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PROGRAMME 

FIFTH JESHO LECTURE ON ASIAN HISTORY

6.00 pm Introduction
 Paolo Sartori | Austrian Academy of Sciences
 

 Sacred Sites in Eastern Turkistan: Destruction, Transformation, and   
 Persistence
 Rian Thum | University of Manchester
 

Abstract. From the 7th century to the present, observers of Eastern 
Turkistan, now part of the People’s Republic of China, have assigned 
special significance to holy sites. Conquerors of the region have shown a 
similar interest. This lecture examines the transformations of holy sites in 
Eastern Turkistan under the influence of conquering and colonizing states, 
comparing the 11th-century transition from Buddhist to Muslim rule with 
the 21st-century efforts of the People’s Republic of China to reshape the 
Uyghur sacred landscape through both destruction and transformation. 
This juxtaposition calls into question prevailing understandings of the 
11th-century transition as a simple refashioning of existing Buddhist sites 
into Islamic manifestations, while placing current Chinese assaults on 
Uyghur cultural sites in a broader historical perspective. Together, the 
two examples show that holy places act as cultural arbiters, establishing 
routes by which change has entered Eastern Turkistan while stubbornly 
preserving not just older meanings, but also older ways of knowing. The 
examples also highlight the incommensurability of the two historical 
periods, suggesting that today’s genocidal campaign gives new, more 
violent significance to the transformation of sacred geography.

JESHO LECTURE SERIES ON ASIAN HISTORY
The JESHO Lecture Series on Asian History takes stock of recent historiographical 
interest in the study of Asia, which brings into conversation the connected dimension 
of world history and local genealogies of cultural change. It invites scholars working 
on different parts of Asia from the medieval period to the 20th century to consider 
political and cultural dynamics in the continent from the perspectives of their own 
periods, regions, and materials (the Perso-Islamicate World, South, Southeast and 
Far-East Asia). The aim of this lecture series is to highlight cutting-edge research on 
distinct fields of Asian studies and reflect on what certain socio-cultural formations 
might signify for the histories of individual regions and for the history of Asia as a 
whole.

JESHO – Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 

JESHO publishes original research articles in Asian, Near, 
Middle Eastern and Mediterranean Studies across history. The 
journal promotes world history from Asian and Middle Eastern 
perspectives and it challenges scholars to integrate cultural and 
intellectual history with economic, social and political analysis. 
JESHO encourages debate across disciplines in the humanities 
and the social sciences. Published since 1958, JESHO is the oldest 
and most respected journal in its field. 

For more information please visit www.brill.com.


