
responsible	for	the	Uyghur	Branch	of	the	InternaUonal	Pen	Centre	since	2010,	mainly	working	
with	the	aim	of	protecUng	the	rights	of	Uyghur	writers	to	think,	write	and	publish	their	work	
freely.		He	has	acUvely	parUcipated	in	campaigns	about	Uyghur	writers	who	have	been	
detained	and	taken	into	custody	in	Chinese	prisons.	He	is	currently	working	as	a	web	designer	
for	an	IT	company	in	London.	

Aziz	Isa	is	grateful	to	the	people	who	have	supported	him	in	this	foreign	country,	but	at	the	
same	Ume,	he	feels	a	sort	of	pain	which	he	cannot	express	in	words	because	of	his	sorrows	in	
his	own	homeland	in	the	past.	This	unexpected	love	and	support	as	well	as	the	success	and	
respect	he	has	earned	outside	his	country	always	make	him	recall	the	bi^er	sorrows	he	had	in	
China.	This	feeling	also	makes	him	more	homesick,	and	takes	him	back	to	those	miserable	
years	when	he	struggled	to	peUUon	for	his	lost	job.	Like	every	normal	person,	he	has	love	for	
his	country	where	he	studied	hard	in	order	to	contribute	to	society.	However,	the	iniquitous	
system	forced	him	to	leave	his	home	and	live	in	a	totally	different	world	as	a	refugee.	The	
reason	is	simple.	It	is	just	because	he	was	a	thoughful	and	patrioUc	youth.	More	importantly,	
he	was	a	youth	who	was	able	to	disUnguish	right	from	wrong.		Why?	Because	at	that	Ume	
although	he	lived	in	Shayar,	thousands	of	miles	away	from	Urumchi	but	he	was	sUll	influenced	
by	the	12	December	1985	protests	in	Urumchi.		

Part	two	

So,	it	is	necessary	to	know	the	reality	of	that	remarkable	student	protest	which	happened	on	12th	Dec	
1985,	in	Urumchi,	the	regional	capital	of	Xinjiang	Uyghur	Autonomous	Region.	In	fact,	there	were	
many	such	protests	all	over	China	in	the	early	period	of	1985,	and	Xinjiang	was	also	influenced	by	
these	democraUc	movements.	Hu	Yaobang	(Principal	director	of	the	central	government	in	Beijing)	
expressed	his	concern	about	those	events,	and	indicated	that	his	approach	was	to	resolve	these	issues	
through	“peaceful	talk,	communicaUon	and	negoUaUon”	with	the	student	communiUes.	However,	his	
way	of	considering	these	events	gave	rise	to	disagreement	from	the	‘leb	wing’	of	the	CCP	(Chinese	
Communist	Party).	Because	of	his	peaceful	approach	towards	those	acUviUes,	he	was	forced	to	resign	
his	posiUon	as	general	secretary	of	the	CCP	in	central	government	in	1987.	The	CCP	used	a	so	called	
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‘party	life	meeUng’	to	remove	Hu	Yaobang	from	their	system	using	the	excuse	of	“cleaning	up	the	
capitalisUc	elements	from	CCP	system”.	Thereby,	the	student	protest	of	Xinjiang	became	a	vicUm	of	a	
power	struggle	among	the	senior	leaders	within	the	CCP,	but	was	also	labelled	a	“separaUst	
movement”	threatening	the	country’s	integrity,	and	thus	it	was	turned	into	a	severe	conflict	as	if	it	had	
happened	between	the	Chinese	and	its	enemies.	

Actually,	almost	every	spontaneously	organised	public	event	in	Xinjiang	since	the	foundaUon	of	
People’s	Republic	of	China	in	1949	is	the	result	of	the	dissaUsfacUon	of	its	ordinary	ciUzens	with	unjust	
and	irresponsible	government	policies	which	are	contrary	to	local	people’s	actual	interests.	The	local	
people,	mainly	Uyghurs,	are	frequently	unhappy	about	the	central	government’s	forceful	
implementaUon	of	unacceptable	regulaUons	which	are	implemented	without	any	regard	for	public	
opinion.	But	their	specific	complaints	or	opposiUon	towards	CCP	policies	and	regulaUons	in	Xinjiang	
Uyghur	Autonomous	Region	are	consistently	criminalised,	and	oben	labelled	as	“separaUst”	or	
“terrorist”.	These	ready-made	labels	make	it	difficult	to	clarify	the	real	aim	of	acUviUes	which	occur	
there.	These	labels	also	serve	as	very	useful	tools	for	the	government,	and	allow	them	to	take	
oppressive	acUon	in	response	to	its	people’s	legiUmate	demands.	This	kind	of	blacklisUng	approach	has	
been	widely	used	by	the	authoriUes	to	oppress	its	people	whenever	anyone	tries	to	complain	about	
the	local	regulaUons	in	Xinjiang.	Especially,	aber	the	“9.11”	terrorist	a^ack	in	USA,	China	has	abused	
the	internaUonal	terrorism	standards,	and	used	the	Muslim	idenUty	of	Uyghurs	to	a^ack	those	who	
disagree	with	its	aggressive	policies	in	Xinjiang.	As	a	result,	CCP	has	hidden	its	failed	policies	and	
unlawful	acUons	towards	Uyghurs.	Furthermore,	China	has	accelerated	the	contradicUon	between	its	
ordinary	people	and	the	regime	so	that	they	can	legalise	the	arbitrary	system	of	oppressing	its	people.	
In	the	early	phase	of	this	policy,	the	rest	of	the	world	was	too	li^le	aware	of	China’s	actual	definiUon	of	
“terrorism”	and	because	of	the	suppression	of	informaUon	many	other	countries	knew	very	li^le	about	
what	was	going	on	inside	the	region.	Such	favourable	condiUons	enabled	China	to	deceive	the	world	
about	its	reality.	But	thanks	to	the	global	informaUon	technology	we	now	know	about	and	hear	the	
voices	of	people	in	the	most	remote	villages	of	the	world!		

Although	China	is	sUll	spending	extraordinary	efforts	to	block	informaUon	about	what	is	happening	
inside,	there	are	sUll	many	ways	to	understand	about	ongoing	abuses.	Numerous	facts	and	figures	have	
a^racted	internaUonal	a^enUon	to	the	brutaliUes	of	the	system,	and	therefore,	more	and	more	
countries	have	developed	a	suspicious	aqtude	towards	it.	As	a	result,	China’s	credibility	is	constantly	
decreasing	in	terms	of	its	approach	to	human	rights.		

This	extreme	state	response	to	protest	has	blocked	any	possible	approach	of	communicaUon	between	
the	Communist	Party	and	its	people.	Once	the	healthy	bridge	of	communicaUon	has	been	blocked	or	
broken,	there	is	no	possibility	for	a	two-way	open	dialogue,	and	violence	is	the	oben	the	result.	It	is	
clear	that	this	most	undesirable	development	has	appeared	not	only	between	Uyghur	people	and	the	
Chinese	authoriUes,	but	has	also	arisen	between	those	Uyghurs	who	think	that	the	ordinary	Han	
Chinese	are	their	oppressors	and	the	Han	people	who	believe	that	all	Uyghurs	are	terrorists	without	
deeper	understanding.	Because	of	the	widespread	negaUve	informaUon	by	the	domesUc	media,	many	
Han	Chinese	now	hold	the	opinion	that	Uyghurs	are	terrorists,	or	wild	people	who	have	to	be	
reformed.	It	is	an	undeniable	fact	that	Han	Chinese	are	the	representaUves	of	the	Chinese	
government,	and	they	have	the	sole	power	in	all	of	the	official	sectors	in	Xinjiang	Uyghur	Autonomous	
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Region.	Therefore,	many	Uyghurs	regard	Han	people	in	general	as	no	different	from	the	Chinese	
Communist	Party,	regardless	of	whether	the	Han	people	are	willing	to	accept	this	reality.	

When	we	focus	on	the	historical	events	regardless	of	any	ethnicity	issue	in	Xinjiang,	we	are	able	to	see	
that	the	Urumchi	student	protest	of	12th	Dec	1985	formed	a	part	of	the	wider	events	which	took	place	
across	China,	and	was	closely	related	to	those	peaceful	protests.	Moreover,	that	protest	had	much	in	
common	with	the	protests	of	4th	June	1989.	However,	their	results	turned	out	very	differently	because	
these	two	protests	were	made	by	two	different	naUonaliUes,	as	they	are	categorised	under	the	CCP.	
For	this	reason,	they	were	fundamentally	differenUated,	and	were	explained	as	totally	different	forms	
of	conflict.	For	example,	the	student	protests	which	took	place	in	the	same	year	in	inner	China	were	
considered	by	Hu	Yaobang	as	requiring	reconciliaUon	using	peaceful	dialogue	or	two-way	dialogue,	but	
the	protest	in	Xinjiang	Uyghur	Autonomous	Region	by	Uyghur	students	was	classified	and	treated	very	
differently.	Aziz	Isa’s	case	which	we	reviewed	earlier	is	typical	of	hundreds	and	thousands	of	similar	
cases	among	Uyghur	intellectuals’	experiences.	The	June	4th	student	protest	in	Tiananmen	Square	in	
which	students	called	for	anU-corrupUon	and	a	democraUc	China	has	been	called	an	anU-revoluUonary	
a^ack,	and	recently	has	been	designated	a	“poliUcal	storm”.	However,	the	equivalent	student	protest	
in	Xinjiang	is	regarded	as	a	separaUst	movement,	and	has	never	been	able	to	achieve	peaceful	
resoluUon.	ParUcularly	aber	Jan	1987,	once	Hu	Yaobang	was	ousted	from	his	posiUon	in	the	CCP	
central	government,	those	Uyghur	students	who	have	parUcipated	or	supported	the	protest	became	
the	vicUms	of	that	painful	past.	It	ruined	a	16	year	old	high	school	student’s	life,	and	destroyed	his	
dreams	because	of	a	single	poster,	and	drove	him	to	live	under	that	merciless	shadow	for	his	whole	
life.	This	is	the	essenUal	difference	between	the	fate	of	a	Han	Chinese	and	a	Uyghur	in	China.	

Part	Three	

In	fact,	this	was	the	very	first	instance	in	Xinjiang	Uyghur	Autonomous	Region	of	peaceful	poliUcal	
protest	organised	mainly	by	Uyghur	students	alongside	the	extensive	support	of	students	of	other	
ethniciUes.	They	called	on	the	local	government	to	allow	them	rights	to	parUcipate	in	government	and	
poliUcal	affairs,	for	democracy	and	poliUcal	reforms	using	dialogue	without	violence.	Obviously,	that	
was	an	opportunity	to	open	healthy	communicaUon	between	the	government	and	its	people,	and	a	
beneficial	approach	for	a	naUon	looking	forward	to	a	peaceful	democracy.	In	those	years,	it	was	easy	to	
find	a	posiUve	atmosphere	among	those	university	students	in	Xinjiang	as	they	regarded	themselves	as	
the	future	leaders	of	the	country,	and	therefore	they	were	very	acUve	in	their	studies.	They	have	an	
excellent	spirit	and	believed	that	they	could	take	responsibility	for	their	society,	and	work	for	their	
people	aber	graduaUon.	Therefore,	Uyghur	and	Kazakh	students	in	Xinjiang’s	universiUes	built	self-
organised	science	and	cultural	forums,	and	also	launched	various	salons	which	were	aimed	at	
improving	their	foreign	language	skills	and	their	understanding	of	science.	Apparently,	these	self-
organised	acUviUes	were	calling	on	young	people	to	learn	about	science	and	civilisaUon.		

Thus	a	great	deal	of	students	who	have	a^ended	that	student	protest	on	12th	Dec,	1985	believed	that	
their	protest	was	similar	to	the	Chinese	“May	4th	New	Cultural	Movement”.	At	that	Ume,	college	
students	were	highly	acUve	and	had	great	enthusiasm	for	learning,	and	very	few	students	got	involved	
in	illegal	or	indisciplined	acUviUes.	Few	students	drank	alcohol	or	smoked.	If	that	student	protest	had	
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been	treated	with	proper	concern	and	controlled	and	channelled	in	a	posiUve	direcUon,	it	could	have	
made	a	significant	contribuUon	to	building	a	harmonious	and	democraUc	society.	The	protests	spread	
quickly	across	Xinjiang’s	universiUes	and	colleges,	including	Kashgar	(Kashi),	Aqsu	(Akesu),	Hotan	
(HeUan),	and	Bortala	(Bole),	and	its	parUcipants	reached	more	than	15,000	students	of	different	
ethniciUes.	Once	again,	it	was	a	very	peaceful	and	well	organised	event,	and	mainly	directed	by	the	
Uyghur	students.	Their	aim	was	to	show	in	a	peaceful	and	friendly	manner	their	hope	for	jusUce	and	
the	democraUc	changes	which	needed	to	be	introduced	by	the	local	government.	They	had	clear	aims	
and	proposals	which	demonstrate	their	moUvaUon.	Those	proposals	were	as	follows:	

1. To	promote	true	democra3c	elec3ons	in	Xinjiang	Uyghur	Autonomous	Region.	

2. To	stop	the	nuclear	tests	Xinjiang	Uyghur	Autonomous	Region.	

3. To	stop	Xinjiang	serving	as	a	large	labour	camp	for	China,	and	to	stop	the	unplanned	immigra3on	
from	other	parts	of	China.	

4. To	eagerly	demand	the	real	implementa3on	of	the	autonomous	law	in	Xinjiang	Uyghur	
Autonomous	Region.	

5. To	eliminate	the	family	planning	policy	for	Muslims	Xinjiang	Uyghur	Autonomous	Region.	

6. To	genuinely	develop	minority	educa3on	throughout	the	Xinjiang	Uyghur	Autonomous	Region.	

Part	Four	

I	interviewed	Aziz	Isa	recently	regarding	the	aims	of	the	student	protests	in	Xinjiang	on	12th	Dec,	1985.	
He	is	a	freelance	writer	and	poet	who	had	tremendous	hope	for	that	student	protest	at	that	Ume,	and	
he	provided	some	of	the	original	materials	about	his	‘black’	experience,	and	some	relevant	online	
informaUon	or	arUcles.	In	addiUon,	as	I	myself	worked	as	a	civil	servant	for	many	years	in	Xinjiang,	I	
have	been	be	able	to	read	some	first-hand	accounts	of	those	events,	which	allowed	me	to	understand	
and	to	write	about	its	real	moUvaUons.	I	believe	this	evidence	is	very	useful	to	improve	our	
understanding	of	those	events,	and	give	us	a	chance	to	learn	its	true	reasons	and	consequences.	

Firstly,	we	should	admit	that	the	demands	of	those	students	listed	in	part	3	of	this	arUcle	were	the	
result	of	the	observaUons	of	students	who	came	from	many	different	regions	of	Xinjiang,	and	which	
were	discussed	and	agreed	within	their	meeUngs.	Therefore,	all	of	those	demands	have	very	important	
and	pracUcal	significance.	For	instance,	in	terms	of	the	democraUc	elecUon	proposal,	the	Chairman	of	
Xinjiang	Uyghur	Autonomous	Region	(XUAR)	in	the	1980s	was	Ismayil	Ehmet	(Simayi.	AimaiU),	and	
most	people	had	respect	towards	this	leader	who	came	from	a	well-educated	background.	However,	
the		CCP	Xinjiang	Uyghur	Autonomous	Regional	Commi^ee	decided	to	eliminate	Ismayil	Ehmet’s	
posiUon	while	he	was	away	on	an	internaUonal	visit	without	any	acceptable	public	explanaUon.	The	
CCP	Xinjiang	Uyghur	Autonomous	Regional	Commi^ee	jusUfied	this	iniUally	by	the	explanaUon	that	he	
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had	been	replaced	by	an	older	and	more	experienced	person,	Tomur	Dawamet	(Tiemuer.	DawamaiU).	
Nevertheless,	this	rash	decision	by	the	central	government	in	Beijing	was	a	serious	violaUon	of	the	
autonomous	law	and	the	local	elecUon	regulaUons,	and	most	importantly,	it	was	directly	in	opposiUon	
to	the	local	people’s	will.	Student	delegates	held	a	six	hour-long	meeUng	with	the	regional	communist	
party	secretary,	Song	Hanliang,	and	asked	him	to	explain	why	this	had	happened.	The	most	peculiar	
thing	was	how	they	had	secretly	decided	to	replace	the	democraUcally	elected	XUAR	chairman	Ismayil	
Emet	while	he	was	away	on	an	internaUonal	visit,	and	transferred	him	to	Beijing	without	any	reason.	
The	new	chairman	Tomur	Dawamet	was	an	older	man	who	came	from	a	village	official	background,	
and	he	was	appointed	as	chairman	of	the	XUAR	directly	by	the	Beijing	authoriUes.	Song	Hanliang,	the	
party	secretary	of	Xinjiang,	was	not	able	to	convince	those	students	of	an	acceptable	reason	for	this	
change.	From	this	reasonable	a^empt	by	those	students	to	pursue	their	rights,	we	can	see	their	
pracUcal	ideas	and	enthusiasm	to	take	part	in	the	poliUcal	affairs,	and	their	spirit	to	encourage	Chinese	
society	to	become	more	fair	and	healthy	through	genuine	democraUc	reform.	Furthermore,	that	
students’	proposal	has	historical	meaning	for	the	people	living	thousands	of	miles	away	from	the	
Chinese	capital.	It	showed	the	true	demands	of	minority	naUonaliUes,	especially	the	younger	well-
educated	generaUon	who	were	growing	up	and	starUng	to	think	about	the	progress	of	their	society.	As	
such	it	gave	the	central	government	a	big	shock	because	the	people	living	in	the	capital	-	Beijing	
regarded	the	people	Xinjiang	Uyghur	Autonomous	Region	primarily	as	“singers	and	dancers”,	who	
would	not	care	who	was	the	leader	of	their	region.	Indeed,	that	was	the	first	Ume	in	Xinjiang’s	modern	
history	when	demands	to	implement	democraUc	elecUons	in	their	homeland	were	led	by	the	educated	
generaUon	of	its	various	ethnic	groups.	That	proposal	not	only	shocked	the	principal	party	secretary	
Song	Hanliang,	but	also	greatly	surprised	the	central	government	in	Beijing,	and	made	them	realize	
that	democraUc	ideas	had	become	widespread	among	the	people	of	Xinjiang	Uyghur	Autonomous	
Region	as	well.		

It	is	an	undeniable	fact	that	if	this	had	happened	in	a	democraUc	law-based	society,	it	should	have	
been	encouraged	because	of	its	tremendous	posiUve	potenUal	for	social	progress.	Yet,	it	happened	in	a	
society	where	its	own	ciUzens’	democraUc	ideas	can	be	overturned	or	demolished	without	any	reason.	
So,	we	could	say	that	the	policies	of	a	naUon	are	the	standard	of	its	level	of	development	or	its	
backwardness.		

Secondly,	more	than	30	nuclear	tests	have	been	conducted	between	1964	and	1985	in	Xinjiang	Uyghur	
Autonomous	Region	by	the	Chinese	military	without	considering	internaUonal	criUcism.	Therefore,	the	
student	demands	to	stop	these	tests	reflected	deep	concerns	regarding	local	people’s	health	and	its	
vulnerable	natural	environment.	Since	the	first	nuclear	test	was	successfully	conducted	in	the	Malan	
nuclear	test	site,	many	strange	diseases	have	appeared	in	many	areas	of	Xinjiang,	and	its	climate	has	
also	suffered	from	severe	polluUon.	The	nuclear	test	sites	are	very	close	to	significant	sites.	Huang	
Yanggou	test	centre	is	just	270km	away	from	the	outstanding	natural	site,	Boston	Lake,	which	is	a	
historic	water	source	for	Korla	prefecture	(Kuerle)	and	Qarasheher	(Yanji)	county	where	hundreds	of	
thousands	of	people	depend	on	this	water	to	make	their	living.	It	is	also	just	180km	from	the	Malan	
test	site,	and	only	127km	far	from	the	36th	mission	field	of	the	second	division	of	Xinjiang	producUon	
and	construcUon	corps	(XPCC).	Since	1964,	various	cancer	diseases	have	been	spreading	among	the	
local	people;	among	them	lung	cancer	is	the	most	deadly.	It	is	well	known	that	disease	or	disaster	
comes	regardless	of	race	or	naUonality.	As	a	result,	everyone	living	in	that	territory	is	a	potenUal	vicUm	
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of	those	deadly	nuclear	tests.	But,	the	Chinese	government	is	not	only	hiding	the	threats	posed	by	
those	nuclear	tests	from	its	own	people	but	also	hiding	the	real	damage	caused	by	those	tests,	and	
taking	no	responsibility	for	it.	

There	have	been	reports	of	an	injured	veteran	who	claimed	that	19	million	people	died	from	nuclear	
radiaUon	during	the	past	32	years,	while	others	are	silently	suffering	the	deadly	effects	of	those	tests	
knowingly	or	unknowingly.	This	bad	affect	is	million	Umes	more	severe	than	Russia’s	Chernobyl	nuclear	
power	plant	explosion	in	Ukraine.		

Thirdly,	in	terms	of	the	Chinese	labour	camp	issue	in	XUAR,	on	their	way	home	to	southern	Xinjiang	in	
1985	during	their	summer	vacaUon,	university	students	had	seen	hundreds	and	thousands	of	prisoners	
who	had	commi^ed	serious	crimes	in	other	Chinese	provinces	transferred	to	Xinjiang	in	large	trucks	
under	heavy	military	guard.	Also	in	the	same	year,	many	people	have	witnessed	situaUons	where	local	
prison	authoriUes	set	up	frequent	road	check	points	in	order	to	find	the	escaped	prisoners	of	those	
camps.	All	of	these	facts	made	the	local	people	felt	hugely	insecure.	In	addiUon	to	this,	they	were	told	
that	those	prisoners	would	be	rese^led	in	Xinjiang	aber	the	end	of	their	criminal	punishment.	In	fact,	
ever	since	the	1960s,	large	quanUUes	of	Han	Chinese	migrants	have	been	se^led	in	some	of	Xinjiang’s	
ciUes	and	well-irrigated	rural	areas.	These	Han	migrants	have	competed	for	water	resources,	land,	and	
job	opportuniUes	with	the	indigenous	people,	and	they	have	various	advantages	over	the	local	ethnic	
people	upon	their	arrival.	For	example,	they	can	become	city	residents	very	easily	aber	they	relocate	
to	Xinjiang	regardless	of	their	village	background,	while	the	local	people	find	it	difficult	to	make	the	
same	transfer	in	their	own	homeland.	As	a	result,	the	decision	to	transfer	prisoners	into	Xinjiang	and	
se^le	them	there	naturally	made	the	indigenous	people	feel	extremely	worried	and	uncomfortable.	
Therefore,	in	1985,	the	university	students	of	Xinjiang	asked	their	government	to	stop	the	policies	
which	threatened	to	turn	Xinjiang	into	the	largest	labour	camp	in	China.	

The	students	also	called	for	the	genuine	implementaUon	the	Regional	Ethnic	Autonomy	Law	in	Xinjiang	
Uyghur	Autonomous	Region.	From	my	personal	working	experience	in	the	government	sector,	this	call	
was	strongly	jusUfied.	Although	the	Xinjiang	Uyghur	Autonomous	Region	has	been	thus	named	for	64	
years,	its	so	called	autonomous	law	has	not	yet	been	truly	implemented.	It	is	really	nothing	but	a	
rubber	stamp	which	was	unwillingly	issued	by	Chinese	Communist	Party.	It	is	well	known	that	China	
has	five	such	autonomous	regions	for	its	non-Han	ethnic	minoriUes.	The	Inner	Mongolia	Autonomous	
Region	was	established	on	1st	May,	1947;	Xinjiang	was	made	Uyghur	autonomous	region	on	1st	
October,	1955;	the	Guangxi	Zhuang	Autonomous	Region	was	created	on	5th	March	and	Ningxia	Hui	
Autonomous	Region	on	25th	October	in	1958,	and	the	Tibet	Autonomous	Region	on	9th	September	in	
1965.	However,	there	are	no	detailed	legislaUve	rights	and	condiUons	in	terms	of	how	to	apply	
autonomous	rule	inside	the	above	named	autonomous	regions.	This	is	comparable	to	a	situaUon	in	
which	there	is	criminal	law	without	any	code	of	criminal	procedure.	In	the	same	way,	we	could	say	that	
the	law	without	its	clear	code	of	conduct	is	equal	to	nonsense.	Or	we	even	can	use	the	Kyrgyz	saying	
“plenty	of	hats	but	not	enough	Kyrgyz	to	wear	them”.	Unfortunately,	all	of	those	autonomous	regions	
in	China	have	been	treated	by	the	CCP	in	exactly	the	same	way	as	other	Han	Chinese	provinces	
although	on	paper	their	right	to	pracUce	their	own	autonomous	legislaUon	and	government	is	
enshrined	by	naUonal	consUtuUon.		These	realiUes	are	enough	for	us	to	confirm	that	Chinese	
government	has	conUnuously	deceived	its	minority	naUonaliUes.	And	so	through	its	unequal	policies	it	
has	never	been	able	to	saUsfy	the	people	of	those	areas.	Thus,	those	student	protests	which	occured	in	
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Xinjiang	in	1985	not	only	represented	the	voice	of	Xinjiang’s	Uyghur	people,	but	also	represented	the	
natural	hopes	of	other	ethnic	minoriUes	who	are	living	under	China’s	rule.				

Furthermore,	as	Muslims	who	have	believed	in	Islam	for	more	than	1000	years,	Uyghurs	muslims	are	
not	willing	to	follow	the	family	planning	policy	in	XUAR.	They	believe	that	a	child	is	a	precious	gib	
which	has	been	given	by	Allah	to	good	people,	and	the	life	necessiUes	for	any	child	will	be	provided	by	
their	parents	through	their	hard	work,	just	as	any	other	creatures	of	Allah.	The	Uyghurs	do	not	have	a	
tradiUon	to	give	their	children	to	somebody	else	or	sell	them	as	a	commodity.	Therefore,	the	college	
students	in	Xinjiang	brought	forward	the	proposal	to	stop	the	family	planning	policy	towards	Muslims	
in	their	region.	Since	then,	we	have	witnessed	the	aggressive	implementaUon	of	the	family	planning	
policy	in	Xinjiang,	to	the	extent	that	government	workers	in	that	sector	have	forcibly	inserted	
intrauterine	contracepUve	rings	into	the	bodies	of	village	woman	working	in	their	fields	for	the	birth	
control	reason,	and	have	given	injecUons	to	women	who	are	eight	months	pregnant	in	order	to	
provoke	an	aborUon.	The	inhumane	behaviour	of	those	government	officials	has	given	rise	to	
widespread	opposiUon	by	the	local	people,	and	it	is	directly	responsible	for	recent	incidents	such	as	
arson	a^acks	on	family	planning	staUons	and	the	killing	and	wounding	of	family	planning	officials.	As	a	
consequence,	this	has	created	deep	conflict	between	local	ciUzens	and	its	government	officials.	We	
cannot	blame	those	local	people	for	this	response	because	their	children	have	been	killed,	
the	reproducUve	rights	of	women	have	been	trampled	on,	and	various	new	women’s	diseases	have	
developed	through	these	policies.	These	are	facts	that	no	normal	human	being	can	accept,	and	they	
have	inevitably	provoked	violent	behaviour	from	the	vulnerable	public.	Uyghurs	believe	that	as	long	as	
the	extra	Han	migrants	can	be	controlled,	there	is	no	need	for	family	planning	for	Muslims	in	their	
land,	and	there	will	not	be	a	problem	with	over-populaUon.	This	is	in	line	with	local	custom	and	its	
regional	realiUes.	

The	last	point	of	concern	is	the	call	for	the	real	development	of	minority	educaUon	throughout	the	
region.	In	terms	of	this	demand,	we	have	ample	facts	related	to	the	actual	educaUonal	condiUons	of	
the	schools,	colleges	and	universiUes	around	the	XUAR.	There	are	significant	differences	between	
ethnic	minority	schools	and	Chinese	schools.	The	teaching	faciliUes	and	the	content	of	text	books	used	
in	these	schools	were	different	at	that	Ume.	For	example,	the	Han	Chinese	school	students	were	
provided	with	be^er	accommodaUon	and	used	be^er	teaching	equipment	than	minority	schools.	
There	were	no	officially	published	Uyghur	textbooks	available,	and	so	Uyghur	teachers	used	hand	outs	
which	they	had	translated	by	themselves,	and	the	contents	were	copied	by	students	during	their	
lecture.	Since	it	takes	a	long	Ume	to	translate	science	related	materials	into	the	Uyghur	language	and	a	
long	Ume	to	get	them	published,	this	type	of	book	was	ready	for	minority	students	at	least	three	to	
four	years	behind	the	Chinese	students.	Thus,	it	directly	affects	the	teaching	quality,	and	hinders	the	
Uyghur	students	to	learn	more	up	to	date	knowledge.	There	were	no	science	and	technology	related	
books	in	Uyghur	available	in	book	stores.	Unfortunately,	no	one	had	truly	considered	the	quality	of	
teaching	for	minority	students.	In	1985,	going	abroad	was	an	extraordinary	dream	for	the	minority	
students	in	XUAR,	while	approximately	30	thousand	Han	Chinese	students	were	able	to	study	abroad	
at	that	Ume	using	government	funding.	These	facts	affected	the	normal	educaUonal	development	of	
minority	students,	and	certainly	made	them	feel	that	they	were	heavily	marginalised	and	excluded	in	
terms	of	equal	opportuniUes	for	educaUon.	
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Just	two	days	before	the	student	protest,	a	very	strange	thing	happened.	On	10th	Dec,	1985	it	was	
announced	the	principal	organiser	of	that	event,	Mijit	Qurban	(MijiU.Kuerban)	had	died	from	a	sudden	
heart	a^ack.	Mijit	was	the	Chairman	at	the	Student	Union	of	Xinjiang	University,	and	the	Vice-
chairman	of	the	NaUonal	FederaUon,	and	no	one	had	previously	been	aware	that	he	had	heart	disease.	
His	sudden	suspicious	death	made	the	students	grieve,	and	increased	their	resolve	to	protest.	Lacking	
other	communicaUon	tools	student	volunteers	went	on	foot	to	spread	the	relevant	informaUon	among	
the	students	in	universiUes	and	colleges	in	Urumchi.	They	also	posted	le^ers	to	inform	other	students	
all	over	Xinjiang.	As	a	result,	15,000	students	a^ended	that	monumental	protest	in	1985,	and	
thoughful	school	youths	whom	were	living	thousands	of	miles	away	from	Urumchi,	like	Aziz	Isa,	were	
inspired	to	take	part	in	that	event,	and	were	affected	by	its	consequences.	

Soon	aber	the	protest,	most	of	the	organisers	were	arrested,	invesUgated	and	expelled	from	their	
college	or	universiUes.	In	addiUon,	the	majority	of	the	parUcipants	in	that	event	were	also	punished	
and	poliUcally	persecuted.	Some	of	them	were	sent	to	prison	for	many	years.		

Aziz	Isa’s	case	is	a	typical	and	living	example	for	us	to	understand	the	unfortunate	desUny	of	hundreds	
of	thousands	of	Uyghur	youths	who	were	mistreated	by	the	Chinese	authoriUes	aber	that	event.		

From	the	above	facts	regarding	that	student	protest,	we	are	able	to	see	the	real	origin	of	the	“Uyghur	
terrorists	and	separaUsts”	in	Xinjiang	Uyghur	Autonomous	Region.	Although	the	1985	protest	in	
Xinjiang	did	not	have	any	big	impact	on	Chinese	reform	as	did	other	similar	events	which	happened	in	
other	parts	of	China,	but	this	event	shows	the	evidence	of	the	Uyghur	people’s	awakening,	and	their	
strong	desire	for	democracy.	They	had	learned	to	assert	their	own	ciUzens’	right	to	take	part	in	
democraUc	elecUons;	and	most	significantly,	they	had	learned	to	say	‘no’	to	their	government	when	
they	saw	that	its	behaviour	was	unacceptable,	even	though	there	were	no	opportuniUes	for	
meaningful	communicaUon.	It	is	well	accepted	that	any	creature	has	its	limit	for	tolerance.	If	
government	is	over-extended	and	becomes	a	tool	to	restrict	or	repress	the	civil	rights	or	freedom	of	its	
ciUzens,	society	cannot	funcUon	normally,	and	the	people	who	are	suffering	from	excessive	pressure	
may	easily	explode	like	an	over-inflated	balloon.	

16	November	2013 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This	ar-cle	was	published	in	English	on	the	following	websites:		

	 Aziz	Isa	Elkun:		www.azizisa.org/en/elkun-12december-student-protest/	

	 Uyghur	PEN	Centre:		h^p://www.uyghurpen.org/blog/?p=243	

Read	and	download	PDF	version	of	this	ar-cle:			

	 www.azizisa.org/AzizIsa_12Dec_1985_Student_Protest.pdf	

This	ar-cle	also	published	in	Uyghur	language	on	the	following	websites:		

	 www.azizisa.org/1985-12-dekabir-oqughuchilar-herkiU								(Uyghur	Kona	yeziqi)	

	 www.azizisa.org/en/elkun-12-dekabir-oqoghuchilar-herkiU		(Uyghur	La-n	yeziqi)	

	 www.azizisa.org/AzizIsa_12Dekabir_1985_Herket_ar.pdf					(Uyghur	Kona	yeziq	PDF) 

	 www.azizisa.org/AzizIsa_12Dekabir_1985_Herket_la.pdf						(Uyghur	La-n	yeziqi	PDF) 

First	published	in	Chinese	on	the	following	website:	

	 北京之春：   h^p://beijingspring.com/bj2/2010/170/20131115183919.htm	

														Aziz Isa Elkun:  h^p://www.azizisa.org/AzizIsa_Uyghur_12Dec_1985_cn.pdf  (PDF)	
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