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Chinese Language Education in the Uyghur Schools of Xinjiang
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The Xinjiang school system developed and spread based on a pre-1949 Soviet
model adopted by the Uyghurs themselves and was fundamentally maintained
nearly intact even after the founding of the People’s Republic of China (PRC),
when that system was incorporated into the national ethnic minority educa-
tion system.

The system originally called for the use of Turkic languages in classroom
instruction, but after the founding of the PRC, the government began to
introduce Chinese language education, nonetheless with extreme caution,
since the move may have been construed as another version of earlier Qing
dynasty Chinese language education measures implemented as an integral
part of its overall “Sinification” policy. However, as the PRC’s political system
grew more stable, Chinese language education was gradually established in
the schools that Uyghur children attended, and within this process Chinese
permeated their awareness, especially for those students who desired advance-
ment to higher educational institutions, where proficiency in Chinese was
mandatory.

Given the above background, this paper focuses on the initial attempts to
introduce Chinese language education into Xinjiang from the point of view
of government policy immediately after the establishment of the PRC and
subsequent developments and transitions that occurred to create the situation
that existed in the 1980s, when the government realized that despite the great
amounts of economic and human resources it had invested in the program,
Chinese language education in Uyghur schools had not advanced to the level
expected by the original policymakers. It was at that time, in 1982, that Badai,
the deputy chairman of the autonomous region in charge of educational
affairs, who understood the awareness of Uyghurs and other minorities in
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Xinjiang, proposed the concept of “I 3t il minhanjiantong”, which initially
meant “focusing on ethnic languages, while attaining proficiency in Chinese”.

The concept, however, was never fully implemented, and where it was put into

practice, it was not always in accord with Badai’s original intent, due to a lack

of any concrete measures. Ultimately, the theoretical framework was lost, and

“minhanjiantong” came to be understood only opportunistically within the

trends of the times.
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