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Abstract

In the social, historical, and political context of Xi Jinping’s China, particular forms of racialization
and racial capitalism have emerged in Altay Prefecture, the homeland of ethnic Kazakhs on China’s
northwest border. This study examines the husbandry industry in Altay Prefecture to elucidate how
Xi’s China has built a mode of racial capitalism through the management of Kazakh land, ethnicity,
and culture. Within the framework of a case study, I employ document collection and participant
observation methods to gather data that are then interpreted through critical policy analysis. The
research shows that Kazakhs have been racialized based on their mobile pastoral traditions, enslaved
in the “debt economy,” and exploited through husbandry policies and programs. The particular ways
in which husbandry has been restructured and assimilated into Chinese industrial production chains
exploit and reproduce theKazakh-Han hierarchy and segregation. This close look at racial capitalism
in Altay sheds light on the operations of Xi’s ecological civilization and war on poverty policies in an
ethnic minority border region and discusses how they align with the broader geopolitics of the Belt
and Road Initiative in Central Asia and Eastern Europe.

Keywords: Racial Capitalism; Racialization; Ethnicity; Kazakhs; China; Xinjiang; Pastoralism;
Husbandry

[The] character of capitalism can only be understood in the social and historical context of its
appearance.

—Cedric Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical
Tradition (2000, p. 24)

Introduction

This study examines the development of husbandry in Altay to elucidate how ethnic
Kazakhs have been racialized and absorbed into a mode of racial capitalism. In studies of
ethnic groups in China, few scholars have used the concepts of racialization and racial
capitalism to examine the relationship between the management of ethnic minorities and
economic development. This study aims to fill this gap by introducing the concepts of
racialization and racial capitalism into the study of Chinese ethnic groups. This study also
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contributes to the literature on racialization and racial capitalism by adding a perspective
from China.

In Altay Prefecture, a restive ethnic minority region on China’s northwest border (See
Fig. 1), a particular mode of racial capitalism has emerged out of a particular conjuncture in
Xi’s China: the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and the ecological civilization and war on
poverty campaigns. These initiatives are a response to the slowing in China’s economic
growth since the 2008 financial crisis (Schmidt 2009), which is also a strong signal of a
looming crisis of overaccumulation (McNally 2009). Moreover, the economic slowdown
threatened the legitimacy of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). As Yuchao Zhu (2011)
noted, since 1978, the Party’s rule has relied primarily on the solid economic performance
of the country. Therefore, after Xi Jinping came to power in 2012, he implemented many
campaigns and programs to strengthen his power and boost the CCP’s legitimacy. Altay
Prefecture is in the crosshairs of Xi’s economic development initiatives while also being
subject to a recent crackdown on Turkic Muslims in a colonial context. Drawing on the
theoretical framework of racial capitalism, I examine husbandry development in Altay
Prefecture to elucidate how the Chinese state has managed the land, ethnicity, and culture
of the Kazakh people through Xi’s ecological civilization and war on poverty campaigns in
conjunction with the BRI in a colonial context.

Context: Altay Kazakhs in the Crosshairs of Xi’s Initiatives

Kazakhs in Altay Prefecture

As one of themajor pastoral TurkicMuslim groups in Central Asia, ethnic Kazakhs inhabit
many countries across Eurasia. While the majority of Kazakhs live in Kazakhstan, some
East Asian and Central Asian countries also have significant Kazakh populations.1 For
example,more than 1.5millionKazakhs reside inChina;2 0.8million reside inUzbekistan;3
and thousands reside in Mongolia, Turkey, and Iran. In China, Kazakhs primarily inhabit
the northern part of the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region: Ili Kazakh Autonomous
Prefecture, Altay Prefecture, and Tarbagatay Prefecture. As an ethnic minority region that
borders Russia, Kazakhstan, and Mongolia, Altay Prefecture comprises one city and six
counties: Altay City, Qinggil County, Burultogay County, Jeminay County, Kaba County,

Figure 1. Altay Prefecture in Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region, China. Source: https://commons.wiki
media.org/wiki/File:China_Xinjiang_Ili.svg.
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Koktogay County, and Burqin County. As one of fifty-five state-recognized ethnic minor-
ities in China, Kazakhs are alien to Han Chinese, the ethnic majority that is politically,
culturally, and economically dominant in China in terms of culture, language, religion, and
even physical features. This study uses the framework of racial capitalism to examine the
rapid transition from pastoralism to sedentarism in Altay Prefecture. Kazakh pastoralism is
based onmobile, kinship-based social organizations (Kaz. ауыл), in which the leaders (Kaz.
бас) decide pasture ownership. In Altay Prefecture, pastoral Kazakhs migrate among
summer (Kaz. жайлау), fall (Kaz. күзеу), winter (Kaz. қыстау), and spring pastures (Kaz.
көктеу). Kazakhs normally herd sheep, goats, horses, cattle, and camels; before 2000, sheep
made up most of the Kazakh livestock in Altay Prefecture (Zhang 2004). In pastoralism,
Kazakhs primarily interact with the local market by selling meat, dairy products, and wool.
However, the development of husbandry based on herder sedentarization projects imple-
mented by the Chinese state has dramatically changed Kazak social organization, lifestyle,
livestock composition, and land ownership and the relationship between Kazakh herders
and the market. In sedentarism, Kazakhs have become anchored in government-built
villages and must use modern technologies to raise livestock, guided by a capitalist logic;
the products they make are sold nationwide and globally. This study elucidates how racial
capitalism works in the Sino–Kazakh context by presenting the development of sedentary
husbandry in Altay Prefecture.

Colonial Restructuring of Xinjiang

When theCCP took overXinjiang in 1949,more than ninety-one percent of the population
were Muslims, and most were members of Turkic ethnic groups (Yuan 1990). In the Mao
era, since Xinjiang lacked a real legitimate base for Chinese rule and had been plagued by
anti-Han sentiment before 1949, the CCP patiently built up its rule in Xinjiang by
relocating Han Chinese to the region while adopting relatively moderate policies
(McMillen 1984; Yuan 1990). During that period, the Xinjiang Production and Construc-
tion Corps (XPCC) functioned as a paramilitary organization to institutionalize the immi-
gration of Han settlers and to develop the economy and infrastructure (Clarke 2011).

SinceChina’smarketization in 1978, the CCPhas strived to extract Xinjiang’s resources
for economic growth. In 1999, Jiang Zemin, the president of China at the time, launched
theWesternDevelopment, which ordered the relatively underdeveloped twelve provinces/
regions in western China to extract economic value from their natural resources. The
strategy demanded that the following changes occur inXinjiang: development of hydraulic,
energy, and transportation projects; utilization of the economic structure; prioritization of
the economic development of northern regions; ecological protection; development of
education and technology; and building of economic ties with Central Asia,West Asia, and
Eastern Europe.

Rapid economic development in Xinjiang, however, has intensified ethnic minority
discontent due to the economic inequality and exploitation present in the area (Bovingdon
2002; Finley 2013). Moreover, the identities, cultures, languages, and religions of ethnic
minorities have been severely marginalized, further fueling ethnic minority discontent
(Roberts 2020). As a result, ethnic conflicts occurred frequently in Xinjiang before 2017.
For example, on July 5, 2009, a massive Uyghur–Han4 conflict in Ürümqi resulted in at
least 197 deaths.5 In 2014, two critical incidents provided Xi Jinping with the security
rationale to shift policies in Xinjiang. On March 1, a group killed thirty-one people and
injured 141 at Kunming station, for which the Chinese government blamed Islamic
extremists from Xinjiang.6 On April 30, shortly after Xi Jinping’s inspection tour in
Xinjiang, a bomb and knife attack occurred at Ürümqi’s southern railway station, resulting
in three deaths and seventy-nine injuries.7

120 Yao Qu

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1742058X24000109 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1742058X24000109


To handle ethnic minority unrest, Xi Jinping, unlike his predecessors, adopted radical
measures to shift the region’s social, political, economic, and cultural structures.The political
and socioeconomic restructuring of Xinjiang in Xi’s era features intensive securitization,
ethnic assimilation, and neoliberalization. In response to this unrest, the CCP began to
securitizeUyghur-concentrated southernXinjiang in 2012 and then expanded securitization
throughout Xinjiang in 2016, when Chen Quanguo—the former head of Tibet who
specialized in mercilessly repressing ethnic minorities—became the Party secretary of
Xinjiang (Zenz and Leibold, 2020). In 2017, large-scale internment camps were built across
Xinjiang tomassively detain Uyghurs, Kazakhs, and other TurkicMuslimminorities. In the
camps, Turkic Muslims were forced to abandon “religious extremism” and embrace a
“secular life” by accepting Chinese patriotic education and learning Mandarin (Zenz
2019). Securitization and assimilation policies have further undermined ethnic minority
autonomy, thus facilitating capital accumulation in the region through the management of
ethnic minorities. For example, some internment camps are directly linked to warehouse
factories, where the detainees are forced towork.8 Between2017 and2019,more than80,000
Uyghurs were transferred out of Xinjiang to work as laborers in factories in inland China.9
Through the lens of racial capitalism, this study aims to investigate how the management of
land, ethnicity, and culture of the Kazakh people in Altay Prefecture creates value for capital
accumulation in Xi’s China.

BRI and Altay Prefecture

The BRI is a program introduced by Xi Jinping during his visit to Kazakhstan in 2013. Its
central idea is to establish two economic belts: a land belt connectingChina to Central Asia,
West Asia, the Middle East, and Europe through Xinjiang and a maritime belt linking
China’s ports with the African coast and the Mediterranean Sea (Xing 2018). The BRI
reflects China’s ambitions to become not only a global mega-hub that uses world resources
to fuel the Chinese economy but also a proactive global rule-setter (Xing 2018). The BRI
also provides the Chinese state and capital with “spatial fixes” to address overaccumulation
through geographical expansion and spatial reconfigurations (Zhang 2017). Xinjiang and
Altay Prefecture play vital roles in the BRI: three of six economic corridors in the BRI cross
Xinjiang,10 and Altay Prefecture, the only region in Xinjiang that borders both Russia and
Kazakhstan, is an important hub in the northern corridor of Xinjiang’s Silk RoadEconomic
Belt.11 Moreover, Altay Prefecture has four national-level type-1 land ports (Jeminay Port,
Hongshanzui Port, Taykeshken Port, and Aghetubek Port) and the Jeminay national-level
Border Economic Cooperation Zone, which aims to facilitate bilateral trade with Kazakh-
stan, Russia, and Mongolia.

The unique geographical location of Altay has rendered it a major target of the CCP.
The recent, intensive restructuring of Altay’s political economy reflected the CCP’s
determination to transform the region into a powerhouse for China’s global capitalistic,
imperial expansion through the BRI. In this context, husbandry development in Altay has
been partially motivated by the BRI to rapidly restructure the local political economy
through managing the land, ethnicity, and culture of the Kazakh people.

Ecological Civilization and Kazakh Land Dispossession

In Altay, Kazakh land dispossession justified by ecological civilization, along with the
herder sedentarization project, can be seen as the commencement of racial capitalism
through husbandry development. Ecological civilization, a term coined by the Soviet
Union in 1984, has been adopted and significantly developed in China since 2007 (Gare
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2012). The concept highlights the utopian harmony among humans, nature, and society to
achieve sustainable development (Pan 2006). Ecological civilization first emerged at the
17thNational Congress of the Chinese Communist Party (NCCCP) in 2007.12Since then,
ecological civilization has gradually become one of the five pillars of Xi Jinping Thought,
along with economy, rule by law, strengthening the military, and diplomacy, which
signifies its importance in China’s national policies and practices in Xi’s era.13 In June
2011, guided by ecological civilization, the State Council of the People’s Republic of China
ordered local governments to demarcate and protect basic grasslands, which must consti-
tute more than eighty percent of the total land.14

In response, in March 2013, the Altay government announced the Altay Prefecture
Ecological Environmental Protection Regulations. The Regulations commanded sub-
ordinate governments to demarcate and protect basic grasslands; control herding times,
intensity, and livestock numbers; actively implement herding prohibitions, halts, and
rotations; execute herder sedentarization projects; and develop modern husbandry
practices.15 In Altay Prefecture, there are often extensive herding prohibitions in place.
For example, in 2021, fifty-seven percent of the grasslands and forests in Altay City were
enclosed in the name of ecological protection.16 In addition, the Altay government has
been targeting Kazakh herders via technology and security means. For example, in July
2018, the Altay Administrative Office announced the Management Measures on Herd-
ing Prohibitions and Grass–Livestock Balance Supervision in Altay Prefecture.17
These measures require subordinate governments to collect all herders’ information,
supervise herding activities, establish security patrols, and punish violators. Moreover,
in 2022, more than ninety percent of Kazakh herders in remote regions had access to 4G
internet services provided by the China Mobile Altay Branch, and the herders were
advised to use Chinese GPS services that involved inserting GPS chips into their
sheep.18 Through internet and GPS services, the Altay government can easily obtain
the precise location of each herder at any time and send security forces to expel, fine, and
arrest violators. As a result, 31,618 Kazakh pastoral households had been dispossessed
and sedentarized through a herder sedentarization project in Altay Prefecture by the end
of 2019, constituting 90.6% of pastoral Kazakh households registered in the region
in 2008.19 The Altay government adopted the narrative of ecological civilization to
dispossess and sedentarize Kazakh herders to further absorb them into Chinese indus-
trial production chains through a mode of racial capitalism.

War on Poverty and the Management of Kazakhs

For the Altay government, the adoption of Xi’s war on poverty campaign provides a crucial
justification for absorbing the dispossessed Kazakhs into Chinese industrial production
chains. The war on poverty was a nationwide campaign launched by Xi Jinping on
November 29, 2015, with the aim of closing the enormous income gap between mainland
China’s urban and rural regions.20 The campaign ordered local governments to design and
implement precise poverty reduction measures to alleviate the suffering of the seventy
million individuals making up the destitute rural population, especially in the western and
middle provinces and regions.21 The war on poverty aimed to achieve the fundamental
requirement of socialism, common prosperity (Chi. 共同富裕), an egalitarian socialist
ideology dating back to 1953 (Dunford 2022). Xi Jinping regards common prosperity as
part of the fundamental legitimacy of the Party’s rule: the ideology, from the Party’s
perspective, can not only demonstrate the superiority of socialism with Chinese charac-
teristics in comparison with Western capitalism but also ease Chinese people’s discontent
stemming from economic inequality (Liu et al., 2021).
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Thewar on poverty campaign was adopted inXinjiang and Altay Prefecture in February
2016.22 The Xinjiang government ordered subordinate governments to use a modern
information system to target 2.6 million impoverished people, identify their labor capa-
bilities, and design precise measures (e.g., education, labor transfer, and ecological com-
pensation) to elevate their economic status. The Altay government was ordered to reduce
poverty in two poor counties (Qinggil and Jeminay), populated mainly by Kazakh herders,
before 2017.23 In practice, the campaign rationalized theCCP’smanagement ofKazakhs in
Chinese industrial production chains—a particular mode of racial capitalism in the con-
juncture of China’s multiple initiatives in one of its ethnic minority frontiers in Xi’s era.

Racial Capitalism in the Chinese Context

Neoliberalism in China

Neoliberalism, a political-economic doctrine opposing active government intervention to
secure private property arrangements, market institutions, and entrepreneurial activities
(Harvey 2003), varies throughout space and time in terms of “the scale of scope of state
intervention, forms of capital and labormarket regulation, the constitution of institutions of
social regulation, patterns of political resistance and political incorporation, and so forth”
(Peck and Tickell, 2002, pp. 387–388). While neoliberalism in Latin America features
deregulation, free trade, and privatization, which accord with the Washington Consensus
mode, China has adopted a unique path of neoliberalism that oscillates between market-
oriented practices and state-led intervention (Liverman andVilas, 2006; So andChu, 2012).
In the Chinese mode of neoliberalism, the CCP has used strong state machinery to actively
and proactively intervene in the market economy in a nationalist authoritarian context
(So and Chu, 2012). Moreover, the Chinese Party-state has increasingly encroached upon
the private sector by inserting Party cells into private and foreign businesses, increasing state
shareholding, and extending the reach of industrial policy, motivated by a logic of political
survival (Pearson et al., 2021). In Xinjiang, the Chinese state has built a special form of
capitalism—terror capitalism, which develops new products and forms of labor through
land grabbing, cultural genocide, and the restructuring of livelihoods—to use against
indigenous groups (e.g., Uyghurs and Kazakhs) (Byler 2018). In this study, I examine
how China, in Xi’s era, has built a particular mode of racial capitalism through the
management of the land, ethnicity, and culture of the Kazakh people in Altay Prefecture.

Race, Ethnicity, and Nationality in the Chinese Context

Race and ethnicity are both discursive constructs that operate through the making of
meaningful distinctions (Hall 2017). While the concept of race emphasizes physical
differences in bodies as privileged signifiers, the concept of ethnicity highlights cultural
differences (e.g., languages, traditions, religious beliefs, customs, and rituals) (Hall 2017).
Through cultural distinctions of race, ethnicity, history, gender, sexuality, and social class,
nationality is constructed to produce meaning and allow identification within and across
human groups (Hall 2017). In the Chinese context, the term minzu (Chi. 民族) is used
interchangeably for nation, nationality, ethnicity, and race (Chu 2018). The term zhonghua
minzu (Chi. 中华民族) was coined to create a united Chinese nationality across cultural
differences, whereas the term shaoshu minzu (Chi. 少数民族) is used to manage cultural
distinctions (Chu 2018). Shaoshu minzu implies the dominant role of Han Chinese as an
“elder brother” in economic and cultural areas to set an example for other ethnic groups
(Barabantseva 2008). In this study, I treat Kazakhs and Han Chinese as discursive con-
structs based on cultural differences, and Kazakhs are racialized by Chinese institutions,
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market forces, and Han Chinese, thus extending racialization beyond the Black andWhite
categories (Gonzalez-Sobrino and Goss, 2019).

Racialization in the Chinese Context

Since the concept of race is static, empty, and unreal (Gravlee 2009; Rustin 2000), the term
racialization has been coined and used to emphasize the process through which racialized
groups are constructed, deconstructed, and reconstructed (Barot and Bird, 2001; Gans
2017; Hochman 2019). In racialization, the construction of racialized groups can be based
on skin color, religion, language, place, and cultural practices (Garner and Selod, 2015;
Inwood andYarbrough, 2010; Lassiter et al., 2002; Leeman 2004;Vidal-Ortiz 2004). In the
Chinese context, racialization can be built upon places, mannerisms, and household
registration (Ang 2018; Han 2010; Lowe and Tsang, 2017). For example, in Singapore,
newly arrived Chinese migrants are racialized by other ethnic Chinese based on place
differences (Ang 2018). In mainland China, rural migrants are racialized through hukou, a
household registration system that unequally distributes health care benefits, education
opportunities, and employment rights based on regional differences (Han 2010; Liu 2005).
In China, while regional differences play vital roles in racialization, ethnic differences are
also used to racialize ethnic minorities in particular ways. For example, in Xinjiang, Turkic
Muslims (e.g., Kazakhs and Uyghurs) are racialized as “terrorists” and “extremists” based
on their religion and ethnicities (Brophy 2019; Byler 2021), which resonates with the
racialization of Muslim Americans after 9/11 (Selod 2015). In this study, I examine the
racialization ofKazakhs based on a combination of place, ethnicity, and cultural practices to
enrich our understanding of racialization in the Chinese context.

Racial Capitalism Beyond the Black-White Binary

Since capital can accumulate only through unequal relations among human groups
(Melamed 2015), race and ethnicity, two basic units of human differentiation, are intrin-
sically involved in the process of capital accumulation. Built upon European civilization,
the development of capitalism, since its very beginnings, has included “racial, tribal,
linguistic, and regional particularities” (Robinson 2000, p. 10). Racial inequality is not a
consequence of uneven development but rather a central component of capital accumu-
lation (Dantzler 2021). To describe the racist nature of capitalism, the term “racial
capitalism” was coined (Leong 2013; Melamed 2015; Robinson 2000). In racial capitalism,
capital accumulation is achieved through the making of the racial Other to facilitate
expropriation and exploitation (Leong 2013; Melamed 2015).

Racial capitalism can also be used beyond the Black-White binary to explain accumu-
lation through the making of ethnic, cultural, and caste differences (Byler 2021; Gupta
2022), since the central idea of the concept is value making through human differentiation
(Melamed 2015). In non-Euro-American contexts, caste and ethnicity can be racialized by
social institutions and market forces (Byler 2021; Gupta 2022). For example, in India, the
caste system under neoliberal reforms functions as racial categories to achieve capital
accumulation (Gupta 2022). In China, a racialized division between labor markets and
workers has forced ethnic minorities into low-paid industries, whereas their Han coun-
terparts are channeled into high-wage sectors (Hasmath 2008, 2019). In Xinjiang, the
Chinese state has used the terms terrorist and extremist to racialize Turkic Muslims (e.g.,
Uyghurs and Kazakhs) as disposable and worthless (Brophy 2019; Byler 2021). As a result,
Turkic Muslim groups in Xinjiang have been intensively expropriated, displaced, and
exploited for capital accumulation (Byler 2021). In this study, I use the concept of racial
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capitalism to analyze how Kazakhs have been racialized based on their mobile pastoral
traditions, enslaved in the “debt economy,” and exploited through husbandry policies and
programs.

Methods: Ethnography and Document Collection in a Case Study

Through a case study of Altay Prefecture I aim to elucidate how the Chinese state has
achieved dispossession and capital accumulation through the management of the land,
ethnicity, and culture of the Kazakh people. As an intrinsic case for this study, Altay
Prefecture was not selected but was assigned based on accessibility (Stake 1995). As my
hometown, Altay Prefecture, was the most convenient field in which to access and collect
data because I have many acquaintances in and native knowledge of the region. My half-
Han, half-Mongol ethnic background helpedmemaintain a balance between “insider” and
“outsider” statuses (Brewer 2000). This study seeks to develop a thorough understanding of
racial capitalism at work in this region based on interpretation of the data rather than
generalization.

My data-gathering activities accounted for scouting, feasibility, and safety. Between
September andNovember 2020, I conducted ethnographic work in Altay Prefecture. Since
ethnography studies people’s ordinary activities and their social meanings “in naturally
occurring settings” (Brewer 2000, p. 10), the methodology fits my study well. I took field
notes on my observations at approximately fifty sites, taking more than 400 pictures and
engaging in casual conversations with the local residents, which were primarily conducted
in Mandarin. Importantly, the fieldwork lasted less than three months, and exploring
husbandry development was only part of the research objectives.

Surveys and formal interviews were ruled out as data collection approaches because of
the draconian crackdown in the region since 2017 (please see the previous section: Colonial
Restructuring of Xinjiang).24 During the crackdown, compliant surveys and interviews
have been feasible only when they are conducted by researchers from Chinese-affiliated
institutions (e.g., a university or research institute under the supervision of the CCP).
During the ethnographic work, the CCP launched a war on spies in Altay Prefecture to
encourage citizens to report suspicious events and individuals, and the definition of
espionage is ambiguous. Any foreign-affiliated research activity can be defined as espionage
and potentially lead to imprisonment. Therefore, building upon the ethnographic work, I
conducted a thorough investigation of both official and unofficial documents, which
contributed the majority of the data I used in the findings. I followed two principles to
collect documents. First, the data sources had to be credible. For example, I collected social
policies and official reports from official government websites and local authoritative news
agencies, such as the official websites of the Altay Prefecture administrative office, Altay
City government, and Altay News. Second, policies had to be implemented on the ground.
For example, I triangulated online data with fieldnotes to ascertain whether and how
policies had been implemented.

In the data analysis, I drew insights from a seven-step analytical framework by Ngai-
Ling Sum (2009) to critically examine social policies: First, where do particular policy ideas
and their related discursive networks originate? Second, which actors, both individual and
collective, become involved in the policy discursive networks that construct objects of
political and economic governance? Third, what ideas (or knowledge brands) are selected
and drawn upon to recontextualize the referents of these objects? Fourth, how do these
ideas enter into the policy discourse and everyday practices? Fifth, how do these modes of
thought discipline and/or governmentalize the organization of spaces, policies, and diverse
populations? Sixth, how do they become part of the hegemonic logic challenged by diverse
social forces? Seventh, how are they challenged and negotiated to maintain unstable
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equilibria of compromise? In this study, I mainly focused on the first five steps because of
data source limitations. Since I could not access the policy makers and internal policies in
Altay Prefecture, here, I trace only when and how the policy discourses are referenced,
operationalized, and legitimized.

To avoid potential harm to the local residents in Altay Prefecture, no specific individual
can be identified through any data presented in this paper.

Racial Capitalism and Husbandry Development in Altay Prefecture

Building upon Kazakh mobile pastoralism, the Chinese state has rapidly developed hus-
bandry inAltay Prefecture to achieve the accumulation of capital through a particularmode
of racial capitalism. In the formation of racial capitalism in Altay’s husbandry industry, the
three initiatives play vital roles. In the name of ecological civilization, land dispossession
and a herder sedentarization project have been used to create prerequisites for the
emergence of racial capitalism through the racialized proletarianization of Kazakhs. The
BRI has fueled the growth of racial capitalism by subsuming Altay Prefecture into the
Chinese economy at both the national and international levels. The war on poverty has
justified the racialization of Kazakhs and the development of racial capitalism. As a result,
Kazakhs have been racialized based on their mobile pastoral traditions; they have been
enslaved in a “debt economy”; their land has been appropriated into Chinese industrial
production chains to produce value; and they have been excluded, segregated, and
exploited in the local husbandry industry, which features a Kazakh-Han hierarchy.

Historical Changes in Kazakh Pastoralism under Chinese Rule

Before the rapid development of the husbandry industry in Altay Prefecture, Kazakh
pastoralismhad undergone important changes underChinese rule. Prior to 1949, grassland
ownership was determinedmainly by the leaders of Kazakh pastoral tribes based on kinship
(Zhang 2004).When the CCP gained control of Altay Prefecture in 1949, the Chinese did
not immediately overturn the land system of the Kazakh tribes, as they did in Han rural
regions. Instead, in August 1952, the Central Party Committee Xinjiang Division recog-
nized pastoralism as “essentially different from feudal landlord economy” and deemed it in
need of protection (Zhang 2004). This might be attributed to the CCP’s relative lack of
legitimate base and knowledge in Xinjiang at the time (McMillen 1984).

Therefore, between 1952 and 1959, the Altay government established pastoral-
agricultural cooperatives and public-private partnership pastures, which partially preserved
the Kazakh tribal system and absorbed only a small portion of Kazakh herders in the
prefecture. In 1959, the Altay government began to transform cooperatives and pastures
into people’s communes. Although the communes confiscated the grasslands and livestock
previously ownedby theherders,Kazakhs largely preserved theirmobile lifestyle byherding
for the communes, and after collective retention, the production of their work was distrib-
uted to each household according to their work records (Zhang 2004).

In 1978, the CCP began to abandon the communes and adopt a market-oriented
approach for China’s economic development, which then changed the Party’s previous
stance on pastoralism in Xinjiang. In 1986, the Xinjiang Party Committee convened a
meeting in Altay City, where it proposed “five transformations” in pastoralism: transition-
ing from pastoralism to sedentarism or semi-sedentarism; shifting from husbandry depen-
dent on weather conditions and extensive management to scientific husbandry and
management; altering from single to diversified operations; changing from the natural
economy of self-sufficient production to large-scale commercial production; moving from
traditional husbandry to modern husbandry (Zhang 2004).
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Guided by amarket-oriented approach, theXinjiang government has explored potential
routes for the more efficient use of land and more productive modes of husbandry
production to replace less productive pastoralism. Before 2009, however, the Xinjiang
government had not yet devised a strategy to achieve those transformations. As a result,
between 1988 and 1995, the Altay government rented grasslands to Kazakh herders via two
systems: grassland usage permissions and pasture-paid contracts. Between 1988 and 1990,
the Altay government granted grassland usage permissions to 17,105 Kazakh households,
and from 1994 to 1995, 16,813 Kazakh herders signed pasture-paid contracts with the
government (Zhang 2004). Although grasslands in Altay Prefecture have been under
socialist property ownership since 1959, through these two systems, Kazakh herders
regained land use rights; largely preserved their mobile lifestyle; and sold meat, milk,
and wool in the local market. Nevertheless, Kazakh herders have encountered fraudulent
systems, degraded grasslands, and a surge in living costs, leading many to return to
Kazakhstan through the Oralman repatriation program (Cerny 2010) launched by the
country shortly after independence in 1991.

Ecological Enclosure, Sedentarization, and the Racialized Proletarianization
of Kazakhs

Pastoral enclosures and sedentarization projects mark the commencement of racial capi-
talism in Altay’s husbandry industry. Along with decollectivization and the embrace of a
market economy since the 1980s, the Chinese state has actively implemented enclosure
movements and herder sedentarization projects in Tibet and Inner Mongolia (Ptackova
2012, 2020; Williams 1996). In Xinjiang, herder sedentarization began in 1986 when the
XinjiangPartyCommittee devised the “five transformations” of pastoralism. Between 1986
and 2008, the Altay government sedentarized 3221Kazakh households in Altay Prefecture.
Before 2009, sedentarization projects were small in scale, were isolated from the corre-
sponding services (e.g., transportation, schools, and medical services), and lacked plans for
further integration of sedentarized Kazakhs into the Chinese economy. Since 2009,
however, the Chinese state has designed and implemented the High-Standard Herder
Sedentarization Projects (HSHSP) in Altay Prefecture, along with an enclosuremovement
justified by ecological civilization, marking the culmination of herder sedentarization in
Altay’s history. By the end of 2019, 31,618 Kazakh pastoral households had been dispos-
sessed and sedentarized through the HSHSP in Altay Prefecture, constituting 90.6% of
Kazakh pastoral households registered in the region in 2008.

The current policies of ecological enclosure and sedentarization in Altay Prefecture
can be traced back to the 1990s, when the ecological agenda was for the first time used in
an enclosure movement against Mongolian herders (Williams 1996). Partially inspired
by the New Village Movement in South Korea in the 1970s, the Chinese state began
implementing a program to turn pastureland into grasslands in 2003, which aimed
primarily to restore degraded grasslands by enforcing a grazing ban and resettling
affected pastoral households in Tibet (Ptackova 2012; 2020). In 2004, an ecological
resettlement program was introduced in Eastern Tibet with a focus on poverty allevi-
ation for pastoral households (Ptackova 2011, 2020). The HSHSP was designed based
on the successes of Tibetan sedentarization programs implemented between 2001 and
2008.25 Unlike previous sedentarization programs, the HSHSP aims to not only seden-
tarize Kazakh herders but also assimilate them into the Chinese state economically,
socially, and culturally.

Pastoral sedentarization programs reflect a racist attitude toward mobile pastoralism
rooted in both sedentary Chinese civilization and the Marx-Lenin-Mao model of
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hierarchical social evolution (Ptackova 2020; Williams 1996). Since the imperial era, the
racist attitude that urges a “superior” sedentary Chinese civilization to civilize “backward”
mobile minorities on the “periphery” has been persistent (Ptackova 2020). Since 1949, this
attitude has been reinforced by the Marx-Lenin-Mao model of social evolution, in which
“hunting and gathering was the most primitive form, followed by mobile pastoralism,
followed by sedentary agriculture, followed by industrial society with its class contradic-
tions that eventually precipitate the socialist state” (Williams 1996, p.673). This racist
attitude echoes a technique of racial capitalism that relegates some populations to lesser
human status based on their “unproductive” relationships of reproduction with nature
(Shiva 1991). As a result, Kazakh herders have been turned into proletariat wage-earners in
the context of racism through ecological enclosure and sedentarization.

In pastoral sedentarization programs, although herders’ cash income may increase
through subsidies, daily expenditures surge and the social, cultural, and ecological aspects
of traditional pastoralist livelihoods have been severely curtailed (Ptackova 2012; 2020).My
observations suggested that many sedentarized Kazakhs could not survive the sedentariza-
tion programs. The assignment of pastures for sedentarized Kazakhs was normally per-
formed arbitrarily by Chinese officials without considering the actual situation. As a result,
many Kazakh herders were assigned pastures in poor condition and had to seek alternative
ways to survive: some emigrated to Kazakhstan, whereas others moved to urban areas to
make a living. For those who sought to survive in urban areas, however, there were
insufficient numbers of jobs offered in the market and sedentarized herders rarely possess
the skills, experience, and qualifications for available positions. As a result, the Chinese
state has labeled unemployed sedentarized Kazakhs “rural surplus laborers” (Chi. 农村富
裕劳动力), who need to be further assimilated into Chinese industrial production chains
through various policies and programs.26 While the development of a husbandry industry
can “utilize” the “surplus” manpower to achieve greater productivity, it could ultimately
prevent sedentarized Kazakhs from returning to a pastoral lifestyle.

The use of “rural surplus laborers” to define Kazakhs is a process of racialization in
which those Kazakhs represent no “utility” for capital. As Gargi Bhattacharyya (2018)
argued, populations that aremarked as “surplus” in production are dehumanized through a
logic of economic productivity. In Altay Prefecture, sedentarized Kazakhs are racialized
based on the exclusion from production and need to be elevated to a status closer to that of
humans (but not fully achieving humans) through poverty alleviation programs under the
supervision of Han Chinese.

Husbandry Development in Altay Prefecture

As the largest industry in Altay Prefecture,27 modern husbandry has been built upon not
only the racialized proletarianization of Kazakh herders but also Kazakh livestock-feeding
traditions in the region. Altay Prefecture is home to massive grasslands, optimal sheep
species, and skilled Kazakh herders, which are favorable conditions for developing this
industry. For example, Altay sheep, a sheep species cultivated by local herders for centuries,
can survive at extremely cold or hot temperatures, and their meat is tasty but not gamy.
Although both Kazakh pastoralism and modern husbandry concern livestock-feeding
practices, they differ in terms of the relationships between Kazakhs and the Chinese
economy in which they operate. In pastoralism, Kazakh herders can, to some degree, live
in a self-sufficient economy outside of the Chinese market process: they feed themselves
with livestock, receivemedical treatment from tribal doctors, and educate children in yurts.
In industrial husbandry, however, Kazakh land, identity, and culture are intensively
subsumed into the Chinese economy.
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In Altay Prefecture, the formal development of husbandry unfolded in three overlapping
stages. In the first stage (2009–2014), the government focused on the sedentarization of
Kazakhs along with their livestock. As a result, primitive husbandry was developed in areas
designated for sedentary populations. In the second stage (2014–present), the government
has encouraged sedentarizedKazakhs to engage inChinesemarket competition. In the third
stage (2019–present), the government has directly replaced native-born husbandry, devel-
oped by sedentarized Kazakhs in the previous stages, with Chinese enterprises with more
“advanced”modes of husbandry that directly absorbKazakh land, ethnicity, and culture into
the broader Chinese economy at the national and international levels.

The first stage started at the same time as the HSHSP in 2009. Ordered by the Xinjiang
government, the Altay government chose herder sedentarization locations near water,
grasslands, and farmland where forage crops for livestock could be cultivated.28 In some
locations, the government developed forage land and irrigation reservoirs. For example,
in 2009, the government in Qinggil developed 3800 acres of forage land for sixty sedentar-
ized Kazakh households.29 In 2011, the Altay government built two irrigation reservoirs in
two sedentarization locations, one in Qinggil and the other in Burultogay, which provided
water for livestock and forage cultivation. In the early stage, the primitive development of
husbandry accommodated the sedentarization projects in which the priority was to anchor
Kazakh herders in fixed, manageable locations.

In the first stage, sedentarized Kazakhs gradually lost some of their mobile pastoral
traditions. In pastoral areas, Kazakhs do not need to grow forage crops for their livestock;
instead, they chase unfrozen grasslands through seasonal migration. Kazakh herders
specialize in predicting weather conditions based on observation, which helps them decide
the timing of migration. In sedentary husbandry, however, such knowledge has become
obsolete and has been replaced by new knowledge of how to use irrigation systems and
cultivate forage crops. Here, a technique of racial capitalism has been used to devalue
indigenous knowledge and practices through a logic of economic productivity.

The second stage began in 2014. To improve productivity, the Altay government has
encouraged sedentarizedKazakhs to developmore intensive husbandry productionmodes.
Three major modes of modern husbandry have been developed in this stage: family
pastures (Chi. 家庭牧场), standardized husbandry communities (Chi. 标准化养殖小区),
and husbandry cooperatives (Chi. 养殖合作社).

The family pasture mode is a modern husbandry production mode in which Kazakhs
adopt “advanced” husbandry techniques to run large-scale farms. In this mode, Kazakhs
must build sheepfolds or cattle folds with heat, optimize sheep or cattle species, grow silage,
and expand the production scale.30 In the second mode, a standardized husbandry com-
munity, which is a community with all the necessary modern facilities for husbandry, is
built by the government. In 2014, the Altay government invested 104.95 million RMB
(renminbi, the official currency of the People’s Republic of China)31 to build sixty-six
standardized husbandry communities, each of which was equipped with standardized cattle
folds of more than 1000 square meters, silage cellars, fences, veterinary rooms, and
sanitizing rooms.32 Finally, husbandry cooperatives are corporation-like organizations
shared by several households. Kazakhs can start cooperatives to build large-scale husbandry
farms by incorporating the resources (e.g., money, facilities, and livestock) of all the
members, thereby gaining a significant advantage in market competition.

The adoption of “advanced” techniques is key to all three modes, since each involves
building modern husbandry facilities, such as sheep and cattle folds, silage cellars, and
independent veterinary rooms. The building of facilities requires Kazakhs to gain new
knowledge and change their previous ways of feeding livestock. To “modernize”Kazakhs,
the Altay government has organized technique training sessions. For example, in 2015, in
Chemurchek, a Kazakh village near Altay City, the government organized events for local
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Kazakhs to observe and learn how family pastures operate.33 In 2021, theAltay government
invested 200,000 RMB in 120 group training sessions with 5000 learning materials
distributed across the entire prefecture.34

The promotion of “advanced” husbandry techniques is a way of racializing ethnic
minorities in the Chinese context, where minority groups are cast as “weak,” “small,”
“backward,” and thus in need of leadership from the “advanced” Han and CCP
(Barabantseva 2008; Zang 2016). In the context of contemporary Chinese governance,
the word suzhi (Chi. 素质), denoting the quality of humanness, has been used to justify
social and political hierarchies of all sorts (Kipnis 2006).WhileHan ethnicity is amarker of
developed, modern high-suzhi citizens, ethnic minorities are categorized as low-suzhi sub-
citizens who lack “scientific knowledge, technical skills, willingness and ability to labor
diligently, or desire for capital accumulation” (Yeh 2013, p. 265). In the Kazakh case,
Kazakhs are required to accept “advanced” techniques because their traditional ways of
production are considered “unproductive,” “unstable,” and ultimately, “backward.” In the
promotion of “advanced” husbandry techniques, Kazakh traditional pastoralism has been
used as a racializing marker because it is deemed invisible and valueless in terms of
economic productivity. As a result, those Kazakhs are assigned a lesser-human status and
considered a low-suzhi population that is unable to escape and exploit nature and needs
guidance from the Han and the state. The Chinese state has diminished Kazakh traditions
in the name of capitalist imperatives, rationalized the racialization of Kazakhs, and ulti-
mately justified the assimilation of Kazakh production into the Chinese economy for
capital accumulation.

In addition, the three modes involve loans that alter the architecture of capital accumu-
lation. Although the Chinese state has provided limited financial support to a small number
ofKazakhs,35 themajoritymust borrow from rural credit cooperatives. For example, in 2016,
the Altay Rural Credit Cooperative, the largest privately-owned bank in rural Altay Prefec-
ture, provided three-year-long, guarantee-free loans for impoverished Kazakhs, but the
loans could not exceed a cap of 50,000 RMB per household and had undisclosed interest
rates.36 Nevertheless, the loans were far from sufficient for some Kazakh households that
sought to expand their production scale and introduce optimal species to survive market
competition. For example, the price of a high-quality Simmental bred heifer ranges
between 20,000 and 30,000 RMB per cow, with additional expenses for vaccination, med-
ication, forage, and other facilities required for each cow. Depending on the scale of
husbandry production and animal species, costs can amount to 300,000 RMB or more.

Therefore, to promote more intensive husbandry production modes, in 2018, the Altay
government implemented a policy requiring local financial institutions to provide uncapped
loans to livestock owners at interest rates aligned with the benchmark rates of the People’s
Bank of China.37 According to the policy, banks and insurance companies should be lenient
in terms of loan amounts, repayment timelines, and lending procedures. In many cases,
indebtedKazakhs are unable to pay loans, resulting in defaults and restrictions on economic
activity and mobility. On one of the largest professional business search engines in China,
Aiqicha, thousands of Kazakhs have been listed as defaulters across Xinjiang, with some of
them having defaulted on loans borrowed from the Altay Rural Credit Cooperative. In one
case, a Kazakh household in Altay Prefecture defaulted on a loan of 6,715,871.88 RMB,
comprising principal of 4,200,000, interest of 2,094,144.25, and a penalty of 466,727.63.38
Moreover, due to China’s Social Credit System, Kazakh defaulters face restrictions on
economic activity and mobility, thereby further worsening their situation.

A similar situation occurred in Tibet. In 2007, the Agricultural Bank of China provided
three-year interest-free loans between 10,000 and 30,000 RMB to pastoral households for
housing, but many villagers were unable to pay back the loans, forcing the government to
partially or completely cancel them (Yeh 2013). In Altay Prefecture, however, the loans are
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too large to be forgiven. As a result, the indebtedKazakhs have been exploited and enslaved
in a new form of capital accumulation—the debt economy (Federici 2014). In a debt
economy, “the exploiters are more hidden, more removed, and the mechanisms of exploi-
tation are far more individualized and guilt producing” (Federici 2014, p. 235). In the
Kazakh case, financial institutions work with the Chinese government to atomize, enslave,
exploit, and oppress Kazakhs in the guise of self-investment debts.

Moreover, the Kazakh tribal society has transformed into a nuclear family structure (Liu
2011), thus reorientingKazakh social reproduction processes toward theChinese economy.
The traditional ways of Kazakh social reproduction have been racialized because they fail to
reproduce productive workers for the Chinese industrial production chains. While Kazakh
households have experienced a surge in their daily expenditures, since they must now
purchase, upgrade, and maintain equipment; purchase groceries; and pay for electricity,
they have lost the traditional provision from tribes. Moreover, the absence of state welfare
for Kazakh households has worsened their situation. According to the Public Provision
Report in 2018, the Altay government provided direct financial andmedical support only to
elderly people, orphans, impoverished children, children with hernias, and people with
disabilities.39 As a result, Kazakh social reproduction processes have been increasingly
infiltrated, commodified, and exploited for capital accumulation, while social provisioning,
from both traditional communities and the state, has been largely dismantled. Although a
new type of place-based social organization (Kaz. туыс) has emerged in the sedentarized
villages to restore social provision for Kazakh households, it is unclear how effective those
organizations are. BydecomposingKazakh tribal society andwithholding statewelfare,Han
Chinese can preserve their racialized privilege in social reproduction processes.

In February 2016, theXinjiang government adoptedXi’s war on poverty, which requires
subordinate governments to alleviate poverty by introducing Chinese enterprises; con-
verging primary, secondary, and tertiary industries; and creating more job opportunities.40
To respond to Xi’s campaign, the Altay government has been actively introducing Chinese
national and international enterprises to further absorb local husbandry into the Chinese
economy and presumably create more job opportunities for impoverished Kazakhs.

An example from the cattle industry helps explain how Chinese enterprises have
subjugated Kazakh traditional livelihood as well as social and cultural practices to the
Chinese national and international economy. Backed by the Altay government, Xinjiang
Hualing Industry Commerce (Group) Corporation Limited (XHICCL) expanded into
Altay Prefecture to develop cattle husbandry in 640 Mesa, one of the largest Kazakh
sedentarization locations, with five concentration villages and 1020 Kazakh households.41
The enterprise, established inÜrümqi in 1988, owns the largestmarket in northwest China
and businesses in Central Asia and Eastern Europe.42 In 2021, the XHICCL formally
began working in cattle husbandry in Altay Prefecture by building a large cattle husbandry
industry.43 Through land transfer, the enterprise grabbed Kazakh land and built one of the
largest and most “advanced” cattle husbandry farms, named Ten-Thousand Cattle Park,
in 640Mesa. In the park, the enterprise introduced three optimal cattle species (Simmental
cattle, Angus cattle, andXinjiang Brown cattle) and built a comprehensive cattle husbandry
system in which everything, from fodder planting to beef processing, is performed
within.44 The park is expected to feed 20,000 heads of cattle and generate 3000 jobs for
nearby residents.45

In the case above, the Altay government introduced a well-developed Chinese enter-
prise directly into a Kazakh sedentarization location to build a modern cattle industry.
There, Kazakhs have not only been dispossessed again through land transfer but also been
transformed into wage laborers to work in the industry. The development of cattle
husbandry farms has shifted the relationship between Kazakhs and the Chinese economy.
Through the national and international logistics of Chinese enterprises, beef products
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produced byKazakhs are sold across thewhole country and around theworld. For example,
on China’s largest e-commerce platforms (e.g., Taobao and JD.com), Chinese customers
can easily purchase beef products from the park. Hence, the Chinese enterprise has
embedded local cattle husbandry products from Altay Prefecture into the Chinese econ-
omy by selling products in national and international markets.

In Altay Prefecture, the building of husbandry by Chinese enterprises reflects a partic-
ular mode of racial capitalism. The Chinese state has accumulated capital by exploiting the
ethnicity, culture, and land of the Kazakh people. First, in Chinese industrial production
chains, Altay Prefecture, a Kazakh region, has become a producer and processor of
livestock products that are then consumed in Han-dominated regions. At the very begin-
ning of capitalism inEurope, the development of capitalism did not homogenize asmuch as
differentiate “regional, subcultural, and dialectical differences into ‘racial’ ones” (Robinson
2000, p. 26). In the Chinese context, the racialization of the Kazakh homeland is achieved
through the remaking of Kazakh pastoral history and livestock-feeding traditions to fit into
the Chinese nation, in which exotic pastoralism is constructed as a perfect complement to
the agrarian values of the Han majority by catering to the growing Chinese appetite for
meat and dairy products (White 2020). The Chinese state does not aim to completely
eliminate Kazakh traditions but works to remake the traditions into exploitable forms for
the Chinese economy through the mutual reinforcement between racialization, capitali-
zation, andmodernization. As a result, a new, capitalized, and racialized form of theKazakh
homeland has been made to accumulate capital through Chinese industrial production
chains where Han consumers can buy “authentically pastoral” products produced in a
region with Kazakh pastoral history and traditions.

Second, the husbandry industry embodies a pattern of hierarchy, exclusion, and segre-
gation. Based on the Chinese imagination of Kazakh pastoral history and practices,
Kazakhs are racialized as “ethnic people on horseback,”which links Kazakhs to pastoralism
and animal husbandry in a timeless, indispensable way. This racialized image has circulated
throughout the Chinesemedia and has even been promoted by theChinese government to
attract Han tourists.46 Along with the racialization of mobile pastoralism in the Chinese
context, Kazakhs are figured as a low-suzhi group that only engages in animal husbandry
and needs guidance from the high-suzhi Han and the Chinese state. As a result, in the
husbandry industry, Han Chinese predominantly occupy white-collar positions with
decent wages, while their Kazakh counterparts are hired as livestock feeders and carers
supervised by Han managers. There, the operation of racial capitalism, which has distrib-
uted economic opportunities and outcomes along the racially demarcated line between
Kazakhs and Han Chinese, has rationalized a Kazakh-Han racial hierarchy.

As an embodiment of racialization, some Chinese enterprises blatantly exclude Kazakhs
and other racialized minorities in their job postings. For example, in an online job posting
by Xinjiang Wangyuan Biological Technology Group Corporation Limited, all open
positions directly indicate that they only accept Han Chinese applicants.47 The blatant
racism against Kazakhs in those postings also reflects a deep distrust of ethnic minorities in
Chinese economic and political power, which regards being of Han ethnicity as an
indicator of loyalty. In some cases, insecure, low-paid job postings exclusively accept
Kazakh applicants because employers consider Kazakhs fit for these positions. The strat-
ification of labor markets can lead to higher unemployment rates among ethnic minorities,
thereby pushing them into precarious jobs or the gig economy (Bhattacharyya 2018) and
reproducing racialized hierarchies. The operation of racial capitalism in Altay’s husbandry
industry has excluded racialized Kazakhs from the formal wage economy or relegated them
to lower-status work, further jeopardizing Kazakh social reproduction. As a result, in the
husbandry driven byChinese enterprises, Kazakhs are racially exploited through exclusion,
hierarchy, and segregation.
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While some Kazakhs have been absorbed into the husbandry industry through the
above programs, many have been excluded from the industry. Based on my observations
in 2020,many sedentarizedKazakhs had to relocate to urbanAltay and lived in public rental
apartments (Chi.公租房) built by the Altay government. There, they lived with impover-
ished Han Chinese and other ethnic minorities. The government intended to use those
apartments to build “dynamically embedded inter-ethnic communities” (Chi.多民族互嵌
型社区) to promote ethnic unity. In urban Altay, relocated Kazakhs struggled to find jobs.
While some were employed as assistant police officers, security guards, grassroots com-
munity workers, and restaurant servers, others had to find precarious work through
WeChat48 groups where Kazakhs shared work opportunities with one another.
TheChinese state will continue to encounter the Kazakh “problem” that it created starting
in 1949.

Conclusions

In Altay Prefecture, a border region inhabited by pastoral Turkic Muslims, the Chinese
state has built a particular mode of racial capitalism since 2009 to achieve dispossession and
capital accumulation through the remaking of Kazakh land, culture, and ethnicity. In the
Chinese mode of racial capitalism, Kazakhs have been racialized based on their mobile
pastoral traditions in the Chinese context; they have been enslaved in the “debt economy”;
their land has been reassigned into Chinese industrial production chains to produce value;
and they have been excluded, segregated, and exploited in the husbandry industry, which
features a Kazakh-Han hierarchy.

This study contributes to our understanding of how particular forms of racialization and
racial capitalism have emerged in one of China’s ethnic minority border regions in Xi’s era.
In Altay Prefecture, Kazakhs have been racialized as “backward,” “unproductive,”
“surplus,” and “low-suzhi” sub-citizens who are unable to escape and exploit nature and
need to be managed by the Chinese state and Han Chinese.

This study has two major policy implications. First, it reveals how China’s policies are
formed and adopted in an ethnicminority region inXi’s era. In response toChina’s national
goals, the Altay government hasmerged the narratives of ecological civilization and the war
on poverty with the goals of neoliberal development and ethnic management to create a
series of tailored policies targeting Kazakhs. In the process, the Altay government has
deciphered national policies and translated them for the local context.

Second, this study can provide valuable insights into China’s BRI from a border
perspective.Unlike the development of camel husbandry in innerMongolia whereMongol
elites adopted the BRI discourse to defend pastoralism against state territorialization and
destabilize spatial hierarchies (White 2020), Kazakhs in Altay have limited autonomy and
must accept state arrangements. There are two possible reasons for these differences. First,
the development of cattle husbandry occurred alongside the crackdown on Turkic Mus-
lims, which severely undermined Kazakhs’ ability to resist state territorialization. Second,
Altay Prefecture plays a more essential role in the BRI than does Inner Mongolia, which
may prompt the Chinese state to intervene there more. In Altay’s latest Five-Year Plan
(2021–2025), the government plans to deepen the region’s economic ties with Russia and
Kazakhstan by linking Jeminay Port with the New Eurasia Land Bridge Corridor and
building theWestern Line Project of Sino–RussianOil Pipes and the Sino–Russian Jikprin
Port in Altay Prefecture. This study explicates how the Chinese state accumulates capital
through the management of ethnic Kazakhs on its border, which can expand our under-
standing of how Chinese capitalistic expansion might operate in Russia and Kazakhstan in
the future through the management of racial and ethnic groups beyond China’s borders.
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Notes

1 According to the latest population census in Kazakhstan, ethnic Kazakhs number 13.5 million people, which
composes 68.5% of the country’s total population. See https://app.powerbi.com/view?r=eyJrIjoiYmJiNjU5N
zItNWYyZi00Mjc2LTg5OWQtN2I2Y2QxY2I0NzEzIiwidCI6ImRlNzAxMmMyLTI0M2MtNDFj
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(accessed July 25, 2024).

2 According to the latest statistics yearbook of China in 2021. See https://www.stats.gov.cn/sj/ndsj/2021/
indexch.htm (accessed July 26, 2024).

3 See https://web.archive.org/web/20180822145750/https://www.stat.uz/en/press-center/news-committee/435-
analiticheskie-materialy-en1/2075-demographic-situation-in-the-republic-of-uzbekistan (accessed July
25, 2024).

4 Uyghurs are a Turkic Muslim group primarily inhabiting the southwest part of Xinjiang; Uyghurs are also the
largest indigenous group in Xinjiang.

5 See https://www.gov.cn/zmyw200907c/content_1369230.htm (accessed July 26, 2024).
6 See https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-29170238 (accessed July 25, 2024).
7 See https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-27225308 (accessed July 26, 2024) and https://thediplomat.
com/2014/04/counterterrorism-ethnic-unity-the-focus-as-xi-visits-xinjiang/ (accessed July 25, 2024).

8 See the report from Australian Strategic Policy: https://www.aspi.org.au/report/uyghurs-sale (accessed July
25, 2024).

9 Ibid.
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11 See http://www.altxw.com/ggxx/system/2021/06/22/030089613.shtml (accessed June 13, 2022).
12 See http://www.npc.gov.cn/zgrdw/npc/zt/2007-10/29/content_374272.htm (accessed July 26, 2024).
13 See https://www.12371.cn/special/xxzd/hxnr/ (accessed July 26, 2024).
14 See http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2011-08/09/content_2821.htm (accessed July 26, 2024).
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