TRANSPORTING CONFLICTS VIA
MIGRATORY ROUTES:
A SOCIAL NETWORK ANALYSIS (SNA)
OF UYGHUR INTERNATIONAL
MOBILISATION
Yu-Wen Chen

Abstract
Transnational activism of the Uyghur diaspora in promoting the rights of their kindred back
in China has been the focus of attention of the academia, press and media alike. This
paper is a preliminary attempt at visualising the connections between Uyghur diaspora
organisations, their sympathisers, governments and news organisations. A Social Network
Analysis (SNA) of four data sets that chronologically record the diaspora’s political
activities from 2006 to 2009 was carried out towards this end. Offline Uyghur networks
were analysed and its results compared to those of an SNA of websites that promote
Uyghur interests online. Results corroborate the widely held view that World Uyghur
Congress (WUC) and the well-known Uyghur leader, Rebiya Kadeer, play pivotal roles in
mobilising Uyghur communities around the world. Although the WUC’s online role is less
prominent than its offline role, it wields considerable influence over Uyghur activism across
the globe, as highlighted by the case study of Uyghur linkages in Australia. Uyghur
American Association (UAA), which is active offline as well, emerges as a key information
provider of Uyghur issues in cyberspace.
Note: This paper documents a work in progress.
About This Paper:
This paper is the result of research conducted during the author’s NTS-Asia (Consortium of
Non-Traditional Security Studies in Asia) Research Fellowship with the Institute for Human
Security, La Trobe University, Australia in 2010. Organised by the RSIS Centre for
Non-Traditional Security (NTS) Studies (the Secretariat of NTS-Asia), the annual NTS-Asia
Research Fellowship allows young scholars to conduct research on non-traditional security
issues in any of the 20 member-institutes in the Consortium of NTS-Asia. Find out more
about NTS-Asia at www.rsis-ntsasia.org. More information about the RSIS Centre for NTS
Studies can be found at www.rsis.edu.sg/nts.

Recommended Citation:
Chen, Yu-Wen, 2011, Transporting Conflicts via Migratory Routes: A Social Network Analysis (SNA)
of Uyghur International Mobilisation, NTS-Asia Research Paper No. 5, Singapore: RSIS Centre for
Non-Traditional Security (NTS) Studies for NTS-Asia.
Terms of Use:
You are free to publish this material in its entirety or only in part in your newspapers, wire services,
internet-based information networks and newsletters and you may use the information in your
radio-TV discussions or as a basis for discussion in different fora, provided full credit is given to the
author(s) and the Centre for Non-Traditional Security (NTS) Studies, S. Rajaratnam School of
International Studies (RSIS). Kindly inform the publisher (NTS_Centre@ntu.edu.sg) and provide
details of when and where the publication was used.
2

Biography:
Dr. Yu-Wen Chen is a political scientist whose key interest areas include ethnic
mobilisation and interest group politics. She is the author of the books, Transnational
Cooperation of Ethnopolitical Mobilization: A Survey Analysis of European Ethnopolitical
Groups (2009) and The Tug-of-War over Taiwan in the US: A Case Study of the Formosan
Association for Public Affairs (2008). Dr Chen has held various university appointments,
such as researcher at the Chair of International Politics, University of Konstanz, Germany;
lecturer of comparative politics at the University of Greifswald, Germany; visiting scholar at
the Woodrow Wilson Department of Politics, University of Virginia, USA; and honorary
research fellow at the Institute for Human Security, La Trobe University, Australia.
Acknowledgments:
This project was financially supported by NTS-Asia. I wish to thank Dr. James Leibold, La
Trobe University, Australia, for his valuable comments at the paper’s draft stage. I also wish
to thank Delia A. Pop for her assistance with research in the Uyghur project. I appreciate
the comments received from experts at Monash Asia Institute and La Trobe University,
such as Professor Marika Vicziany, where early drafts of the work were presented. Lastly, I
am grateful for the views of an anonymous interviewee who consolidated my
understanding of Uyghurs in Australia. Any inaccuracy or mistake in the paper’s content
remains the responsibility of the author.

3

Introduction
This paper aims to visualise and analyse the connections that exist between Uyghur
diaspora organisations, their sympathisers, governments and news agencies. The Uyghurs
(or Uighurs) are Turks, and most of them perceive themselves as Sunni Muslims.1 They
are the fifth-largest minority nationality in the People’s Republic of China (PRC), and the
largest nationality in the northwestern region of Xinjiang (meaning ‘new frontier’ in
Chinese), where they constitute nearly half of the region’s population.2 Some (albeit not all)
Uyghurs in Xinjiang have vocalised a desire to preserve the Uyghur identity, and even to
create their own state. By the Uyghurs’ own definition, their state should be ‘East
Turkestan’ or ‘East Turkistan’, not China. Not surprisingly, this is a desire that will
admittedly be difficult to achieve from within China.3 At the core of this conflict is a clash of
identities, where some members of the Uyghur minority in China have refused to switch
their loyalties from kinship networks to a single Chinese state.4
Some Uyghurs who have fled China to avoid persecution have, as they settled in various
corners of the world, started to ponder the possibility of influencing the politics of their new
host countries to help support their kindred back in China. As China began to open up to
the world, and exposed itself to criticism from Western governments and
Non-governmental Organisations (NGOs) for its human rights records, the Uyghur
diaspora started believing that they could make their voices more heard by global
audiences if they were better organised. Advances in communication technologies, in the
recent decade particularly, have facilitated the realisation of this ambition. It is now much
easier and cheaper for the Uyghur diaspora to communicate with each other and discuss
their collective plans even when living in far-away countries. Currently, the Germany-based
World Uyghur Congress (WUC) aims to serve as the umbrella organisation coordinating
the activities of Uyghur diaspora all over the world.5
Some literature and even Chinese government documents have recorded the Uyghurs’
international operations. While most studies believe that the WUC plays a vital part in
coordinating Uyghur diasporic activities,6 these studies are highly qualitative and offer no
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systematic mapping of Uyghur diasporic organisations, alliances or networks.7 Because
Uyghur mobilisation is still relatively nascent and small (compared with that of the
Tibetans), 8 it is both necessary and manageable to map the Uyghurs’ international
networks and to empirically examine where the WUC is positioned in the current
framework of international networks.
This working paper is, in a way, an extension of the author’s previous work, where a
hyperlink analysis of URLs that posted information relevant to the Uyghurs was published.9
The hyperlink analysis was aimed to unearth the means of information dissemination that
were being used by the Uyghurs to help raise the visibility of their cause. The analysis
revealed that most URLs were based in liberal democracies, such as the US and Germany,
where domestic opportunity structures are relatively more open and the public is more
sympathetic toward human rights issues. This is also why the Uyghur diaspora has
strategically attempted to frame their political interests in terms of human rights. Violation of
‘minority rights’ or ‘human rights’ is constantly raised in the discourses of the Uyghur
diaspora.
This paper moves beyond the Uyghur’s online presence and uncovers offline networks of
actors who, by passively or actively attending Uyghur-relevant events, have been drawn
into such Uyghur networks consciously or unconsciously. Social Network Analysis (SNA)
was the primary analytical tool used for the visualisation of the Uyghurs’ transnational
linkages in this attempt. A qualitative literature review was also carried out to support the
findings of the SNA. The results of this quantitative-qualitative study of the Uyghur setting
become significant as they not only outline the diaspora’s international networks but also
provide further empirical proof of spillover effects often noted in other conflict studies.
A brief historical review is provided in the paper’s second section. The third and fourth
sections present an empirical study of the Uyghurs’ international networks, with the third
section dedicated to the SNA and the fourth comparing online Uyghur networks with their
offline counterparts.10 The fourth section also provides a more comprehensive view of
international Uyghur mobilisation. Methods and data have been presented only in their
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respective sections, rather than as an overall section dedicated to methodology and data,
as different data sets were used for the third and fourth sections. In the fifth section, a brief
case study of Uyghur networks in Australia is presented. The concluding section
summarises the study’s findings and delineates relevant topics, which though not
addressed in this paper are to be the subject of future research efforts.

Transporting Conflicts via (Forced) Migration
The main focus of this paper is the contemporary Han-Uyghur relationship, and how their
frictions have led some Uyghurs to migrate and seek external help, thus transporting their
conflicts to the international arena. Beijing’s ineffective and weak governance of the
Xinjiang region during China’s tumultuous Republican period invited the Uyghurs to found
a state. In November 1944, the Eastern Turkestan Republic (ETR) was established under
the auspices of the Soviet Union. When Chinese communists ‘peacefully liberated’ Xinjiang
in 1949, ETR leaders were either persecuted or fled to Central Asia, India and Turkey, and
then to other parts of the world. Albeit in exile, these leaders carried with them one shared
possession – Uyghur nationalism – which they later sought to revive overseas in various
contexts.11 For example, over the last four years, a burgeoning aspiration has been
noticeable among Uyghur leaders and constituents during Uyghur meetings (e.g.,
seminars, conferences) in Western Europe and North America to raise the visibility of the
Uyghur cause in the hope that such efforts would gather direct support for Uyghur
self-determination and create international leverage to counter the Chinese regime’s
suppression.12 This contemporary aspect of Uyghur diasporic activism is the core of this
study.
The internationalisation of ethnic/identity conflicts, or the ethnicisation of international
politics, is not new; nor is it exclusive to the conflict between the Uyghurs and the Chinese
government. Ethnically defined non-state actors elsewhere and beyond China, such as the
Basques in Spain and the Chechens in Russia, have actively used international channels
to advance their causes in our times, when the traditional functions and boundaries of
states are more or less challenged and eroded.13
As with other ethnically defined non-state actors, the Uyghur diaspora has opted for
transnational strategies not simply because they are unable to make changes from within
China. Rather, and more importantly, transnational strategies permit the Uyghurs to show
the Chinese government that the issue has reached international audiences. By signalling
that ‘even outside China, there are people supporting the Uyghurs’, the Uyghur diaspora
expects the Chinese government to be forced to pay attention and to cease dismissing
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their nationalist requests as mere noise. From another angle, transnational cooperation
enables the Uyghurs to internationalise the issue of contention while expanding the conflict
to the international stage, thus cautioning PRC leaders to consider conceding if they do not
wish to see the conflict spill beyond the state’s boundaries.
Currently, the WUC is the most known Uyghur umbrella organisation. Founded in 2004, it is
headquartered in Munich, Germany, where most Uyghur diaspora in Germany reside.14
The WUC does not have individuals as members, but 26 member organisations that are
located around the world. The Uyghur American Association (UAA), Uyghur Australian
Association and Uyghur Canadian Association, for example, are WUC members from the
US, Australia and Canada, respectively. Leaders of these 26 member organisations also
serve different functions in the WUC. For instance, the WUC executive chairman, Alim
Seytoff, is also the general secretary of the Washington-based UAA. Likewise, Rebiya
Kadeer, the ‘Dalai Lama’ of the Uyghurs, is head of the WUC in Germany and
simultaneously serves as president of the UAA in the US.15 As Shichor notes, the reason
behind Kadeer being the leader of the Uyghur diaspora is her unique credibility, which is
otherwise hard to find among the diasporic community.16
As a successful businesswoman, Kadeer was elected to the government of
Xinjiang in 1987 and promoted to the Chinese People’s Political Consultative
Conference in 1992. In August 1999, however, she was arrested on her way to
meet a US Congress delegation in Urumqi and suffered personal persecution by
the Chinese authorities, spending nearly six years in prison until she was
released on March 17, 2005, due to international (primarily US) pressure. She
was allowed to leave China for the United States where her husband was
living … she quickly became the president of the Uyghur American Association
and was nominated for the 2006 Nobel Peace Prize.17
It is hard to believe that the Chinese regime would actually concede to the Uyghurs’
demands simply because the Uyghurs have been able to mobilise internationally and find
international leverage. The establishment of Shanghai Five in 1996, with China, Russia,
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan as members, which transformed into Shanghai
Cooperation Organization (SCO) in 2001 following the inclusion of Uzbekistan,
demonstrates well China’s ambition to control and curtail Uyghur activities in Central Asia.18
Though both mobilisation and counter-mobilisation contribute to the internationalisation of
the conflict, the issue of counter-mobilisation is not discussed in this paper.
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The most commonly seen transnational mobilisation strategy involves the provision of
information, and is often called ‘information politics’.19 Information politics plays a pivotal
role in raising the prominence of the Uyghur issue. For example, reports on the plight of
their brethren were created and delivered to UN venues by members of the Uyghur
diaspora.20 Uyghur activist propaganda usually centres on discrimination against and
oppression of the Uyghurs in China as well as their need for a homeland. The diaspora has
endeavoured to frame the issue in terms of human rights violations and suppression of
minorities, as opposed to terrorism, which has been the Chinese government’s approach
on the matter.
Information politics is played out in cyberspace, as well. As Petersen observed, until the
late 1970s, the Uyghur diaspora was not at all effective in spreading their cause to the
international community largely due to the ‘limited media’ that Uyghur leaders were able to
employ.21 The arrival of the Internet gave like-minded Uyghur activists easier and cheaper
means of interaction and further reinforced some of the shared rhetoric and images that
were needed for the continuation of their self-determination struggles.22
The virtual world of the Internet facilitated the emergence of several websites dedicated to
the cause of Uyghurs’ self-determination, such as that of the UAA, which has grown more
sophisticated over the years. The UAA website not only contains press releases and
statements of position but also links to other online forums where like-minded supporters
share the Uyghurs’ views.23 The websites’ impact is both technological and psychological,
apart from, more significantly, having a reach that is beyond national borders.
Besides providing information to key international players who might be able to exercise
pressure on the PRC, the Uyghur diaspora organises protests and cultural events in
various parts of the world. While demonstrative tactics might not have a direct or immediate
impact on decision makers or policies, they help to draw the attention of the press, media
and the public, whose sympathies and influences could further weigh on policy makers.
Additionally, the more sympathisers there are, the more likely it is that individuals of the
Uyghur community will feel further emboldened about their cause, thus prompting hitherto
latent supporters to turn vocal and active.
As the Uyghur diaspora’s efforts are present in both the offline and online spheres, this
paper presents these networks in both contexts. The offline networks are looked at in the
next section. Bearing in mind that current literature relies largely on qualitative analysis,
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this study is the first of its kind to employ first-hand quantified data sets to analyse the
Uyghur networks.

Offline Uyghur Networks
Methods and Data Sets
SNA is widely used as a tool in sociology, organisational behavioural studies and other
disciplines. Its use in political analysis, particularly in conflict studies, only came into
prominence in recent years when a number of studies that employed the tool were
published in famed international journals, such as Journal of Conflict Resolution. SNA is
different from conventional statistical analysis in the sense that SNA explores the
relationships between actors, and not the attributes of the actors themselves.24 In the
study of politics, accordingly, scholars use SNA to observe the relationships and
interactions of political actors because it is assumed that only with interactions can political
influences be made, thus shaping the development of politics under study.
For instance, Maoz et al. examined the different kinds of international connections between
states, which they termed as ‘affinity’, and found that these different kinds of affinity affect
the likelihood of conflicts between states.25 Hafner-Burton and Montgomery looked at the
relationship between states as exhibited by their memberships in International
Governmental Organisations (IGOs). This study, which also used SNA, revealed that IGO
memberships create a disparate distribution of power in the international system, thus
shaping the conflict between states.26 Similarly, Hämmerli et al. identified actors in the
Chechen conflict and tracked down their most conflictive and cooperative ties using SNA in
2006 27 although the conflict had been studied for years using more conventional
approaches. In most cases, such political network analysis is more quantitative in nature.
A key reservation against such research efforts are often queries, such as ‘why is it
necessary to use a different method to identify the actors, which might have been noted in
existing literature?’ or, as Hämmerli et al. pose in their paper, ‘is the network approach
therefore largely obsolete?’
As Hämmerli et al. rightly assert in response, a network approach is necessary for the
sound scientific development of conflict studies. This is because network analysis might or
might not generate conclusions similar to those reached by existing conflict studies. When
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SNA does identify the same key actors and the same patterns of interactions among actors,
it empirically and scientifically confirms existing conclusions. When it does not, it gives
researchers the opportunity to reflect upon existing conclusions. Hämmerli et al.’s study,
for example, found that SNA both confirmed and invalidated the roles of certain actors in
the Chechen conflict.
In the present context, the network approach is useful as a means to empirically confirm
the prevailing view shared by the Chinese government and some Uyghur observers that
the Uyghur issue is being spread to international audiences by certain international
networks ‘out there’.28 In this study, SNA was mainly used to map offline Uyghur networks
and identify actors that are most central and prominent in these networks while also
delineating those that operate on the periphery.29 As the results will demonstrate, SNA
helps confirm the roles of existing actors in the Uyghur diasporic network and deepens our
understanding of their embedded ties.
As in the study by Hämmerli et al., primary actor-event data sets were created by coding
existing documents for the present study.30 The SNA data sets were originally sourced
from the activity reports of the WUC, which has tried to document its activities since its
foundation in 2004. To date, the WUC has published two activity reports – the first report
from 2004 to 2006 mostly contains press releases, while the one from October 2006 to
March 2009 includes a chronologically recorded list of Uyghur diasporic activities. The
latter contained information more suitable for coding into SNA data sets.
Using the second WUC activity report, four data sets were created to record the actors and
events that occurred in the years 2006, 2007, 2008 and 2009.31 This part of the work
resembled content analysis, where available information was coded into quantifiable data.
The data sets for 2006 and 2009 were smaller as the activity report only included
information from October to December for 2006 (42 events and 56 actors) and from
January to March for 2009 (35 events and 53 actors).32 The data sets for the years 2007
(146 events and 166 actors) and 2008 (94 events and 133 actors) were complete, with all
occurring events being recorded (Table 1).

28
Shichor, ‘Changing the Guard at the World Uyghur Congress’, pp. 12–4; Clarke, ‘China, Xinjiang and the
Internationalisation of the Uyghur Issue’, p. 214; China Daily, ‘Rebiya Not Entitled to Represent Uyghur People: Former
Xinjiang Chief’, 11 July 2009, http://www2.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2009xinjiangriot/2009-07/11/content_8416140.htm
(accessed 20 December 2010).
29
Robert A. Hanneman and Mark Riddle, Introduction to Social Network Methods (Riverside: University of California,
2005), http://faculty.ucr.edu/~hanneman/
30
The well-known Swiss Peace Foundation has a FAST data bank that allows researchers to quantitatively study various
conflicts around the world using event data. I was also inspired by the FAST project to create my own Uyghur event data
set. For more information on the FAST project, please visit http://www.swisspeace.ch (accessed 20 December 2010).
31
Readers can download the data sets at http://www.yuwenjuliechen.com/research/uyghur_networks
32
The WUC activity report does not always have detailed information of what actors were engaged in particular events.
For instance, instead of noting the exact name of an organisation taking part in a protest, the WUC sometimes only
vaguely states that the participants were ‘supporters from Turkey.’ In such cases, this piece of information is not
documented in the data set. Also, at times only the most important participants of an event are mentioned. This was not a
problem for the present analysis, as what was most important was to understand the networks between the key players
involved. So, it sufficed to have the names of the core participants.

10

Table 1: Overview of offline network data sets.
Year
Number of Events
October–December 2006
42
January–December 2007
146
January–December 2008
94
January–March 2009
35

Number of Actors
56
166
133
53

Although these data sets only cover Uyghur activities from 2006 to 2009, and do not track
the networks prior to 2006, they do provide a snapshot of Uyghur activities from the time
when the WUC was established. As the results of the SNA show, the WUC indeed has a
central role in coordinating Uyghur events worldwide, and so it becomes vital that its
significance in the contemporary Uyghur networks be understood. The analysis’ results
further justify the use of data sets in the study.
As each data set coded contains both actors and events, the data generated is often called
two-mode data. These data sets are also said to be affiliation data sets, as they allow a
study of the affiliation between actors as seen from the events that these actors
participated in together. From the analysis of such data, a picture of the macrostructure in
which Uyghur-relevant actors are nested can be constructed.
Initial coding of these data sets was straightforward – an actor documented as being
involved in an event in the WUC activity report was awarded a score of 1, while the ones
not involved were given 0. The process generated a binary data set. On 5 February 2007,
for example, a WUC representative, Asgar Can, was sent to the Bavarian Parliament to
speak on the Uyghur situation during a German-Turkish cultural week.33 This is reflected
in the 2007 data set, where 5 February is entered as an event and two actors, the WUC
and the Bavarian Parliament, are coded 1 as they were both involved in the same event
(i.e., the German-Turkish cultural week).
A two-mode data set can be tackled in various ways. For this study, the four data sets were
converted into four actor-by-actor one-mode data sets that recoded the strength of
relationships in terms of the number of actors that were present at common events, that is,
the relationship of actors was assessed in terms of how often they met. This information
was then processed using the SNA software into a graphic visualisation of the Uyghur
networks.34
SNA data sets and results are not meant to replace conventional qualitative analyses and
case studies, but rather to empirically strengthen current findings and understanding of
various issues. In fact, a systematic SNA of the Uyghur networks requires expert
knowledge of the Uyghur scenario and constant reference to existing literature to interpret
and explain why the networks are depicted as such in the figures.
33

World Uyghur Congress: Activity Report, October 2006–March 2009.
The procedure of converting two-mode data sets into one-mode actor-by-actor data sets is available at
http://www.yuwenjuliechen.com/research/uyghur_networks
34
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The SNA approach is not without limitations. A key drawback of the data sets is that they do
not account for the importance of the linkages between actors. This is an area that needs
redress from future qualitative case studies or, even perhaps, a network analysis using a
new set of SNA data that also measures the importance of these connections.
Another limitation worth mentioning here is the origin of these data sets. There is a
shortage of available documents on Uyghur diasporic activities over long time periods that
can be used for systematic coding for comparison purposes. The most organised
information available is that from the WUC reports. While this is the first time these reports
have been coded into SNA data, there is also an associated potential for inherent bias for
events recorded in the reports. It is likely that the WUC has more comprehensive records
of its own activities than those of other Uyghur organisations, and that as a result several
other significant events and actors have been overlooked. Furthermore, the quality of the
WUC reports cannot be easily cross-validated, as this paper represents the first
quantitative study of the Uyghur issue and no analogous data is available from elsewhere.
Researchers who wish to undertake a network approach to the issue in the future could
conduct surveys of relevant actors that invite a self-evaluation of their connections with
other actors, also taking into consideration the frequency, strength and importance of such
associations. While the quality of self-report surveys for such studies and the subjectivity of
data thus generated might be a real concern for some observers, it is inarguable that there
is no ideal method to study the Uyghur networks. This is a problem that is faced by nearly
all kinds of social sciences studies. Although ‘triangulation’ of sources and methods was
proposed in an earlier study as an alternative means of increasing the validity of findings,
all such methods carry an inherent bias; triangulation can only help cross-validate findings
from other methods. The methods demonstrated and proposed in this paper are only
meant to help synthesise a more empirical grasp of the Uyghur networks. 35 Future
quantitative studies will be required to attempt a cross-validation of the present study’s
findings.36
The next section of this paper presents the visualised offline Uyghur networks. To avoid the
potential pitfall of network analysis moving beyond the study of organisations and
examining only the interaction of organisations at a higher abstract level, 37 concrete
examples gleaned from secondary literature reviews have been used at times along with
the SNA to enrich the discussion.
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Offline Networks
There are a number of free and commercially available SNA software programmes that can
be used to process data sets. The Netdraw package on UCINET was used in this study to
visualise the Uyghur networks.38 Figures 1 to 4 represent the networks of actors that have,
directly or indirectly, consciously or unconsciously, contributed to the dissemination of the
Uyghur issue by their presence at Uyghur-relevant events. Note that ‘directly or indirectly’
and ‘consciously or unconsciously’ are highlighted to underscore the possibility that some
actors may not have been active participants in these events, but were instead information
receivers, such as government departments or UN agencies. However, they are part of the
Uyghur networks as they could possibly have been approached or even lobbied. The term
‘Uyghur network’ therefore, as used in this analysis, includes not only core Uyghur
diasporic organisations and their sympathisers but also certain actors who might have
been drawn into the framework involuntarily.
The figures depict the five most important types of actors in the Uyghur networks using
different colours. It is possible that in some places, especially in Figures 2 and 3 where the
data sets cover several actors and events, the labels of some nodes overlap those of
others and make them (partially) unreadable. This problem is unavoidable though as
Netdraw attempts to process and present all relationships between the various actors from
the large data sets. The analysis, nonetheless, remains largely unaffected as most key
actors are captured in the figures. The Uyghur networks shown in Figures 1 and 4 are less
complicated as the data sets for the years 2006 and 2009 were smaller. Figures 1 and 4
are in fact simpler versions of Figures 2 and 3, and all four figures paint a similar picture of
these networks.
The first actor type, i.e., the NGOs, is represented as red nodes. Many of these
organisations, such as Uyghur Australian Association and Uyghur Canadian Association,
advocate solely the Uyghurs’ self-determination cause, while other actors, such as Human
Rights Without Frontiers (HRWF), Minority Rights Group International (MRG), Amnesty
International (AI) and National Endowment for Democracy (NED), have a more general
human rights focus.
The NED, for example, is clearly seen in the centre left of Figure 3. The NED merits special
mention as the US institution supports part of the WUC’s operations. The NED as an NGO
is aimed at strengthening democratic institutions around the world, and receives financial
support from the US Congress, which it in turn distributes to other NGOs around the world,
including to organisations that promote Uyghur rights.
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This first type of actor is quite pervasive in all four figures. This confirms the view shared by
Uyghur observers and the Chinese government that human rights NGOs and Uyghur
diasporic organisations are active in advocating the Uyghur cause.39 Human rights NGOs
may not necessarily agree with the independence of Xinjiang, but are generally
sympathetic to the human rights problems that the Uyghurs are facing in China.40
The WUC also appears to have high-frequency contacts with other actors in all four figures,
with several actors being linked to it. While this could be taken as confirmation of the WUC
being the umbrella organisation of the Uyghur diaspora, there lingers the possibility that the
frequency with which the WUC is linked to other actors is slightly exaggerated in all four
figures for reasons mentioned earlier.
The second type of actor represents individuals, such as political activists, politicians and
scholars. They are represented as black nodes in the figures. Special attention has been
given to the role played by the well-known Uyghur leader, Rebiya Kadeer, in the figures,
who is often mentioned separately in the WUC reports. The reports mention Kadeer as
representing the WUC or the UAA on occasion, but give no mention of her affiliation or the
organisation she represents at times. She has consequently been treated as an individual
‘actor’ in this study whenever mentioned in the reports, mainly to determine exactly how
politically active this Dalai Lama-like figure of the Uyghurs actually is.41
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Figure 1: Offline Uyghur networks (October–December 2006).

Note: Red = Non-governmental Organisations (NGOs); blue = governments, parliaments,
International Governmental Organisations (IGOs) and universities; yellow = news organisations;
black = individuals; green = political parties.
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Figure 2: Offline Uyghur networks (January–December 2007).

Note: Red = Non-governmental Organisations (NGOs); blue = governments, parliaments, International Governmental Organisations (IGOs) and
universities; yellow = news organisations; black = individuals; green = political parties.
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Figure 3: Offline Uyghur networks (January–December 2008).

Note: Red = Non-governmental Organisations (NGOs); blue = governments, parliaments, International Governmental Organisations (IGOs) and universities;
yellow = news organisations; black = individuals; green = political parties.
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Figure 4: Offline Uyghur networks (January–March 2009).

Note: Red = Non-governmental Organisations (NGOs); blue = governments, parliaments,
International Governmental Organisations (IGOs) and universities; yellow = news organisations;
black = individuals.

As all four figures reveal, Kadeer has highly frequent links with other players. This pattern
is most obvious in Figures 2 and 3, where she has clearly created a circle of her own,
which is comparable to that of the WUC. What is not clear from the figures, however, is the
amount of effort she has personally made toward creating this circle. As Kadeer is head of
both the Germany-based WUC and the US-based UAA, it is possible that most of her
activities are arranged or coordinated by the staff of either the WUC or the UAA. It is
unclear how autonomous she is as an individual activist in spearheading the Uyghurs’
cause.
The third type of actor includes news organisations, such as Voice of America, Free Tibet
Radio and Taiwan Central News Agency, which are represented in yellow. They are
prevalent in the four figures, and are shown in the maps as journalists from these agencies
have interviewed Uyghur representatives. Most of these interviews are published, and thus
contribute to the dissemination of Uyghur issues.
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Blue nodes represent the fourth type of actor, which include governmental agencies,
parliaments, IGOs and universities. While not as pervasive as NGOs (red nodes) and news
agencies (yellow nodes), these actors are involved in the Uyghur networks either because
they were approached (e.g., lobbied or petitioned) by Uyghur activists or because they
have cooperated in hosting Uyghur-relevant events. The Bavarian Parliament (Bayerischer
Landtag) in Germany, for instance, is clearly visible in the lower left corner of Figure 4. The
Bavarian Parliament’s regional capital, Munich, harbours the largest Uyghur community in
Europe and is the headquarters of the WUC.
The fifth type of actor is less common in the four figures. They are political parties and are
represented by green nodes. For example, regional factions of the federal parties in
Bavaria, Germany, such as the Bavarian branches of the Green Party and the Social
Democratic Party, have raised discussions on the Uyghurs in Bavarian legislative
debates.42 Their presence is more clearly manifested at the bottom left corner of Figure 1.
Both parties have worked together to submit direct proposals that explicitly call for the
German reception of Uyghur Guantanamo inmates, an issue that was the result of US
President Barack Obama’s desire to close US’s detention camp in Cuba. The US
administration was on the look out for countries willing to offer asylum to the original 22
Uyghur inmates of Guantanamo Bay. For instance, political asylum was offered to five
Uyghurs in Albania and four in Bermuda. Whether Germany should accept Uyghur inmates
as well was deliberated on in the German parliamentary discussions.
In addition to the different nodes, which are clearly noticeable in the figures, another
prominent feature of these figures is the lines linking the nodes together, which denote that
‘there is a relationship which ties the nodes at two ends of a line together’.43 Frequent
connections are evident between NGOs (red nodes), particularly the WUC, and
governmental actors (blue nodes) and news organisations (yellow nodes). This pattern can
be interpreted as the WUC reaching out to various other types of actors, especially
government representatives and journalists. Secondly, the NGOs (red nodes) themselves
show several interlinkages. This implies that coordination of events and exchange of
information to advance the Uyghurs’ shared interests is being spearheaded by key actors
of the Uyghur networks, such as Uyghur organisations and human rights NGOs.
The 2008 Beijing Olympics is a case in point. Beijing’s successful bid to host the event in
2001 undoubtedly gave various actors new momentum and an opportunity to sound their
voices. The event was boycotted by the International Coalition to Investigate the
Persecution of Falun Gong in China (CIPFG) under the banner of protesting against
China’s repression of Falun Gong members. Meanwhile, the New York-based Human
Rights in China (HRIC) did not oppose the Olympic games, but repeatedly stressed the
Chinese regime’s repression of dissent in the name of creating stability for the Games and
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called for an improvement of human rights practices before the Games. Similarly, certain
environmental NGOs, such as Greenpeace, raised concerns over the pollution that would
be generated by the Games and called for preventative measures, but did not oppose the
Games itself.44
Uyghur activists also seized the opportunity to express and vocalise their views. In August
2008, the WUC initiated a number of protests around the world, which were attended by
some human rights NGOs. In Germany, a public discussion was organised by the Green
Party at the Bavarian State Parliament on 29 April 2008 to discuss why China did not
deserve to host the Olympics. The event saw many attendees, including Rebiya Kadeer,
Barbara Lochbihler (general secretary of AI in Germany) and Margarete Bause
(parliamentarian of the Green Party).45 Similarly, a joint demonstration organised in front of
the PRC embassy in Washington, DC, saw Rebiya Kadeer, Elisa Bermudez (of Reporters
without Borders), Doma Norbu (of the Tibetan movement) and others contribute public
speeches amid protests on 7 August 2008.46
Interlinkages also exist between news organisations (yellow nodes), and are most obvious
among those situated in the same country. A quintessential example is that observed in the
upper right quadrant of Figure 2, where the German press and media are seen reporting
Uyghur-related news. For instance, many German journalists seized the opportunity to
interview Rebiya Kadeer during her visit to Germany between 19–21 May 2007, when she
was interviewed by Deutsche Welle, RBB Cultural Radio, Die Welt, and Focus Journal
among others.47
When compared with those between NGOs (red nodes) and news organisations (yellow
nodes), links between government or government-sponsored institutions (blue nodes) are
rare, the reason being that each governmental institution is usually lobbied separately by
Uyghur activists in its own country. As each ‘host country’ will have its own domestic
structure(s), policies and attitudes toward its Uyghur inhabitants, Uyghurs living in different
host countries use different ways to influence policy makers in these countries. The
likelihood of exchanges between governments on how to tackle the country’s Uyghur
demands is therefore relatively low.
In summary, the SNA of offline Uyghur actors empirically proves the main role of NGOs in
sounding the Uyghurs’ voice. It also confirms the widely perceived notion that the WUC
and Rebiya Kadeer play pivotal roles in mobilising Uyghur communities around the world.
While national self-determination, as a cause, is usually not encouraged by governmental
actors or IGOs due to an innate respect for sovereignty, such aloofness often stirs
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backlashes from non-state actors, who either sympathise with the cause or at least believe
in the human rights angle behind such quests. This is empirically confirmed by the present
network typology.

Comparison of Offline and Online Networks
To determine any discrepancy between offline and online Uyghur networks, URLs that
posted Uyghur-relevant information were examined via a hyperlink analysis as part of the
general SNA. A data set of online networks, created in a previous publication, was used to
generate an SNA map for comparison with the offline networks.48 The data set used for
online networks is introduced below.
Methods and Data Sets
The online actors were not sampled independently in this study, as in many other studies,
as the main area of focus was the relationship between various actors. Instead, the full
network method was used by taking a census of the connections in a population of actors.
The WUC data was compiled initially, as the WUC has listed organisations that have
supported the Uyghur cause. While many of these organisations have their own websites,
some sites are non-functional and only 15 organisations with working websites could be
short-listed. This list helps to identify organisations that are known, a priori, to be part of the
online Uyghur network.
The URLs of these organisations were the starting points for the analysis, and were pasted
into IssueCrawler, which is a hyperlink analysis software available online. IssueCrawler
harvests URLs, capturing the outlinks from the starting points and returning co-linked
sites.49 The result was a binary matrix of the relationships between the sites. 82 nodes
were retrieved with 323 linkages in the network, and this information was then processed
into a graphic visualisation of the Uyghur online networks, as seen in Figure 5.50
Macro Differences and Similarities
As in the present study, the different types of actors were demarcated using colour in the
earlier study of online networks as well. The categorisation of colours and types of actors
were comparable between the two studies. The focus of this study is, however, detailed
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analyses of the offline Uyghur networks. It should be noted that some actors have been
marked in grey in the figures, not because they are unimportant but because a discussion
of these actors is beyond the scope of this paper.
A number of ‘macro’ differences are noticeable between the online and offline Uyghur
networks. To begin with, actors in the offline sphere are more numerous than those in the
online realm, and they are more widely spread geographically as well. For example, offline
actors from Turkey, such as the Ankara representative of East Turkestan Culture and
Solidarity Association, and Central Asia, such as Kyrgyzstan Uyghur Association, confirm
qualitative studies of the existence of Uyghur diaspora communities in these regions.51
However, corresponding actors from Turkey and Central Asia are not reflected in the online
networks. This observation points not to a defect in the methodology employed or data set
collected, but to the fact that many offline actors either do not have a virtual presence or
have websites that were non-functional at the time of study. Any of the latter possibilities
would result in the IssueCrawler software not detecting an online presence even if the
organisations are active in the field.52
The absence of Uyghur websites in certain Central Asian countries provides empirical
proof of the hypothetical nexus between ethnic mobilisation and modernisation, as
discussed in the current literature. 53 Modernisation, such as the development of the
telephone and the Internet, has to a certain extent stimulated cross-border exchanges
although it has an unequal impact in different countries. Organisations from more affluent
and advanced countries, such as the US, appear to be more active online because their
countries are more integrated into the global economic and political system. Benefiting
from such benign conditions, these organisations therefore have easier and better access
to the world and can use modern technologies to advance their causes more effectively.
Conversely, the less developed political and social conditions, such as limited nationwide
Internet infrastructures, in Central Asian states may have restricted the use of online tools
by Uyghur organisations in these countries for the purposes of fostering the Uyghur
cause.54
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Figure 5: Online Uyghur networks (12 March 2010).

Note: Red = Non-governmental Organisations (NGOs); blue = governments, parliaments, International Governmental Organisations (IGOs) and universities;
yellow = news organisations; pink = newly developed online platforms; grey = others.
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Another stark difference between the two network types is that almost no actors directly
engaged in the offline Uyghur networks originate from China. Government officials in the
PRC would understandably not want to further the Uyghur cause, offline or otherwise,
although it is possible that Chinese representatives attending international conferences
occasionally meet Uyghur sympathisers by chance. Even so, it is not natural for the two
sides to talk or exchange views, even in foreign lands.
In the case of online Uyghur networks, on the other hand, some (albeit few) URLs are
indeed based in China. These are usually on the sidelines and are mostly hosted by
Chinese state-owned news agencies (e.g., news.xinhuanet.com). Their isolation and
marginal location point to the fact that these sites are not really contributing to the
dissemination of the Uyghur issue, at least not consciously or actively. It is also likely that
the propaganda being spread by such agencies is of a different kind.
Thirdly, where the offline networks are concerned (as opposed to the online networks),
there is evidence of cooperation or meetings between the Uyghurs and the Tibetan and
Taiwanese independence movements as well as overseas Chinese dissident networks,
although each of these movements has a different historical connection with China and
they work toward different political objectives. For instance, the International Campaign for
Tibet (ICT) is seen in the middle right edge of Figure 1 though the organisation’s URL is not
seen in Figure 5. Similarly, in Figure 6, which depicts a more recent map of the online
Uyghur networks, a Tibetan website, Save Tibet (savetibet.org), is seen.
Interestingly, a pervasive presence of other potentially anti-China movements is absent
from the networks overall, probably for the reason that cooperation in the online arena
among activists from such diverse movements is limited regardless of their exchanging
views and information in the offline settings. It is possible that many of these actors
exchange views in the offline environment due to the anti-China stances they share, but do
not cooperate on a deeper level as each movement has disparate ultimate aims
concerning their relationship with China. For example, activists promoting Uyghur
self-determination doubt the Taiwanese self-determination movement because they
believe the Chinese and the Taiwanese ‘would ultimately share a common cultural
heritage’.55 Also, Uyghur activists cannot overlook their past experience of dealing with the
‘autocracies of the Guomindang party’ in Xinjiang.56 Where the Tibetans are concerned,
the ‘Uyghurs feel themselves closer to Tibetans than Taiwanese’, but activists from these
two movements still retain ‘deep discomfort with each other’s political aim’.57 As was aptly
pointed out by the anonymous interviewee, ‘for Uyghurs, to claim for greater autonomy on
Tibetans’ part may seem to be unrealistic for the ultimate solution for the Minzu (ethnic)
issue in China; for Tibetans, to claim for the independence or outright self-determination on
Uyghur’s part may be detrimental to their own case, given that it would render China more
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hardened to resolve the Minzu issue once and for all’.58 In summary, even though the
activists from these diverse movements are not averse to cooperating in the offline
environment, in actual fact, deeply held reservations have prevented them from
establishing consistent shared discourses online.
Lastly, it is important to appreciate that the story of the Uyghurs’ international presence is
not just about an allegedly oppressed minority’s struggle for living space. The majority of
Uyghurs today perceive themselves as Sunni Muslims. The Uyghurs have attempted to
attend some (albeit not many) Islamic meetings. For instance, the WUC sent a delegation
to attend the Seventeenth International Muslim Nations Congress in Turkey in May 2008,
which is reflected in the center left of Figure 3.59 Similar Islamic associations are not seen
in the online Uyghur networks (Figure 5), indicating a gap between the two network types.
It is likely that the Uyghurs will become a part of another (broader) online network that
focuses on the Islamic cause, but this will have to be further investigated by future research.
As far as ‘making the Uyghurs a distinct issue of debate online’ is concerned, the existing
Muslim links of the Uyghurs do not contribute to this end. As Kanat Kilic, a researcher who
has studied the Uyghur virtual presence, points out, this may be because the ‘virtual
Uyghur identity is a secular, nationalist and western-oriented’ one. 60 This has been
intentionally cultivated to differentiate themselves from other radical Muslim groups around
the world.
The study of the macro differences and similarities between online and offline Uyghur
networks revealed at least one interesting commonality between the two – no evidence of
the existence of any terrorist elements or organisations was evident in either. Although
some human rights organisations have attempted to delink the Uyghurs’ Muslim
connections from the rubric of Islamic terrorism, the American and Chinese governments
have identified some terrorist elements, such as Eastern Turkestan Islamic Movement
(ETIM), in Uyghur communities.61 This adds further dynamics to the international networks
of the Uyghurs and complicates China’s reactions to the Uyghur separatist movement.
While such potential links to terrorist groups is not evident from either network, this
exclusion, if indeed it is one, is hardly surprising, as the WUC’s Uyghur activity report is
unlikely to reveal any such links (if they do exist) in the offline environment. The reason
behind the absence of terrorist links in the online networks as well is unclear and needs to
be investigated in the future.
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Micro Differences and Similarities
After the macro picture, the actors (i.e., nodes) in both ‘realities’ are now looked at in detail.
NGOs (red nodes) are again the centre of attention in the online networks. AI and the NED
are both present in the online and offline networks. The UAA (uyghuramerican.org), which
is active offline, appears to be the main Uyghur information provider in the online reality,
while the WUC (uyghurcongress.org), which is active in the offline reality, seems to be less
so in cyberspace. Correspondingly, the WUC has fewer linkages than the UAA in Figure 5.
The paucity in the WUC’s linkages in Figure 5 may have been due to its website not
functioning properly during the period of study (December 2009–March 2010). The
secretary general of the WUC, Dolkun Isa, confirmed this in an interview by stating that the
organisation’s URL was hacked at the time (possibly by hackers from the PRC). The
WUC’s web domain, which was originally located in Canada, was relocated to Germany
following this episode. It is likely that IssueCrawler was unable to consistently identify the
WUC’s online presence and links due to the above change and the URL’s unstable web
presence.62
The absence of the WUC’s URL in Figure 5 was verified by a second round of data
collection using IssueCrawler between August–September 2010 to overrule the odds of the
website having malfunctioned in the earlier study. The methods employed were identical to
the first study. Figure 6 shows the online Uyghur networks created from the data set
generated on 31 August 2010. Although Figures 5 and 6 look dissimilar at a glance, due to
the various websites being linked differently during the two time periods studied, the
general patterns depicted in both figures are similar.
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Figure 6: Online Uyghur networks (31 August 2010).

Note: Red = Non-governmental Organisations (NGOs); blue = governments, parliaments, International Governmental Organisations (IGOs) and universities;
yellow = news organisations; pink = newly developed online platforms; grey = others.
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The UAA emerges as a larger information provider than the WUC. Figures 5 and 6 also
show other websites, such as Save Tibet and the New York Times (nytimes.com), as
sizable information providers. These sites appear in the online maps because they are
either linked or have tried to link up with other Uyghur-relevant websites during the period
of study, and hence are part of the overall network, which treats the Uyghurs as an issue in
cyberspace.
The reasons behind the actors’ links to Uyghur-relevant websites may be diverse. While
hyperlink analyses do not reveal the reasons behind such link ups, it is possible to infer
possible explanations. For instance, Save Tibet has a link up to the US-based Uyghur
Human Rights Project (www.uhrp.org) on its website, as the two organisations are
supportive of each other’s human rights agenda.63 In the same manner, news agencies
(yellow nodes) are common actors in the online and offline Uyghur networks. These are
mostly based in North America and Western Europe, such as the Washington Post and the
BBC, and principally use NGOs (red nodes) as their information sources to further the
dissemination of Uyghur issues to the public.64
As in the case of offline networks, government websites (blue nodes) are rare in the online
environment as well, or even more so than in the offline reality. Pink nodes, which
represent newly developed social networking websites (e.g., Facebook),
information-sharing websites (e.g., Flicker) and various forms of blogs, are not seen in
Figures 1 to 4, but are present in Figure 5. Although such online channels are not formal
institutions that scholars of conventional social movements usually analyse, the informality
and accessibility of these venues have attracted many to use them.
In summary, a look at the micro differences and similarities between online and offline
Uyghur networks revealed that the UAA, which is active offline, is a key information
provider of Uyghur issues online as well. On the other hand, the WUC is very active offline,
but is less so in the online environment. NGOs and news agencies are other key players in
the online networks.
To make the abstract discussion of Uyghur networks more concrete, the SNA of offline and
online networks was followed up with an exploration of the Uyghur linkages in Australia.
This is presented in the next section.
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Uyghur Linkages in Australia
A case study of the Uyghur linkages in Australia was performed to specifically examine the
‘ego networks’ at play in the country.65 The method used was largely SNA, but with a focus
on the links between Uyghur organisations based in Australia. Ego-centred networks
reveal patterns in the local (Australian) structures and tell us how embedded these are in
the global Uyghur networks.
The focal egos of this study were Australia-based Uyghur organisations, such as Uyghur
Australian Association and East Turkestan Australian Association,66 which were examined
to reveal associations with other actors. This section, however, only presents the results of
analysis for the years 2007 and 2008 (Figures 7 and 8). The data sets for these years were
used, as they were larger and contained more ‘stories’ and patterns for discussion.
It is obvious that Uyghur activities in Australia are embedded in the global Uyghur network.
For one, many are linked to the WUC, indicating that most activities in Australia are seeds
of the WUC. It is possible that the WUC either coordinated these events or had
representatives who joined Uyghur-relevant events in Australia. For this reason, a
qualitative review of the WUC activity report, a semi-structured interview with an
anonymous Uyghur representative and available news materials were used to gather
additional in-depth information.67
Figure 7, which maps out the ego networks of Australia-based Uyghur organisations in
2007, provides a particularly good example of how Uyghur communities in Australia are
coordinating with the WUC and other Uyghur communities around the world to advance
their cause. 5 February marks the anniversary of the 1997 Ghulja massacre for the Uyghur
diaspora, when a march by the Uyghurs in the Ghulja city of Xinjiang to demand for human
rights and equality was suppressed by the Chinese regime.68 The WUC took the lead to
urge Uyghur communities in different parts of the world to commemorate this event.
Marches and ceremonies were organised in Germany, Turkey, France, Belgium, Norway,
the US, Canada, the Netherlands, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. 69 In Kyrgyzstan, for
instance, a public feast (Nazir) for ‘the souls of the perished’ was organised by Kyrgyzstan
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Uyghur Association.70 At the same time, Hussein Hessen, chairman of Uyghur Australian
Association and the WUC representative in Australia, organised a march in Sydney, which
was supported by not only the Uyghurs but also some local sympathisers and
pro-democracy Chinese dissident groups. Over 150 people were reportedly present at the
event.71
Besides mobilising Uyghur sympathisers, human rights NGOs and other pro-Chinese
democracy NGOs, the Uyghurs in Australia have also reached out to policy makers. In
Figure 7, ties are seen between the WUC, Uyghur Australian Association, the Australian
Parliament and the Sydney municipal government. For instance, an Uyghur Soccer
Competition and Uyghur Cultural Night was organised in Sydney on 8 April 2007 that saw
several participants, including Uyghur soccer teams and fans from around Australia, and
some Australian members of parliament and Sydney municipal government
representatives.72 The government representatives were not just passive attendees at the
event, but made speeches on current Uyghur issues. Uyghur cuisine and traditional
Uyghur dances and music, organised by the Uyghur communities to chiefly entertain the
guests, were also aimed at raising awareness of the Uyghurs’ cultural identity as well as
addressing their political needs.
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Figure 7: Ego Networks of Australian Uyghur Organisations (2007).

Note: Red = Non-governmental Organisations (NGOs); blue = governments or parliaments; black =
individuals.
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Figure 8: Ego Networks of Australian Uyghur Organisations (2008).

Note: Red = Non-governmental Organisations (NGOs); blue = governments or parliaments; yellow =
news organisations; black = individuals.

Similar patterns are observable in the ego networks of 2008 (Figure 8). Figure 8 depicts
again the WUC’s role as the leading organisation facilitating Uyghur activism in Australia,
as most nodes have ties to the WUC. In comparison with Figure 7, the network in Figure 8
has more actors from the press and media.
A quintessential example would be Rebiya Kadeer’s visit to Australia in February 2008,
where core leaders of the WUC, such as the US-based Alim Seytoff and the
Germany-based Dolkun Isa, accompanied Kadeer. Events at the local level were
coordinated by Hussein Hessen.73 Kadeer’s delegation met with Australian members of
parliament, government officials, representatives of international organisations, foreign
diplomats in Australia, journalists and the local Uyghur diaspora. For example, on this visit,
the delegation visited the South Australian Parliament on 26 February 2008, where Kadeer
made a report on the Uyghur situation. Over 300 Uyghur demonstrators, wearing
traditional Uyghur clothes, staged a demonstration against the PRC government in front of
the parliament building.74 Likewise, on 28 February 2008, Kadeer made a presentation at
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a press conference hosted by AI in Australia, which was attended by over 100 people. She
was later interviewed by a number of Australian journalists from ABC News, the Special
Broadcasting Service (SBS), New Era newspaper and others.75 Figure 8 reflects the event
and depicts these actors as part of the Uyghur network in 2008.
As mentioned earlier, this paper does not tackle the issue of Uyghur counter-mobilisation,
as the topic is beyond its scope and needs to be addressed in detail in future studies.
However, a brief case is mentioned here at the end of this section in order to enrich our
understanding of Uyghur activism and the PRC’s counter-mobilisation in Australia.
The case occurred in 2009, when an international film festival was scheduled to take place
in Melbourne. 76 The organiser’s decision to show The 10 Conditions of Love, a
documentary of the exiled Uyghur leader, Rebiya Kadeer, was met with severe opposition
from the Chinese representation and supporters of China in Australia. The festival’s
website was hacked and sabotaged by Chinese supporters, leading to an investigation of
the case by the Australian police. Various Australian news agencies covered the incident,
drawing a strong public backlash in Australia. 77 While most of the general public in
Australia was displeased with Chinese intervention in an Australian festival, some
pro-China individuals continued to side with the PRC government, accusing the festival of
inviting a ‘terrorist’ to the event.78 The Uyghur diaspora in Australia, not surprisingly,
reacted to defend their interests.79 For instance, staff of the Uyghur Australian Association,
who would have been Kadeer’s host, pressed for a meeting with Foreign Minister Stephen
Smith to discuss Kadeer’s upcoming visit to Australia to attend the festival and other
events.80 At the international level, reports of the incident by major news agencies, such as
the Los Angeles Times and the BBC, further helped sway international public opinion
against the Chinese government’s intervention.81
Finally, the documentary was screened at the Melbourne Town Hall, a much larger and
more significant location than initially planned, in front of a larger audience comprising of a
sympathetic public and Australian supporters of the Uyghur cause. Although originally
meant to be just a cultural event initiated by the Australian film festival, the ramifications of
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events associated with it called upon Uyghur supporters, opponents and bystanders to
defend their individual positions. Both mobilisation and counter-mobilisation were
witnessed, thus making the issue of China-born Uyghurs more widely known in Australia.82
While this paper does not focus on the question of Uyghur impacts, the Melbourne incident
proves that in spite of the Uyghurs not being greatly influential in their activities,83 they
have learnt to capitalise on symbolic events or crises. The incident presented Uyghur
diasporic organisations with an opportunity to use symbolic politics,84 and served as a
catalyst for persuasion through which they could create awareness and expand their
networks.

Conclusion
The Uyghur networks that many political observers, practitioners and scholars believe to exist
are visualised in this paper. International networks are actively involved in both the offline and
online spheres in making the Uyghurs an important issue beyond China. Some actors are
initiators or sympathisers, who have more active roles in debating the Uyghur issues and
participating in organised events, such as the NGOs. There are also other actors who are
relatively neutral, such as the news agencies, who only seek to report the Uyghur issues.
Despite being more passive, their presence at Uyghur events makes them part of the Uyghur
networks. Overall, the current networks appear fragmented and not very centralised as they
involve several kinds of actors. Close and continued observation will be needed to ascertain
whether these networks see a transformation toward a more polarised or more fragmented
future, or proceed in both these directions.
Despite the fairly fragmented nature of these networks, the central roles being played by the
WUC, the UAA and Rebiya Kadeer are undeniable in the present setting. This study empirically
confirms the widely held perception that these actors are key players in mobilising Uyghur
communities around the world. The UAA is active in both the online and offline networks, while
the WUC’s online role is less prominent than its offline one. The WUC, however, wields
considerable influence over Uyghur activism in various corners of the globe, and this is further
supported by the case study of Uyghur linkages in Australia.
Research is not always about discovering new material, but also includes efforts to verify current
paradigms or already held beliefs using various scientific methods. Although some findings of
this study are not entirely new to Uyghur observers, they do empirically confirm and consolidate
the shared perceptions of observers and activists of these Uyghur networks.85 While political
observers may have doubted the WUC’s role in the past and questioned its status as an
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umbrella organisation of the Uyghurs, the results of this SNA corroborate the WUC’s position.
The SNA data sets created for the present study are a valuable resource for future Uyghur
studies. These can be accessed on the author’s website and can be replicated for various
other SNA analyses aimed at further empirical validation of the Uyghur networks.
This paper paves the way for further research on the growing networks of the Uyghurs.86
There are several topics that are relevant to this discussion but have not been addressed
due to the paper’s limited scope. There is, therefore, a need for future research efforts that
explore these areas. Some of these are mentioned in brief below.
Firstly, the impact of Uyghur diasporic activities needs to be explored to determine the
extent of their success. The Uyghur diaspora, particularly those with strong political
intentions, are successful in the sense that the diaspora has its own circle of friends and
supporters who provide opportunities for it to speak out at venues, such as the UN, the
European Parliament (EP) and in other international settings. What the Uyghur
organisations are engaged in now is the spreading of their cause and their agenda, thus
making themselves more visible to policy makers and individual sympathisers in liberal
democracies. This means that present transnational activities that are aimed at achieving
the Uyghurs’ self-determination remain at an ‘expressive’ level and are at the information
dissemination stage. They are not very successful in terms of actually persuading
governments to enact binding legislation or policies that would openly support their causes.
They are certainly not successful in forcing the Chinese government to concede, either.
Quite the contrary, their activism only incites Chinese counter-mobilisation. Yet, this is the
normal path of diasporic lobbying. Given time, and tactful use of symbolic events, it is not
impossible that the Uyghurs will eventually enjoy the leverage to enforce more binding
statements and legislation in the favour of their interests in liberal democracies. This is an
area that needs sustained monitoring.
It is essential that observers not disregard the impact of Uyghur transnational activism
simply because they lack tangible influence on government decisions yet. The play of
‘expressive politics’ is crucial in ethnic conflicts.87 Even though participation in organised
interests does not guarantee that their interests will be equally or effectively represented in
the policy bargaining process in China or elsewhere in the world, the Uyghurs continue to
join collective actions. The reason for this is that the act of being involved in the process
carries symbolic meaning for the Uyghurs, who then establish a relationship based on the
end result of their group participation – one of positive attachment if the result matches
their preferences and one of expressive detachment if it does not.88 Or, to put it differently,
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there are ‘tangible benefits’ for winners in this political bargaining, and ‘symbolic
reassurance for the rest who participate in the process’.89 The Uyghurs need symbolic
reassurance even though tangible benefits appear far-fetched at the present. This
psychological incentive implies that the Han-Uyghur conflict would probably only escalate,
not subside in the near future.
Secondly, more exploratory analyses are needed to understand the potential factions and
clusters within the Uyghur networks. It is not clear yet what kinds of factions exist in the
networks. It is also important to clarify potential factors that might drive the formation of
factions and clusters in their networks. For instance, what kinds of roles do national identity,
religion, political ideology and political stance toward the Uyghurs’ future play in the
formulation of Uyghur networks and their factions?
In various studies of ethnic mobilisation, scholars have found that, in addition to ideological
and political factors, practical matters such as financial capacity and resources can
contribute to the formation of movement factions.90 It is likely, although still hypothetical,
that as the prominence of the Uyghur cause grows stronger and more visible, Uyghur
individuals will increasingly be drawn to become more active. This may strengthen the
force of Uyghur activism while at the same time create competition among ambitious
Uyghur activists, as they in some cases compete for resources, reputation (e.g., ‘I am the
one representing the Uyghurs’) and other such concerns. Competition could prompt
individuals to contemplate creating their own niches and differentiate themselves from
other Uyghur groups based on ideological differences, for instance. Factions could just be
the result of power struggles and carving up turf among Uyghurs for their self-interests.
These interesting questions and hypotheses are important for Uyghur analysts and their
continuing efforts to unearth the dynamics at play in these networks. Sustained interest in
the subject will further permit the accumulation of data sets that might eventually be useful
for a longitudinal study, which is at this time deficient in current literature. Future studies will
then help us gradually grasp the transformation of the Uyghur networks across a longer
period of time.
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