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The Uyghur Diaspora in Cyberspace:
Identity and Homeland Cause
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Abstract

Since the 1950s, the Uyghur diaspora communities have en-
gaged in a wide array of activities to transnationalize the case
of Uyghurs in the homeland. Uyghur diaspora have tradition-
ally organized around associations and worked towards trans-
nationalizing the homeland cause through conferences, press
releases, printed materials such as books and journals as well
as booklets and pamphlets. For the last decade or so though,
Uyghur diaspora groups are benefiting from a new means of
communication, the Internet. By analyzing different Uyghur
diaspora websites and forums, this article aims to examine
how the Internet has helped this community to create aware-
ness about the condition of Uyghurs in the homeland. This
article also attempts to analyze how the Internet has contri-
buted to a unified national identity as well as to a greater co-
hesion within the diaspora. At the same time, I compare this
recent Internet activity with the actions and discourse of the
earlier Uyghur diaspora in order to find out about the paral-
lels between the two discourses.
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Introduction

Homelands are central to diasporan identity. It is the homeland that helps
diaspora groups to preserve their identity in the host states. Diaspora
communities cannot disengage themselves from the homeland and often
have some kind of ties with their native land, be it in the form of an eco-
nomic, social, cultural or political one. When the homeland is under for-
eign control or there is an unfriendly regime in the country, a diaspora will
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probably have no such ties. Instead they are often involved in diaspora
politics which involve a variety of activities in host states to promote the
homeland cause.

Since the 1950s, the Uyghur diaspora has engaged in a wide array of activ-
ities to transnationalize the case of Uyghurs in the homeland. Uyghur
diaspora communities have coalesced around diaspora organizations in
host states to enlist support from the international community for the
homeland cause. This has involved different aims such as ending human
rights violations, limiting the discrimination of Uyghurs in Xinjiang (East-
ern Turkistan) and greater autonomy or independence. Mehmet Emin
Bugra and Isa Yusuf Alptekin pioneered in Uyghur diaspora involvement
in homeland affairs. Based in Turkey, the two diaspora leaders published
books and periodicals, established diaspora organizations, visited foreign
leaders and organized conferences to promote the homeland cause. This
first generation Uyghur diaspora activity established a firm base for later
diaspora generations to build on.

Despite the first generation’s pioneering activities, the reach of such activi-
ties was more limited compared to those of the second generation’s. Along
with other factors such as the changing international context and the do-
mestic conditions in the People’s Republic of China, changes in technolo-
gy, namely the availability of the internet created new opportunities for
the second generation Uyghur diaspora. Through the use of virtual com-
munication means, Uyghur communities abroad have been able to trans-
nationalize the Uyghur cause farther to a much wider audience.

Uyghur diaspora activity in cyberspace will be the main focus of this pa-
per. By examining different Uyghur diaspora websites and forums, I aim
to find out how the internet has helped this community to create aware-
ness about the condition of Uyghurs in the homeland and how it contri-
buted to a unified national identity as well as to greater cohesion within
the diaspora. There is growing literature on Uyghur diaspora activity in
cyberspace (see Gladney 2003, Shichor 2003, Kanat 2005, Petersen 2006,
Shichor 2010). These works are helpful in understanding the nature and
scope of the Uyghur diaspora’s activity on the net. While analyzing online
activity and its contribution to Uyghur national identity and homeland
cause, I also compare it to the activity and discourse of the earlier Uyghur
diaspora. The parallels between the two indicate that there is an important
continuation in diasporan activities and that later generations have and are
benefiting from past discourse.
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Modern Diasporas and Diaspora Activism

Modern diasporas have become important transnational actors in the last
few decades as they increasingly participate in the politics of their homel-
ands. The definition of modern diaspora involves more than the dispersal
of people from its original homeland (Butler 2011: 189). Members of a
particular diasporan group are consciously part of a larger ethnonational
group. It is this self-awareness and shared identity that connects people to
their homeland as well as to other members of the diasporan community
elsewhere (Butler 2011: 192, Sokefeld 2006: 267). Such diaspora groups
are transnational actors as they are usually engaged in homeland related
affairs while residing in their host states.

The level of diasporan engagement in homeland affairs is affected by fac-
tors such as the homeland being real or symbolic, independent or under
foreign control. For example, those diasporas whose homeland is under
foreign control are generally more active, particularly when there is an
ongoing struggle for independence or for more autonomy in the homel-
and (Baser and Swain 2010: 38-42). Also within an active diasporan
community, not all the members of a diasporan group are actively in-
volved in homeland related issues. Shain and Barth divide the members of
mobilized diaspora groups into three categories: core, passive and silent
members. Core members are usually the organizing elites while passive
members become active only when they are called upon by the core mem-
bers. Finally, silent members are usually not active, but may mobilize in
crisis situations (Shain and Barth 2003: 452).

External factors also affect the level of diasporan activity in homeland
affairs. According to Sékensen, the political opportunities such as com-
munication, media, transport as well as legal and institutional frameworks
that diasporan communities operate within are important determinants of
diasporan engagement in homeland affairs (2006: 270). Such political
opportunity structures are defined largely by host states, starting with
allowing the activity of diasporan communities within their territories
(Shain and Barth 2003: 463-464). Host state related factors are very im-
portant in that they may lead the societies decline in diasporism or may
lead them to look for new host states that are more permissive (Clifford
1994: 306, Ostergaard-Nielsen 2001: 14).
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Uyghur Diaspora Communities and their Diasporic Activism

Today, Uyghur diaspora communities reside in a vast geographic area stret-
ching from Central Asia to Turkey, from Europe to the United States and
from Canada to Australia. While the exact number of diaspora Uyghurs is
unclear, estimates indicate that this number is between 500,000 to
600,000, which is about 5-6 percent of the total world Uyghur population
(Petersen 2006: 65, Gladney 2009: 17, Shichor 2010: 294-295 ).

The largest proportion of the Uyghur diaspora lives in Central Asia, yet
the total number of Uyghurs in the region is uncertain. Shichor suggests
that while the number of Uyghurs in Kazakhstan is close to 350,000, this
number is probably around 50.000, both in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan
(Shichor 2009). There are also a small number of Uygur communities
living in other Central Asian countries. In Turkey, there are an estimated
5000 to 10,000 Uyghurs(Shichor 2010: 294-295, Kellner 2002: 12). The
number of Uyghurs living in Europe, North America and Australia is
much smaller and estimates are as follows, respectively: 2000, 1500 and
1200. Finally, around 5000 Uyghurs live in Saudi Arabia and some 3000
to 5000 in the Russian Federation. The creation of the Uyghur diaspora is
a result of different migration waves, occurring mainly in the 20* century
due to the worsening conditions in the homeland and the opening up of
the borders (Shichor 2009, Shichor 2010: 294-295, Gladney 2009: 17,
Shichor 2006).

Settling in such different parts of the world, the Uyghur diaspora has been
involved in diaspora politics, depending on the host country conditions,
the international context and their own cohesion. The first period of Uyg-
hur diaspora activism began in the 1950s with Mehmet Emin Bugra and
Isa Yusuf Alptekin as the forerunners of this period. Mehmet Emin Bugra
and Isa Yusuf Alptekin were the leaders of the Uyghur diaspora communi-
ty who led Uyghur refugees to Turkey during the first wave of migration
(Tagg1 1985). Bugra and Alptekin also played prominent roles in the histo-
ry of the homeland before communist Chinese rule. Later, they would be
the ones who continued the struggle for the homeland’s national cause
within the framework of diaspora politics. Especially at a time when most
voices for independence or actual autonomy were silenced in the homel-
and, the Uyghur diaspora community’s activities under the leadership of
Bugra and Alptekin appears as an important contribution for continuing
the struggle for the homeland cause.

These two community leaders were involved in many activities which
made the homeland cause widely publicized and also promoted the cohe-
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sion of the Uyghur diaspora in Turkey. As Shichor argues, many of these
activities involved conventional means such as the publication of books
and journals, establishing associations and organizing events, as well as
meeting with international leaders and organizations (Shichor 2003: 288).
Such activities seem more modest and limited when compared to the cur-
rent diaspora politics of today, many of which involve virtual means as a
means to facilitate the achieving of diasporic goals.

The second important period in Uyghur diaspora activism dates back to
the early 1990s and involves certain changes making this period different
from the previous one, such as a wider international audience, better or-
ganization and cohesion within the diaspora and the increasing use of
virtual communication methods. There are certain historical developments
which occurred in late 1980s and early 1990s that are helpful in explain-
ing these changes. The first one of these is related to the domestic devel-
opments in the People’s Republic of China (PRC). After the death of
Mao Zedong, a series of reforms aiming at a relative relaxation in social
and cultural fields took place. Mao’s death also led to an Open Door poli-
cy with the rest of the world which meant increasing interaction with the
international community and greater participation in international organi-
zations, which in turn meant more exposure to the pressures and criticism
of the international community (Shichor 2006, Shichor 2003: 282).

The second set of factors is related to the collapse of the Soviet Union in
1991. The independence of the Central Asian countries, with whom Uyg-
hurs share a common culture, language and history created hopes among
Uyghurs and contributed to their seeking of a greater autonomy or inde-
pendence from the PRC (Shichor 2006, Hyer 2006: 78). Another devel-
opment related to the demise of the Soviet Union and to the end of the
Cold War is the increasing importance attached to human rights by the
international community. Together with China’s growing exposure to
international pressure as a result of its Open Door policy, China’s human
rights record often became a topic of criticism in its relations with other
countries and international organizations (Shichor 2007, Shichor 2000).
All these developments, along with changes in communications technolo-
gy, positively contributed to the second phase of Uyghur diaspora activism.

In both periods of activism, but especially during the second period, the
Uyghur diaspora established various organizations in their host countries
(depending on the host country’s permissiveness to such activities) in or-
der to have an institutional platform to unify their members and to create
awareness on Uyghur issues within the host countries as well as within the
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international community. In almost every country that the Uyghur dias-
pora reside in, there is at least one diaspora organization at present. Uyg-
hur diaspora organizations are located in Turkey, Germany, Sweden,
Switzerland, Norway, the UK, the Netherlands, France, Belgium, Finland,
Japan, Australia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, the USA, Canada and Australia.

While the number of Uyghur diaspora organizations has increased, the
problem of lack of coordination and unity among them remained an ever
pressing problem. Uyghur diaspora leaders were well aware that to be
more effective, various diaspora communities should be able to coordinate
their activities and unite as a single voice. It was clear that unity among
Uyghur diaspora organizations would also help the international commu-
nity to take the Uyghur cause more seriously (Shichor 2007, Kellner 2002:
15). Such considerations would slowly turn diaspora organizations under a
more transnational body. The initial steps towards establishing an umbrel-
la organization, representative of not only various Uyghur diaspora organi-
zations in the world but also of the Uyghurs in the homeland, were taken
in early 1990s. With this goal in mind, the First Eastern Turkistan Na-
tional Assembly (kurultai) was convened in 1992 in Istanbul with an in-
clusive participation of diaspora representatives including those from Cen-
tral Asia, which became possible only after the independence of the Cen-
tral Asian states (Kellner 2002: 13). However, thiskurultai did not produce
the anticipated result of a permanent umbrella organization.

In 1999, as a result of the Second Eastern Turkistan National Assembly,
the Eastern Turkestan National Congress was established. The ultimate
goal of establishing an inclusive transnational body came only in 2004
with the creation of the World Uyghur Congress (WUC) as a result of the
merging of the Eastern Turkestan National Congress with the World
Uyghur Congress. ErkinAlptekin, the son of Isa Yusuf Alptekin, was
elected as the first president of the WUC during the first General Assem-
bly in 2004. As of 20006, this post has been held by RebiyaKadeer. The
second General Assembly of the WUC was held in 2006 in Munich, the
third one took place in 2009 in Washington, DC and the last one took
place in Tokyo in 2012 (World Uyghur Congress website, http: //www.
uyghurcon-gress.org/en/?cat=149 last accessed on15.07.2012).

The WUC declares as its goal “to promote democracy, human rights and
freedom for the Uyghur people” and underlines that it prefers a peaceful
and nonviolent method for accomplishing this goal through dialogue and
negotiation (World Uyghur Congress website). The WUC, therefore,
clearly distances itself from other organizations which do not openly dis-
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claim violence. Perhaps a careful discourse as such is necessary considering
the international community’s sensitivity against the use of terror and
violence for whatever the goal in a post 9/11 period.

Uniting almost 30 Uyghur diaspora organizations around the world, the
WUC claims to be “the sole legitimate organization of the Uyghur people
both in East Turkestan and abroad.” After all, the WUC was born as a
result of the search for a unified and strong leadership in order to over-
come the problems of fragmentation. However, other organizations reject-
ing such a representative role for the WUC have emerged. The Republic
of East Turkestan Government in Exile (ETGE) founded in 2004, is
worth mentioning here. However, as Shichor also argues (Shichor 2007),
the ETGE is almost a defunct organization now. Like any diaspora com-
munity, within Uyghur diaspora there will also not be a total agreement
on the goals and methods of the Uyghur cause (Author’s Interview with
Mr.AlimSeytoff, Esq, Spokesmen for the WUC, President of the UAA
and Director of the UHRP, January 2012, Washington D.C). However,
the WUC seems to be successful in unifying a high proportion of diaspora
organizations as well as having been legitimized by the international com-
munity as the representative of Uyghur people both within the diaspora
and the homeland.

Uyghur Diaspora in Cyberspace

Diaspora communities have traditionally organized around associations
and worked towards transnationalizing the homeland cause through con-
ferences, press releases, printed materials such as books, journals as well as
booklets and pamphlets. For the last decade or so though, diaspora groups
are benefiting from a new means of communication and are increasingly
active in the virtual space.

The Internet has benefited the diaspora groups in various ways. First and
foremost, the internet helps diaspora groups to reach a wider audience and
therefore create greater awareness within the international community
about the homeland cause. Another major benefit is related to the diaspora
group members themselves. A diaspora organization’s websites, including
forums, have increased the participation of diaspora members in matters
related to the homeland. Through utilizing such platforms, now diaspora
members can share information, get informed about events and coordinate
more easily (Brinkerhoff 2006: 31-32, Bernal 2006: 163). According to
Bernal, the internet is a transnational space where diaspora members “pro-
duce and debate narratives of history, culture, democracy and identity”
(Bernal 2006: 161). The internet has the capacity to transform diaspora
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members from passive to active ones through increasing the participation
of grassroot members and not limiting diaspora politics to a small group of
diaspora elite. The internet has also provided diaspora elites with more
opportunity to shape national identity (Saunders 2011: 8).

For the last decade or so, Uyghur diaspora communities have increasingly
begun utilizing virtual communication means. With the power to reach to
wider audience, including interested parties in the host states and other
international actors, such use of virtual communication methods contri-
buted to the further transnationalization of the Uyghur case. Along with
the goal of enlisting international support, the use of the internet has also
contributed positively to greater cohesion and participation within Uyg-
hur diaspora communities. Finally, the internet has provided a platform
for Uyghur diaspora elites to further develop and reinforce a modern
Uyghur identity with contribution from the grassroots base.

The Uyghur diaspora has long been engaged in activities to transnational-
ize the Uyghur cause and therefore has tried to enlist the support of the
international community. First generation diaspora leaders such as Alpte-
kin and Bugra published books and journals (although most of them in
the Turkish language and thus limited in reach) in order to inform the
world public opinion and publicize the Uyghur issue. In addition to pub-
lishing activities, they visited international leaders and organizations and
launched appeals and wrote petitions. Alptekin was particularly active in
raising awareness for the Uyghur cause and paid visits to many organiza-
tions such as the Muslim World League and the Arab League as well as
attending the Bandung Conference in 1955, the Afro-Asian Conference in
1965 and the World Congress of Islam in 1964 (Landau 1995: 118, 150;
Shichor 2003: 290).

Despite all these activities, first generation diaspora activism has been
more limited in effect in creating the targeted awareness within the inter-
national community. As mentioned earlier, there was a set of factors to
explain this. One of these factors was the lack of virtual communication
means that is available to current generation. As early as the mid-1990s,
Uyghur diaspora organizations set up websites to promote an increased
awareness about the Uyghur issue. The language of these websites is im-
portant in order to understand the targeted audience. Some of these web-
sites are only in the language of the host states, such as Turkish and Japa-
nese (East Turkestan Migrants Association-Dogu Tirkistan Gégmenler
Dernegi website http: //www.Doguturkistan.com.tr/l ast accessed on
28.02.2012, East Turkestan Foundation-Dogu Tiirkistan Vakfi website
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http: //dtv.org.tr/ last accessed on 28.02.2012, Japan Uyghur Association
website, http: //uyghur-j.org/main.html, last accessed on 28.02.2012).

These kinds of sites target an audience limited to those interested in Uyg-
hur issues in the host nation. A second group of sites such as that of the
World Uyghur Congress (WUC) and East Turkestan Information Center
(ETIC) are in a variety of languages including English, Turkish, Japanese,
Chinese, Uyghur, German, Arabic and Russian. Clearly the targeted au-
dience is wider and more varied in order to encompass all host countries.
Despite the inclusion of the Uyghur and Chinese languages, such sites are
inaccessible in the homeland. As the English language is considered a more
universal language, the use of English in such websites allows the sites to
reach a wider audience, including the Western constituency and legislators
who are keener in issues concerning human rights and democracy.

Uyghur diaspora websites usually dedicate an important space to news and
press releases on the condition of the Uyghurs in the homeland. While
most sites refer to other sources (Radio Free Asia, major media broadcas-
ters and news agencies as well as host country media) some websites such
as the Uyghur American Association (UAA), Uyghur Human Rights
Project (UHRP) and the WUC prepare their own news reports and press
releases. The WUC also has a monthly e-newsletter that contains news
and reports that are sent to email subscribers (World Uyghur Congress
website, http: //www.uyghurcongress.org/en/?cat=284 last accessed on
28.02.2012). The UAA also provides subscribers with news and updates
(Uyghur American Association (UAA) website, http: //uyghuramerican.
org/news/ andhttp: //uyghuramerican.org/press-releases last accessed on
28.02.2012). The UAA President AlimSeytoff stated that they regularly
send press releases to their subscribers which include a diverse audience
such as human rights organizations, US government officials and foreign
embassies (Author’s Interview, January 2012, Washington D.C).

Transnationalizing the homeland cause is a major goal for the Uyghur
diaspora. Informing the world public opinion through news and press
releases serves this goal. Such news focuses on Chinese policies of religious
and linguistic repression, the increasing use of Mandarin, demographic
policies aiming to increase Han Chinese population as well as other assi-
milationist and discriminatory policies (East Turkestan Migrants Associa-
tion-Dogu Tiirkistan Gé¢menler Dernegi website, World Uyghur Con-
gress website, and Uyghur American Association (UAA) website). Indeed,
the first generation diaspora leaders such as Alptekin and Bugra under-
lined such assimilation and sinification policies as being persistent policies
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of the Chinese government. For Alptekin, education proved to be an im-
portant tool for furthering such policies. Alptekin argued that due to such
an education, young Uyghur generations are growing up without learning
about their rich past and face the danger of losing their cultural and reli-
gious identity by assimilating into Han culture (Alptekin 1967: 12, Tasc1
1985: 35, Alptekin 1976: 3-4).Alptekin and Bugra repeatedly referred to
communist China and their policies as “imperialist” in nature. Using such
discourse allowed them to strengthen their claims that Uyghurs were indi-
genous to the land and had a right of self- determination over their territo-
ry. The Diaspora leaders” emphasis on the imperialist nature of Chinese
rule was an intelligent move to enlist support from the international
community; if we consider the historical context of decolonization of the
period.

In a parallel fashion, contemporary diaspora elite have been using a dis-
course centering on “human rights”, as the international community has
placed a higher priority on human rights as of 1990s. The news and press
releases that are found in the websites of Uyghur diaspora organizations
focus on human rights violations such as political imprisonments, execu-
tions for political and religious offenses, religious, cultural and linguistic
repression in Xinjiang (Eastern Turkestan). Uyghur Human Rights Project
(UHRP) under the UAA is solely concentrating on reporting human rights
violations in the homeland. UHRP defines itself as a human rights advocacy
group with research and publication activities. A research team prepares
reports and such reports are published on UHRP site (Author’s Interview
with Mr.AlimSeytoff, Esq., January 2012, Washington D.C). While UHRP
cyber activities have a unique focus on human rights, other Uyghur organi-
zations” sites underline human rights abuses along with other issues (Uyghur
Human Rights Project (UHRP) website http: //uhrp.org/, East Turkistan
Culture and Solidarity Association-Dogu Tiirkistan Kiiltiir, Dayanigma
Dernegi website http: //www.gokbayrak.com/last accessed on 28.02.2012,
Uyghur American Association (UAA) website, Free Skyblue Flag: Voice of
East Turkestan- HiirGokbayrak: Dogu Tiirkistan’in Sesi website http:
/Ihurgokbayrak.com/ last accessed on 28.02.2012, World Uyghur Congress
website, Uyghur Canadian Association websitehtep:
/luyghurcanadiansociety.org/,last accessed on 28.02.2012).

The Uyghur diaspora’s growing activity on the internet has also helped with
greater cohesion within diaspora members and members’ increasing in-
volvement in homeland related matters. E-mail groups, forums and websites
of diaspora organizations allow members to communicate and network
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quickly and easily (Meshrep Uyghur Forum, http: //www.meshrep.com/,
last accessed on 28.02.2012, Uyghur American Association Forum, http:
//forum.uyghuramerican.org/forum/forum.php, ~ last  accessed ~ on
28.02.2012). Such communication among members of diaspora in a single
host state or across host states was not available for the first generation dias-
pora. Increased communication allows the Uyghur diaspora to coordinate
their activities, which in turn allows for a united and stronger action. Dias-
pora websites and forums provide a democratic platform for members to
discuss a wide range of issues. Such forums increase the participation of
diaspora members in homeland affairs by encouraging them to be more
involved in issues of concern. They help make the homeland issues not only
a concern for diaspora elite but for all members. Also, since anonymity is
provided, members can openly discuss issues.

The cyberspace has allowed diaspora elite to contribute to the develop-
ment of a unified Uyghur identity. Among scholars who work on Uyg-
hurs, there is not a clear agreement on the existence of a unified Uyghur
identity shared by all Uyghurs, including those in the homeland and dias-
pora. Petersen highlights the fragmented nature of Uyghur identity by
arguing that: “There is division along religious lines, between competing
Muslim Sufi traditions and also between non-Sufi factions. It is also im-
portant to recognize that many Uyghurs have fixed territorial allegiances,
either based on oases or place of origin, which also include linguistic dis-
crepancies.” (2006: 70) Indeed, it was originally Rudelson who argued
that “At the oasis level, Uyghur identity is not unified but fragmented
along the same lines that separate social groups...These divergent Uyghur
self-identifications at the local level pose the greatest challenge to intellec-
tuals” efforts to shape an overarching Uyghur nationalist ideology” (1997:
168). However, later research put forward that such divisions are becom-
ing less important as a separate Uyghur national identity is developing in
opposition to Han identity (Kellner 2002: 6, Smith 1999). While there is
no consensus among scholars on the issue of a unified Uyghur identity, in
cyberspace it is possible to observe a unified Uyghur identity with a com-
mon history, culture and language.

As one of the major components of the modern Uyghur national identity,
Uyghur history is portrayed in diaspora sites as a glorious or proud one in
which Uyghur people had their own independent states and developed a
great civilization. According to these sites, Uyghur history dates back 4000
years (Website of the World Uyghur Congress, East Turkistan Culture
and Solidarity Association-Dogu Ttirkistan Kiiltiir ve Dayanigma Dernegi
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website, East Turkestan Foundation-Dogu Tiirkistan Vakfi website, Free
Skyblue Flag: Voice of East Turkestan- Hiir Gokbayrak: Dogu Tiirkis-
tan’in Sesi website). For the contemporary Uyghur diaspora elite, writing
about the history of the homeland is an important tool for claiming a
legitimate stake in the homeland. Establishing the people and land con-
nection, that Xinjiang (Eastern Turkestan) has always been inhabited by
Uyghurs, and that Uyghurs are indigenous to the land helps diaspora to
legitimize their cause in the eyes of the international community. With the
same goal of firmly establishing the territory and people connection, first
generation diaspora leader like Isa Yusuf Alptekin also devoted particular
importance to the history of the region. In his book, “Dogu Tirkistan
Davast (The Cause of Eastern Turkestan),” he presents a detailed analysis
of the political history of the region. His aim is to establish that the region
had mostly been ruled by independent Turkic states except for short pe-
riods of foreign invasion, including invasions by the Chinese.

In diaspora websites, the distinctiveness of Uyghur culture and language
are emphasized as well in order to show how Uyghurs and Chinese are
totally different people (Website of the World Uyghur Congress, Uyghur
Human Rights Project (UHRP) website, East Turkistan Culture and Soli-
darity Association-Dogu Tirkistan Kiiltiir ve Dayanisma Dernegi web-
site). In these websites, Turkicness and/or Islam are underlined as being
the central components of this particular Uyghur identity. Indeed, Alpte-
kin and Bugra earlier underlined Islam and Turkicness, as well. By under-
lining these identity markers, they attempted to show the difference be-
tween their identity and Chinese identity. Alptekin viewed different Tur-
kic groups in Xinjiang (Eastern Turkestan) as belonging to one big Turkic
family and criticized the Chinese administration’s design of these groups
as different ethnic groups. He argued that during the different periods of
Chinese rule, but especially during the communist period, policies to re-
press all forms of Turkic and Islamic identity became the norm (Alptekin

1967: 51, Tasg1 1985: 260).

Conclusion

For almost six decades, the Uyghur diaspora has been vigorously working
towards creating awareness on the Uyghur issue and enlisting support
from the international community. Due to such activity, the Uyghur cause
is better known in the world today. Earlier steps towards becoming the
voice of all Uyghurs started with the actions of the first generation Uyghur
diaspora. The leaders of this generation, Isa Yusuf Alptekin and Mehmet
Emin ugra, were heavily engaged in activities such as publishing of books
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and periodicals, establishing diaspora organizations, visiting foreign leaders
and organizing conferences to promote the homeland cause. Despite their
adamant stance in making the Uyghur cause a transnational one, the his-
torical context of Bugra and Alptekin was different and less conducive to
do so. Thus, the first generation’s attempts were limited in terms of creat-
ing great awareness and enlisting support on the Uyghur issue.

For the last few decades, the Uyghur diaspora has been utilizing a new tool
in order to promote the Uyghur issue. The use of this new communica-
tion tool has helped the contemporary second generation in different
ways. First of all, the Internet has promoted increased communication
among Uyghur diaspora members making their actions unified and there-
fore a stronger one. Especially through their activity in forums and email
lists, diaspora members are more engaged in homeland affairs, transform-
ing Uyghur diaspora action limited to elite only.

Second diaspora websites have helped the diaspora in transnationalizing
the homeland cause to a wider audience. Predominantly through news and
press releases, it has become possible to disseminate information on the
condition of Uyghurs in the homeland. This is important considering the
fact that there is not much accurate information coming from homeland
sources. Diaspora websites and particularly the above mentioned news and
press releases mainly focus on the Chinese government’s repressive, assimi-
lationist and discriminatory policies towards Uyghurs. In such sources, the
dominant theme in the diaspora discourse is the human rights abuses tak-
ing place in the homeland. Considering the increasing importance of hu-
man rights after the Cold War period, using such discourse is a clever
move by the diaspora to get international support.

Finally, the internet has allowed the diaspora to create a modern national
identity for Uyghurs. Diaspora often devotes particular attention to Uyg-
hur history, culture and language in their websites. The discourse under-
lines how different Uyghur culture and language is from that of the Chi-
nese. The Diaspora also establishes the connection between territory and
people by claiming that Uyghurs have a 4000-year old history in Xinjiang
(Eastern Turkestan). The periods of independent statehood are also un-
derlined to show that Uyghurs have the tradition of ruling themselves.

The discourse of the second generation Uyghur diaspora carries many
similarities with that of the first generation. Indeed, a careful analysis of
Bugra and Alptekin’s works reveal that contemporary diaspora discourse
borrowed many of the ideas that earlier generation elite had developed.
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Particularly in matters related to the Chinese treatment of Uyghurs and
creation of a unified Uyghur national identity, Bugra and Alptekin’s works
contributed greatly to today’s virtual diaspora discourse. This continuity
of discourses between the two generations is helping the Uyghur diaspora
movement have a firm foundational base.

References
Alptekin, Isa Yusuf (1976). Dogu Tiirkistan Davasz.Istanbul: Otag Yay.

, (1967). A Memorandum concerning Great Turkistan (Biiyiik Tiirkistan
Hakkinda). Istanbul: Sehir Matbaas:.

, (1992). Unutulan Vatan: Dogu Tiirkistan. Istanbul: Seha Negriyat.

, (1979). Dogu Tiirkistan'da Kizil Cin Vabseti. Istanbul: Yeni Asya Arastir-
malar1 Merkezi Yay.

, (1976). Dogu Tiirkistan’ in Hiir Diinyaya Cagrist.istanbul: Otag Yay.
Bernal, Victoria (2006). “Diaspora, Cyberspaceand Political Imagination: the
Eritrean Diaspora Online”. Global Networks 6 (2): 161-179.

Bugra, Mehmet Emin and Isa Yusuf Alptekin (1955). Dogu Tiirkistan Kizil Muh-
tariyeti Reddeder. Ankara: Son Havadis Matbaasi.

Bugra, Mehmet Emin (1959). Tibet ve Dogu Tiirkistan Hakkinda Bilinmeyen
Siyasi Konular. Ankara: Ayyildiz Matbaasi.

Budler, Kim D. (2001). “Defining Diaspora, Refining a Discourse”. Diaspora: A
Journal of Transnational Studies 10 (2): 189-219.

Brinkerhoff, M. Jennifer (2006). “Digital Diasporas and Conflict Prevention: the
Case of Somalinet.com”. Review of International Studies 32: 25-47.

Clifford, James (1994). “Diasporas”. Cultural Anthropology 9 (3): 301-338.
Hyerg Eric (2006). “China’s Policy towards Uighur Nationalism”. Journal of
Muslim Minority Affairs 26 (1): 75-86.

Gladney, C. Dru (2003). Cyber—Separatism and Uyghur Ethnic Nationalism in
China. Center for Strategic and International Studies, available at htep:
/Iwww.csis.org/china/030605gladney.pdf [Accessed 12.06.2010].

, (2009). Freedom Fighters or Terrorists? Exploring the Case of Uyghur People.
Washington D.C.: Testimony to the United States Congress Committee
on Foreign Affairs Subcommittee on International Organizations.

Kanat, Kili¢ (2005). Interner by Uyghur Diaspora Ethnic Media and Politics: The
Uyghur Diaspora. First Monday, Special Issue: 8 available at htep:
//firstmonday.org/htbin/cgiwrap/bin/ojs/index.php/fm/article/view/1804.

156



/

bilig

e Kuscu, The Uyghur Diaspora in Cyberspace: Identity and Homeland Cause ® SPRING 2014 / NUMBER 69

Kellner, Thierry (2002) China: The Uyghur Situation from Independence for the
Central Asian Republics to the Post 11 September Era. Writenet Paper No. 2
available  at  www.unhcr.org/refworld/pdfid/465¢8a292.pdffAccessed
28.02.2012].

Landau, Jacob (1995). Pan-Turkism: From Irredentismto  Cooperation.
Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

Ostergaard-Nielsen, Eva K (2001). The Politics of Migrants’ Transnational Political
Practices. Transnational Communities Programme Working Paper
WPTC-01-22.Available at http: //www.transcomm.ox.ac.uk/working%-
20papers/ WPTC-01-22%200stergaard.doc.pdf [Accessed 28.02.2012].

Petersen, Kristian (2006). “Usurping the Nation: Cyber-Leadership in the Uighur
Nationalist Movement”. Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs 26 (1): 63-73.

Rudelson, J. Justin (1997).Oasis Identities: Uyghur Nationalism along China s Silk
Road. New York: Columbia University Press.

Saunders, Robert (2011). Ethnopolitics in Cyberspace: the Internet, Minority Natio-
nalism and the Web of Identity. Lanham: Lexington Books.

Shain, Yossi and Barth Aharon (2003).“Diasporas and International Relations
Theory”. International Organization 57 (3): 449-479.

Shichor, Yitzhak (2003).“Virtual Transnationalism: Uyghur Communities in
Europe and the Quest for Eastern Turkestan Independence”. Muslim
Networks and Transnational Communities in and across Europe. Eds. Stefa-
no Allievi and Jorgen S. Nielsen. Leiden, Boston: Brill.

, (2006). Changing the Guard at the World Uyghur Congress China Brief 6:
25 available at http: //www.jamestown.org/single/?no_cache-=18&tx_
ttnews[tt_news]=4015 [Accessed 28.02.2012].

, (2007). “Limping on Two Legs: Uyghur Diaspora Organizations and the
Prospects for Eastern Turkestan Independence" Central Asia and the Cau-
casus, 6: 48 available at http: //www.ca-c.org/journal/2007-06-
eng/12.shtml [Accessed 28.02.2012].

, (2009). The Uyghurs and China: Lost and Found Nations available at htep:
/Iwww.opendemocracy.net/article/the-uighurs-and-china-lost-and-found-
nation [Accessed 28.02.2012].

, (2010). “Net Nationalism: The Digitalization of the Uyghur Diasporas”.
The New Media Age: Identity, Politics, and Community. Eds.Andoni Alonso
and Pedro J. Oiarzabal. Reno, Las Vegas: University of Nevada Press.

Smith, Joanne (1999). Changing Uyghur Identities in Xinjiang in the 1990s.PhD
Dissertation. University of Leeds.

Sokefeld, Martin (2006). “Mobilizing in Transnational Space: a Social Movement
Approach to the Formation of Diaspora”. Global Networks 6 (3): 265-284.

157
°



/

bilig

SPRING 2014 / NUMBER 69 ®Kuscu, The Uyghur Diaspora in Cyberspace: Identity and Homeland Cause ®

Swain, Ashok and Bahar Baser (2010).“Stateless Diaspora Groups and their Re-
pertoires of Nationalist Activism in Host Countries”. Journal of Interna-
tional Relations 8 (1): 37-60.

Tasgt, M. Ali (1985). Esir Dogu Tiirkistan Igin: Lsa Yusuf Alptekin’in Miicadele
Hatiralars. Istanbul: Dogu Tiirkistan Nesriyat Merkezi Yay.

Uyghur Diaspora Websites and Forums

East Turkistan Cultureand Solidarity Association (Dogu Tiirkistan Kiiltiir ve
Dayanisma Dernegi), www.gokbayrak.com/ [Accessed 28.02.2012].

East Turkestan Migrants Association (Dogu Tiirkistan Gégmenler Dernegi),
www.Doguturkistan.com.tr/ [Accessed 28.02.2012].

East Turkestan Foundation (Dogu Tiirkistan Vakfi), www.dtv.org.tr [Accessed
28.02.2012].

Free Skyblue Flag: Voice of East Turkestan (Hiir Gékbayrak: Dogu Tiirkistan’in
Sesi) www.hurgokbayrak.com/ [Accessed 28.02.2012].

Japan Uyghur Association, uyghur-j.org/main.html [Accessed 28.02.2012].
MeshrepUyghur Forum, www.meshrep.com/ [Accessed 28.02.2012].
Uyghur American Association (UAA), uyghuramerican.org/ [Accessed 28.02.2012].

Uyghur American Association Forum, forum.uyghuramerican.org/forum/forum.
php [Accessed 28.02.2012].

Uyghur Canadian Association, www.uyghurcanadiansociety.org/[Accessed 28.02.2012].
Uyghur Human Rights Project (UHRP), http: //uhrp.org/[Accessed 28.02.2012].

World Uyghur Congress (WUC), www.uyghurcongress.org/en/?cat=149
[Accessed 28.02.2012].

158



/

bilig
BAHAR 2014 / SAYI 69
143-160

Uygur Diasporasinin Dijital Ortamdaki
Faaliyetleri: Kimlik ve Anavatan Meselesi

Isik Kuscu”

0z

Uygur diaspora gruplari, 1950 lerden bu yana uluslararas: plat-
formlarda anavatan meselesini duyurmak icin gesitli faaliyetler-
de bulunmaktadir. Bu amagcla dernekler kurmak, konferanslar
diizenlemek, basin bildirileri dagitmak ve kitap, dergi, kitapcik
gibi yazili basin araclarindan yararlanmak suretiyle sesini du-
yurmaya ¢alismustir. Ancak yaklasik son 10 yildir, Uygur dias-
porast yeni bir iletisim aracindan, internetten yararlanmaya bas-
lamugtir. Bu makalede ¢esitli diaspora internet siteleri ve forum-
larinin incelenmesi suretiyle, Uygur diasporasinin internetteki
faaliyetlerinin, Uygur milli kimligi ve diasporanin birlik ve be-
raberligi {izerindeki etkileri incelenmektedir. Internetin anava-
tan meselesini uluslararast kamuoyuna duyurmak ve anavatan-
daki Uygurlarin durumlariyla ilgili kamuoyunu bilgilendirmek
konularindaki katkilart da yine bu makelenin konusunu olus-
turmaktadir. Makalede bu analiz ilk kusak Uygur diaspora tem-
silcilerinin faaliyetleri ve sdylemleriyle kargilagtirmali olarak ya-
pilacaktir. Buradaki amag ise iki kugak soylemleri arasindaki
benzerliklere ve faaliyet ile séylemlerdeki devamliliga isaret et-
mektir.
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Uygur, diaspora, internet, anavatan, millikimlik
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[eaTenbHOCTb YUrypckon guacropsb! B
undpoBon cpeae: npobnema MAEHTUYHOCTU U
NCTOPUYECKON POLUHBI

blwbik Kywuy”

*

AHHOTauMA

Hauunast ¢ 1950-x rofioB 1o Hacrosiiiee BpeMs paslIMdHbIC IPYIIIbI
YHTYPCKHX AWAcHop C IENbI0 NPHBICUYCHHS BHUMAHWUSI MHPOBOTO
coobmiecTBa K mpoliieMe MCTOPUYECKOW POAWHBI OpPraHM30BBIBAIOT
Pa3NUYHbIC MEPOIIPUATHS HAa MEKIYHapOAHOH apeHe. B atux memix
OHM TIBITAIOTCS JIOHECTH CBOIO MpoOJIeMy depe3 CO3laHue
OOILIECTBEHHBIX ~ OOBEIMHEHWH,  OpraHm3aluio  KOH(epeHIHH,
pacrpocTpaHeHHe IPECC-PENM30B M PA3INYHbIX IICYATHBIX CPEICTB,
TaKMX, KaK KHUTH, )KypHAJIbI, OykieTs! 1 T.4. OqHako B nocnenane 10
JeT yWrypckas Apacropa Havyala aKTHBHO HCIONB30BaTh HOBOE
CpeacTBO KOMMYHUKAIMY - MHTEpHET. B 3T0i cTaThe IyTeM u3y4yeHust
MHTEPHET-CAaiTOB M (OPyMOB pa3NMUHBIX YHTYpPCKHX AWAacIop,
paccMaTpuBaeTCsl BIMSIHUE JSSTENbHOCTH YWIYpCKOW JMAcopbl B
UHTECPHETE Ha HAUUOHAJIBbHYIO CaMOUACHTUYHOCTb, C€HUHCTBO U
CIUIOYEHHOCTh JIUACTIOpBL. BKiasm 1 ponb MHTEepHeTa B MPHBIICYCHUN
BHHMaHHS MEPOBOTO COOOIIECTBa K MPodIeMe HCTOPHYECKON POIMHBL
M TIOJIOKEHUIO YHTyp Ha HCTOPUYECKOH POIMHE TaKKe SBIAETCS
HPEAMETOM HCCIETOBAHUS JAHHOW CTaTbi. OJTOT aHAIM3 B CTAaThe
MPOBOAUTCS ITyTEM CPABHEHHS C JIEATEIPHOCTBIO U TE3UCAMHU NIEPBOTO
TIOKOJICHHsI TIpeficTaBuTeNeil yilrypckoil muacropsl. Llespro paboTsr
SBISIETCSL TIOKa3aTh CXOACTBO TE3UCOB JBYX IIOKOJNICHHH U
[IPEEMCTBEHHOCTb B JIEATENLHOCTH YHTYPCKOM 1MACIOpbI.
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