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Tom Cliff: Author of Oil and Water talks being Han in Xinjiang
Tom Cli talks about life for the Han community in the con icted region

By Helen Roxburgh
Posted: Friday September 9 2016

Xinjiang, in northwest China, has long made headlines due to the political tensions between the State and the province’s Uyghur population, but what is it
like for the Han community in the region? In his new book Oil and Water: Being Han in Xinjiang, anthropologist Tom Cli presents a new perspective on the
issues in the region. Taking a job as an English teacher in a state-owned oil company in Xinjiang, Cli analysed the hierarchies and pressures among the Han
community there.
After spending several years in the dusty city of Korla, Cli paints a fascinatingly unique and in-depth picture of life for the Han locals.
How did you rst become interested in the Han population in Xinjiang?
In 1995, I was a photographer travelling through China, and I just headed straight to the west because I wanted to get some space. I took some photographs
there which I still really like – something about the stressful experience of travelling in China at that time that was stimulating to me – and I had this ongoing
desire to go back.
So, in 2001 I went back, studied Mandarin and did more photographing. I saw that lots of scholars had done work on the Uyghurs, but nobody was really
talking about the Han community.
Another reason was that the institutions of the State are very prominent and very dominant in Xinjiang, and the Han basically run those. So to understand
Xinjiang, you really have to understand those institutions and the Han community.
How did you nd Han life in Xinjiang di ers from the rest of China?
Life in the oil company is certainly more controlled than neidi [‘outside’ Xinjiang]. But there are also some areas of Xinjiang which are actually less controlled.
Although it’s always said to be ‘behind’ – the backwards frontier – what I saw was actually Xinjiang as ahead. I’d say the frontier is also a site of innovation, of
experimentation and new opportunities, and that you can learn a lot about the core area of China and the direction it will take by looking at that frontier.
Did you look at the relationship between the Han and Uyghur communities?
Well, rstly I was based right in the oil company, and there was a very small number of Uyghur employees within the company, plus Korla itself is 70 percent
Han Chinese. Secondly, I made an explicit strategic choice not to do too much with the Uyghur community because I wanted to make it very clear I was
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interested in the Han. When the people around me realised that as a scholar that’s what I was interested in, they were much more willing to trust me and
talk to me about their lives and their experiences.
In my experience, though, it’s been Uyghur people who are embedded in Han society; it would be a rare Han person who went out and acted in ‘Uyghur’
ways, whereas there’s certainly a lot more Uyghurs who act in ‘Han’ ways.
What di erences were there between the older and newer arrivals in Xinjiang?
In the book I introduce several di erent ‘constructors’ – the people who were sent in the 1950s and ’60s to help Xinjiang ‘catch up’ with the rest of China. In
general, I feel the older people in Xinjiang have more understanding of populations that aren’t Han; even if they don’t like Uyghurs, they probably know
more and respect their cultures more.
I wasn’t too forward in my questioning; I generally just listened when people were willing to talk. I decided to structure the book around life histories,
because they give a very personal window into the changes in society over time.

You also look at marriage within Han communities in Xinjiang. Why are oil company employees so tempting?
The oil company belonged to the most powerful SOE [State Owned Enterprise] group in China at the time. You’ve got a lot more money if you work for the
oil company; you have a nice car, a decent house, subsidised utilities and lots of services inside the oil company compound that are exclusive to oil company
employees. If you’re a single man in the oil company, you’ve got lots of young single women looking to marry you, because you’re a good catch.
Oil company employees are not really constrained in most of the things they want to do. For example, oil company employees have a reputation among
Korla townsfolk for adultery. I wasn’t able to con rm whether that’s a deserved reputation, but it’s true that there are a lot of well-kept women with plenty of
free time who are married to men in the oil company. And it’s also true that men in the oil company go o on business trips quite a lot.
There’s freedom when it comes to doing things like that – you just have to stick to the rules which are most important. And those are loyalty to the Party and
abiding by the disciplinary rules of the oil company.
Based on your time in Korla, what do you see in Xinjiang’s future?
What the Chinese authorities are doing in Xinjiang has many points of similarity with the classic colonial form. For example: having a ‘behind’ periphery,
where the political core carries out civilising activities; the discourse of ‘manifest destiny’ and continual promises of future greatness, prosperity of liberation
emanating from the core. This creates a population that is always looking forward to an ideal future that never arrives.
I see the ‘normalisation’ policy trend continuing to make Xinjiang more like Central Eastern China, and especially people in Xinjiang more like people in
Central Eastern China. And we will continue to see enormous capital investment – as there has been across China, but really so much more in Xinjiang.

Oil and Water is available from Chicago University Press (http://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/O/bo23151172.html#) and Amazon.com
(https://www.amazon.com/Oil-Water-Being-Han-Xinjiang/dp/022636013X/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1473233308&sr=81&keywords=oil+and+water+tom+cli ) for 200RMB.
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