MUSLIM CHINESE
Ethnic Nationalism in the People’s Republic

Dru C. Gladney

Published by COUNCIL ON EAST ASIAN STUDIES, HARVARD
UNIVERSITY, and distributed by HARVARD UNIVERSITY PRESS,
Cambridge (Massachussetts) and London 1991



Publication of this book was substantially assisted by the An Wang Fund
for Research on China at the Jobn K. Fairbank Center for East Asian

Research at Harvard University.



e e ————p e e————— —— ————— 4 / d /

753

-

/77/

t-_.’.;‘& 0 200 400 600 _ 800km
) el 1 1 1 ) M

X '
. "
. .. :55
.o o g ¥
P [8 : /
2
.' \‘
' - R :
+, » “
.-'g'?’-:k, L
-*: Each dot represents 3,000 Hui Muslims ‘o h o
. [ . LA
- I N
Outlined area at center represents the <. < ]

Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region

Source: 1982 census, The Population Atlas, p. 32.




© Copyright 1991 by the President and Fellows of Harvard College
Printed in the United States of America

The Council on East Asian Studies at Harvard University publishes a monograph
series and, through the Fairbank Center for East Asian Research and the Reischauer
Institute of Japanese Studies, administers research projects designed to further schol-
arly understanding of China, Japan, Korea, Vietnam, Inner Asia, and adjacent areas.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Gladney, Dru C.

Muslim Chinese : ethnic nationalism in the People’s Republic / Dru
C. Gladney.
p. cm. — (Harvard East Asian monographs ; 149)
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 0-674-59495-9. — ISBN 0-674-59496-7 (pbk.)

1. Muslims—China. 2. China—Ethnic relations. 1. Title.
I1. Series.

DS731.M87G53 1991

305.6'971051—dc20 90-26582

CIP



To my true parents,
my “dry” parents,
and Mary






Preface

The melting pot has erupted into a “cauldron” of ethnicities.! In China,
the Soviet Union, and around the globe, ethnic and national move-
ments have risen to the forefront of social and political action. Though
both modernization and Marxist theories of nationalism have predicted
the demise of national identities, the recent assertion of these identities
in the political arena has cast doubt on, if not repudiated, these assimi-
lationist assumptions. Russification, though accepted by many as an
inexorable inevitability, has not occurred among the many strident
nationalities of the Soviet Union. Sinicization, predicted as well for the
minorities of China, is called into question in the face of rising nation-
alism and the persistence of ethnic identities.

While much has been written about the resurgence of national, often
Muslim, ethnic movements in the Soviet Union, there has been little dis-
cussion of similar processes in China. This book will examine some of
the reasons why. The minorities, and Muslims, of China have generally
been marginalized on the geographic and social horizons of discourse
and power in China, often confined to remote, officially closed commu-
nities difhicult to research and often reluctant to admit outsiders. This
study, based on field research in concentrated Muslim communities in
China, represents an attempt to understand the identity of one of the
Muslim minorities of China, as well as to reintroduce the problem of
ethnic nationalism to the study and understanding of Chinese society
and national identity.

Nearly 20 million of the peoples in the People’s Republic are Mus-
lim. Though they are a small percentage of China’s entire population,
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the reassertion of their identity on a national and transnational level
calls into question many assumptions about the nature of Chinese soci-
ety, ethnicity, and national identity. Relegated to the borders of terri-
tory and power in China, and to the periphery of scholarly interest,
they are beginning to challenge this marginalization, forcing a reconsid-
eration of the traditional categorization by which Chinese society is
divided and analyzed. This is why, in the words of Peter Stallybrass and
Allon White, the “Others” who were “socially peripheral have become
so symbolically central.”? The internal Others of China are now begin-
ning to challenge the conceptualization of the Chinese “Self.”

The “Salman Rushdie in China” protest, a nationwide demonstration
of Muslims that took place at the peak of the 1989 “Democracy Move-
ment” in Beijing (pictured on the cover of this book and discussed in
Chapter 1), illustrates many of the issues with which this study is con-
cerned: the nationalization and transnationalization of Muslim identity
in China, the challenge posed to the state by minority voices, and the
rise in ethnic nationalism. Both of these last terms are key: ethniciry, in
that the Muslims who took part in the protest see themselves as vibrant
ethnic groups with a self-assurance and an identity that is very much
their own; and nationalism, in that they are expressing their identities as
nationalities, recognized by the state as belonging to the 55 ofhcial
minority nationalities who have been given a voice and a right, guaran-
teed by the constitution, to speak out on their own affairs—a voice they
are now using with considerable effect.

This book concerns itself primarily with one of the 10 Muslim
nationalities in China, the Hui minority, who make up over half of all
Muslims in China and live in every province and city across the nation.
A vital part of the Chinese social landscape, they have rarely been stud-
ied by Westerners. The last book in English to be written about these
Muslims that was based on field research in China was published in
1910, by the Protestant missionary Marshall Broomhall, entitled, Islam
in China: A Neglected Problem. Despite Broomhall's monumental effort
to highlight the importance of Muslims to Chinese society, they have
remained a neglected and problematic minority.

The reasons behind this continued neglect are explored in the first
two chapters, and the problem of Hui Muslim identity is a central con-
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cern throughout the work. My thesis is that Hui Muslim identity in
China has been inadequately understood in the past due to Western eth-
nicity theories that failed to take into account both cultural and poliu-
cal aspects of that identity, their dynamic dialectical interaction at local
levels, and, most important, the role of the state in defining and, to
some extent, objectifying that identity. Official Chinese portrayals of
the Hui are also limited 1n understanding this dynamic identity by their
overemphasis upon nationality identification programs, relying on, in
Partha Chatterjee’s terms, the “derivative discourses” of Marxist-Stalinist
nationality theory,’ Lewis Henry Morgan-style stage evolutionism, and
traditional Chinese ideas of identity and nationhood, which are very
much tied to the idea of country—China as “Zhong Guo,” the central
state.

This unique combination of nationality discourse and political rhe-
toric has resulted in a considerable blurring of genres, to use Clifford
Geertz's phrase, unfortunately obfuscating much of Hui identity.* This
confusion has led scholars in the past to take two diametrically opposed
views of the Hui Muslims in China, either predicting that, since they
are Muslims and similar to their brethren elsewhere, they would inevi-
tably rise in an attempt to violently secede from the Chinese nation-
state, or, by contrast, assuming that, if they have not risen up against the
state, it is only because they have already, or soon will, become entirely
assimilated to the dominant Han Chinese tradition—what in China
scholarship is known as “Sinicization.” Since the Hui are thought to be
culturally “closer” to the Han majority than other minorities in China—
they generally speak Chinese, wear Chinese dress, and lack many of the
“colorful” cultural markers of identity that other minorities display—
many have completely doubted their distinct ethnicity, seeing them as
merely Han who may share a vestigial belief in Islam.

These positions are seriously challenged by resurgent Hui Muslim
ethnic nationalism (as demonstrated by the “Salman Rushdie in China”
case, in which protesters appealed to the Communist Party for protec-
tion and assistance), as well as the dramatic rise in those who (for what-
ever reason) identify themselves, and want to be recognized by the state,
as minorities. Some Han now prefer to marry these minoriues, giving
themselves, or their children, access to the rights and privileges
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accorded to minority nationalities in China, even as other Han are
becoming increasingly disgruntled by the favoritism shown toward
these minorities. These shifts in ethnic sentiments are matched by a
growing seriousness with which the state has begun to address the
national question in China.

These “social facts” of the modern Chinese world require a radical
reassessment of former thinking about the assimilation and marginaliza-
tion of minorities in China. Based on the case of the Hui, I propose a
theory of ethnic national identity in the Chinese nation-state that takes
into consideration the dynamic, even dialectical, interaction of culture,
socioeconomics, and the state in fashioning the expression and identifica-
tion of the Hui, and other minorities, in China today. In Benedict
Anderson’s terms, this study challenges the way Chinese national iden-
tity is “imagined” by both Chinese and Western China scholars, as well
as exploring how the identity of one people has been shaped at local
levels by these social imaginings, the derivative discourses of ethnicity
and nationalism in China.’

This study of Muslim ethnic nationalism and identity in China is
based on a total of 3 years’ field research in the People’s Republic, pri-
marily among Hui Muslims, from 1982 to 1990. The bulk of the
research was carried out during my dissertation fieldwork, from 1983 to
1985, when I spent 22 months in China. In addition, several follow-up
trips were taken to Muslim areas every year following the completion of
the dissertation research, with the most recent in January 1990. On
every trip I was able to meet again with many of my Hui colleagues,
informants, and villagers in China and to discuss with them my earlier
conclusions. For those who have gone to the trouble to read the original
dissertation, this study represents a significant revision, based on follow-
up interviews, and provides new information and resolutions. The four
case communities remain the same, however, with additional material
added. Though many of my original ideas and questions have changed,
my basic conclusion has remained the same: The wide diversity of local
Hui ethnic identity, and their national unity under the state’s minority
policy, has led to the emergence of a new ethnoreligious identity in
China, an identity that challenges many of the assumptions about eth-
nicity and national identity in Chinese society.
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The 4 ethnographic chapters discuss how Hui ethnic identity is
expressed with reference to cultural symbols and national policies at the
local level. In the northwestern Sufi village of Na Homestead, located in
the Ningxia Hui autonomous region, Islamic belief and ritual embody
the most salient expressions of Hui identity. In the capital of Beijing
city, the urban Hui of the Niujie “Oxen Street” community express
their ethnicity in terms of occupational specializations and dietary
restrictions. In the rural village of Changying, a Hui autonomous vil-
lage on the Hebei North China plain outside of Beijing, Hui identity
is often expressed in terms of ethnic marriage endogamy, that has led to
the establishment of national networks. Finally, in the Chendai Ding
lineage on the southeast coast of Fujian province, genealogical ideas of
descent that reflect traditional Chinese constructions of ethnicity
become the key marker of identity for these Hui who no longer prac-
tice Islam.

These divergent identities reflect a wide variety of Hui Muslims in
China: from Sufi fundamentalists to urban workers, from northern
wheat farmers to southeastern fishermen, from noodle-makers to Party
leaders, from smartly dressed “Western” urbanites to veiled northwest-
ern melon-sellers, from imam to cadre, hajji to athiest, these people all
call themselves Hui, are identified by the state as such, and strongly
resent all attempts to regard them otherwise as an insult to their heri-
tage. That all of these different peoples could see themselves as one eth-
nic group wreaks havoc on modern ethnicity theory; that they have
united together as one nationality with a growing population, connec-
tions to the Middle East, and political clout, makes Chinese Commu-
nist cadres give serious consideration to many of their demands and
requestion Marxist dogma about the fading of national differences in
socialist societies. It is in the particularities of their differences, and the
shared imaginings of their similarities, that their identity is to be
located—not in any reified notion of what a “Hui Muslim” is, or an
assumed construction of “Chinese-ness.”

As China finds itself once again at the center of a growing Asian
sphere of economic and international dominance, situated between the
Central Asian plain (commanded by the nation-states of the Muslim
Middle East, South Asia, and the Soviet Union), and the vibrant polit-
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ical economies of East Asia (led by Japan, Taiwan, and Korea), the Mus-
lims of China may be very well positioned to resume their traditional
role as the “middle men” of the Silk Road, somewhere in between East
and West, and no longer marginal to our understanding of the complex
nature of Chinese society.
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A Note on Romanization

Chinese terms are transliterated using the pinyin system that is now stan-
dard in the People’s Republic. Frequently used Chinese ideographs, as
well as Hui Islamic terms and phrases, are given in the glossary (Appen-
dix B), using the jiantize script, which is also standard in China. Names
and places traditionally glossed according to popularly accepted systems
are given in their most widely known forms (Sun Yat-sen, Canton,
Hakka, Manchu, etc.). Arabic and Persian terms are romancized accord-
ing to the Encyclopedia of Islam. For Turkic terms and place names I usu-
ally follow the romanized forms given by D. M. Farquhar, G. Jarring,
and E. Norin, Sven Hedin Central Asian Atlas: Index of Geographic
Names (Sven Hedin Foundation: Stockholm, 1967). Thus Kashgar is
used instead of the Chinese Kashi, and Tibet, instead of Xizang. Let the
reader beware: In a work portraying such a truly transnational group,
whose linguistic codes, socioreligious traditions and ethnic roots extend
from the Far to the Middle East, and beyond, there are bound to be
gross inconsistencies (Ahong, instead of the pinyin, Ab hong, since it bet-
ter reflects its Persian origins, Abund) and a few personal idiosyncracies
(such as the use of plurals for languages that use them, e.g., Imams,
Uigurs, and Tibetans; and singular for Chinese terms, which do not,
e.g., the many Hui, Han, and Dongxiang who inhabit this text). For
these variances I depend upon the reader’s indulgence.
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ONE

Muslim Nationalism in China: A Fourth Tide

During my stay in China, whenever I saw any Muslims I always felt as though
I were meeting my own family and close kinsmen.
—1bn Battuta, Fourteenth Century

Just prior to the bloody suppression of the 1989 democracy movement
in China, in the midst of the flood of protesting students and workers
who, for a remarkably lengthy moment in history, marched relatively
unimpeded across Tiananmen Square and the screens of the world’s tele-
vision sets, another comparatively unnoticed, but nevertheless signifi-
cant, procession took place. Starting at the Central Institute for Nation-
alities, the state-sponsored college that attempts to “educate” some of the
most elite representatives of China’s 91 million minority nationalities,
the protest began with mainly Hui Muslim students who were joined
by representatives of all 10 Muslim nationalities in China, including
some sympathetic members of the Han Chinese majority. The rather
unwieldy procession made its way down China’s “high-tech corridor” in
the northwest corner of the city, where Beijing University, People’s Uni-
versity, Qinghua University, and a host of other colleges had gorged
forth innumerable student protesters in the heady days before June 4th.
Like these zealous student marchers, this procession was on its way to
Tiananmen Square, the so-called “Gate of Heavenly Peace,” which soon
opened on to a hellish nightmare of indiscriminate warfare in the streets
of the terrorized city. This procession to the Square also made its way
along Changan Jie, “the Avenue of Eternal Peace,” that shortly thereafter
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was to be renamed “Blood Alley” by Beijing’s citizens, but, instead of
proceeding directly to the Square, it veered south, for its second point
of destination: the central “Oxen Street” (Niujie) Mosque patronized by
many of Beijing’s 200,000 Muslims and the nearby Chinese Islamic Asso-
ciation.

Instead of calls for “Democracy!” and “Freedom!,” this protest raised
banners that proclaimed: “Death to China’s Salman Rushdie!” “Respect
China’s Freedom of Religion!” “Uphold the Constitution!” “Uphold
the Party’s Nationality and Religion Policies!” “Preserve Nationality
Unity!” “Love our Country, Love our Religion!” “Oppose Blasphemy
against Islam!” “Allahu Akbar! (God is Great)” and “Ban the Book Sex-
ual Customs, the Satanic Verses of China!”' Unlike the students and
workers dressed in their street clothes, these protesters wore the
emblems of Islam in China: Men donned the white hat by which Mus-
lims are frequently distinguished, while women Muslims, many for first
time, adopted the hijab, or head-covering (Chinese: gai tou), worn pub-
licly only in very conservative Muslim areas in China, but found adorn-
ing Muslim women throughout the Islamic world.

Numbering almost 3,000 by the time they reached their final desti-
nation, Tiananmen Square, these Muslims, primarily students from the
Nationalities Institute, were protesting the publication of a book in Chi-
nese entitled Sexual Customs (Xing fengsu), that they claimed denigrated
Islam, just, they said, “like the ‘Satanic Verses.”” Marching at the front
of the long procession as it wound its way through the streets of the cap-
ital were Hui, Uigur, Kirghiz, and Kazak Muslim students who held
above their heads both their official certificate permitting them to pro-
test, issued by the Public Security Bureau, and their letter of protest over
the publication of Sexual Customs. The book was an innocuous descrip-
tion of the history of sexuality around the world, which guaranteed it
a strong market in China where few official books address the subject.?
Muslims in China would normally pay little attention to such popular
literature. They were violently incensed, however, by sections of the
book dealing with Islam which compared minarets to phalli, Muslim
tombs and domes to the “mound of Venus,” and the Meccan pilgrimage
to orgies, which were an excuse, the book claimed, for homosexual rela-
tions and sodomy, with camels, no less.?
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The denigration of Islam and religious practices not thought to be
Chinese has had a long history in China, and this was by no means the
most degrading. The response this time, however, was the most violent
in recent years. In addition to the protest of 3,000 Muslims in Beijing on
12 May, the Chinese press reported that over 20,000 Muslims marched
in Lanzhou, the capital of Gansu, at the end of April, and up to 100,000
Muslims filled the streets of Xining, the capital of Qinghai, in mid-May,
including smaller protests in Urumgqi, Shanghai, Inner Mongolia,
Wuhan, and Yunnan.

Remarkably, and in another dramatic contrast to the crackdown on
the student Pro-Democracy Movement, the state took the following
actions 1n response to this Muslim protest over an insignificant Chinese
book: The government granted full permission for all the Muslim
protests,* often despatching police to close streets, stop trafhc, and direct
the marchers, many of whom were organized by the China Islamic Asso-
ciation, a state-sponsored organization established in the 1950s. In the
Beijing instance, the police even provided a car for a Hui Muslim profes-
sor from the Central Institute for Nationalities to escort the protesting
students. At the end of their long day of protesting, the state provided
buses to bring the students back across town to their home universities.
Perhaps as a factor influencing the state’s rapid response, China’s Mus-
lims received a large boost from the visit of Iran’s President Ali Kha-
meini, who on 11 May, just one day before the Beijing protest that
ignited protests across China, stated that he was in full solidarity with
the Muslims’ demands and that the Ayatollah Khomeini continued to
maintain the Rushdie death threat, despite international outrage.

Most notably, the state immediately met all the demands of the pro-
testors: The book was banned, and supposedly 13 million copies were
confiscated, with 95,240 copies publicly burned in the main square of
Lanzhou; the Shanghai editors were fired and the authors required to
make a public apology; and the publication houses in Shanghai and
Shanxi were closed for “reorganization.”

Perhaps even more significantly, the government decided to be leni-
ent against Muslims who had gotten carried away in the largely peaceful
demonstrations, breaking laws and damaging state property. In a Lan-
zhou Muslim protest on 12 May, over 200 Muslims rampaged through
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the downtown offices of the provincial government, breaking windows
and office equipment, and severely injuring the driver of a car suspected
of transporting copies of the book. The Public Security Bureau, after a
prolonged struggle, arrested 35 Muslims, who were detained overnight.
However, instead of prosecuting the Muslims, the government released
them, after an emergency meeting with representatives of the local Chi-
nese Islamic Association who arbitrated on their behalf.® In an interest-
ing development, after the authors of Sexual Customs were released, and
their formerly pseudonymous identities revealed, they were then re-
arrested for their own safety: Muslims in Qinghai had taken up a reward
of 600,000 yuan ($200,000 US) for their execution. They are now in hid-
ing under police protection, Salman Rushdie-style.

The protests were not well covered in the Western media.¢ Given that
they occurred in the midst of the student demonstrations, hunger
strikes, and Gorbachev visit, it is not surprising. What is noteworthy is
that the Chinese media covered every detail of the Muslim protests, and
the procession in Beijing on 12 May shared the front-page headlines of
the People’s Daily with both the student strikes and the Gorbachev visit.

This case serves as a useful introduction to this book on Hui Muslim
identity in that it bears important parallels to past protests as well as ini-
tiating a new stage in ethnic nationalism in China, what I have termed,
following Joseph Fletcher, a fourth tide in Muslim identity in China.”
In terms of past Muslim movements, similar anti-Islamic publication
protests have taken place since the rise of the popular press in China.
Rudolf Lowenthal, one of the many scholars who paid serious attention
to Islam in China in the 1930s and 1940s, recorded another Beijing inci-
dent in 1939 when Muslim protesters wrecked the publication offices of
the Shijie wanbao, the Gongmin bao, and forced China’s largest publish-
ing house, the Commercial Press, to publish a formal retraction of an
article the Muslims found “insulted Muslim womanhood.”® Between
1926-1936, Barbara Pillsbury noted more than 24 articles published by
“Han” Chinese magazines and newspapers denigrating “peculiar cus-
toms” of Muslims in China, including such statements as: “The pig is
the most beloved son of the Muslim gods,” and describing how Mus-
lims are descended from a pig which they worship (which is why they
do not eat pork, out of veneration for their ancestors!).” Just such an
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article appeared in Shanghai in 1932, entitled “Why Muslims Do Not
Eat Pork,” which led to an attack on the magazine’s editor and closure
of the publication house.’® These incidents were not limited to pre-
revolutionary China, however. The 12 May letter held aloft by the pro-
testing students and read at each stop along the protest route, contained
references to a 1984 Youth News article in Shanghai and a 1988 History
of Religion volume published in Shaanxi that was “barbarian and imper-
tinent to Muslims.”!! The rise of the Muslim nationalist protests over
published insults to Islam and their heritage supports Benedict
Anderson’s argument that the proliferation of print media in Europe
gave currency to national and transnational identities, reaching out to
isolated groups and individuals.!? What is unique about this protest is
the use of the Salman Rushdie incident as a rallying point for the Bei-
Jing protesters, now elevated to an international metaphor for local Mus-
lim complaints anywhere, even in China, underscoring the new trans-
nationalism of Chinese Islam.!* In addition, and perhaps because of the
international attention given to the matter (note Khameini’s support for
the Beijing protestors), the Chinese government’s response and acquies-
cence to Muslim demands has never been as thoroughgoing, nor the pro-
test as national, or even transnational.!4

In this book I seek to argue that the Rushdie incident in China
reveals the ways in which modern religious and ethnic idenuties are
shaped, the ways in which local Muslims move within the specific “con-
tours of power” in Chinese society.!® These contours are shaped by
what Partha Chatterjee notes as the “derivative discourse” of national-
ism and religion—the definition of what it means to be a member of an
identified nationality or officially approved religious group in China.!e
By appealing to these state-imposed rationalizations of religion and eth-
nicity, Muslims were able to turn these discursive restraints to their own
advantage. By stressing the legality of the Muslim protests, what Barbara
Pillsbury noted as their “protest to the government,” rather than against
it—the fact that the Muslims had permission and were often escorted by
police—the state-controlled press sought to juxtapose the legal Muslim
protest with the illegality of the student protests. The students, as an
unrecognized voluntary association, were considered unlawful, riotous,
and a threat to the state’s order. For that they were met by a military
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crackdown. The actions of the Muslims, as members of state-assigned
minority nationalities and believing in a world religion approved by the
state, were considered permissible. For that they were inundated with
state-sponsored media and assisted in their demands. The difference,
from the Chinese state’s standpoint, was one of order and disorder,
rationality and confusion, law and criminality, reward and punishment.

The Muslims demonstrating in the streets of China’s major cities pro-
tested not only as Muslims but also as members of the state-assigned
Islamic nationalities, in a demonstration of what Geertz has called “pri-
mordial politics.”’” This is illustrated in the means by which Muslims
justified their participation in the Salman Rushdie protest in China. In
several accounts, it was reported that many Muslims felt compelled to
take part in the protests because the book was an affront to their iden-
tity as members of state-assigned Muslim national groups. In Qinghai,
the following statement was made to the Xining news service:

Han Fucai, a Hui leading cadre, said: “As 4 Hui cadre, in common with all
Muslims, I am extremely angry. The masses have called for punishment
according to the law for those concerned with publishing, distributing, and
editing this book. This is quite fair and reasonable.”!

As a member of the Hui minority, one of 10 Muslim nationalities in
China, this man felt insulted by the portrayal of Islam in the book Sex-
ual Customs, though he himself was a cadre, probably a Communist
Party member, and undoubtedly not very religious. The state-assigned
label of Hui identity became the means by which this man’s claims were
placed before the state, an immensely useful circularity, revealing what
I shall argue to be an important dialectical interaction in China between
ethnicity and nationality.

Confusion in the literature on minority nationality identity in
China has arisen over the interchangeability of the terms ethnicity and
nationality.'® Nationality is what the state in China has conferred upon
the 56 nationalities who were identified mainly in the 1950s, and
expressed in the Chinese term for nationality, minzu. Ethnicity, for
which there is no separate term in Chinese (see below), is something
entirely different, but not unrelated, in that it is tied into one’s own self-
perceived identity, which is often influenced by state policy. It is the
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interaction of self-perceived identity and its relation to state definition
and nationality policy that is at the heart of the new rise in ethnic
nationalism and the fourth tide of Islam in China. The confusion over
ethnic and national identity has led to a misunderstanding of Hui Mus-
lim identity in China, which is couched in terms of notions of purity,
Islamic heritage, and descent from Muslim ancestors, as well as state

policy.

QING ZHEN: EXPRESSIONS OF HUI IDENTITY

The Chinese book Sexual Customs, like many publications before it,
offended Muslim notions of purity and identity in China. Central to
Muslim identity is the Chinese translation and interpretation of Islam,
as revealed in a nineteenth-century Muslim tract appended at the end of
the Marshal Broomhall’s Islam in China written in 1910, the first and
only book on Muslims in China based upon extensive field and survey
work. If we are to understand Hui Muslim identity in China, we must
begin here. The Muslim tract stated:

But our Pure and True Faith [Qing Zhen Jiao], the Correct Religion, arose and
gradually reached this land from the Sui and T'ang dynasties onward. The
statement of the recognition of the Lord (derived) from Adam was not yet
lost. Moreover they obtained the most Holy Mohammed's very detailed
account of the plain commands of the True Lord. Therefore our Religion is
very Pure and very True, and only holds what is correct, not vainly taking
the name, while lacking the ability to prove its truth. ... Why (have we writ-
ten) like this? Only in the hope that those who look at (the words) will clar-
ify their heart and breast, and enlarge their horizon beyond the common and
the visible, and sweeping away heresy will consider the traces of origin and
exit, (and) will investigate the essential matter of reversion to the Source. Thus
you will almost get hold of the correct Doctrine of Purity and Truth.?

The “Pure and True” mentioned in this Muslim tract refer to the two
Chinese characters ging zhen ( %ﬁ g ) that one encounters wherever
the people known as Hui are found. The importance of this concept ini-
tially caught my attention in 1982 while in China as a language student
at Beijing University. One of the first Hui with whom I became
acquainted came to my room but refused a cup of tea I offered. The cup,



Muslim graves outside the “Bell Tomb” of Wahb Abu Kabcha in Guangzhou, whom
many Hui believe to be the cousin of Muhammad sent to China in the mid-seventh
century. Note that the two upright tombstones have diflerent Chinese ideographs
for “ahong,” the Hui term for teacher (see glossary), revealing earlier variants of the
transliterated Persian term. The horizontal inscription (lower left) reads, “The Pure
and True (religion, Qing Zhen) is without ceasing.” Photo: Gladney

Qing zhen pickling buckets produced by villagers in a Hui autonomous village south

of Kunming, Yunnan. Note the Chinese ideographs for Hui nationality (Hui zu).
Photo: Gladney
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Christian Missionary Alliance missionary Carter Holwon'’s photograph of a Hui
restauranteer holding tradivonal Qung Zhen sign indicating the restaurant 1s pure
according to Islamic regulations. Note pictured symbols ot teapot, incense vase, tree
of life, and two GMD Nationalist emblems (c. 1935). Photo: Hohon. Courtesy of
Harvard-Yenching Library.

he said, was not “pure and true enough” (bu gou qing zhen). He
explained that he did not want to drink from the same cup or eat with
the same utensils that may have been used formerly by someone who
had eaten pork; the residue might still be on the cup, no matter how
often or how well I had washed it. [ later found out that this person was
a member of the Communist Party, a well-educated urbanite, and,
although he attended the local Haidian district mosque on Islamic
“National Minority” holidays twice a year, a self-avowed atheist.

During the rest of the summer in Beijing, I began to notice the char-
acters ging zhen on restaurants, food shops, bakeries, ice-cream stands,
candy wrappers, mosques, Islamic literary works, and even on packages
of incense produced in the Dachang Hui autonomous county just east
of Beijing. It became clear to me that the concept expressed by these Chi-
nese ideographs meant more to the Hui than the absence of lard or
pork. It had become, in the Geertzian sense,?! a “sacred symbol” mark-
ing Hui identity and thus provides a good starting point for this study
of Hui ethnicity.

Wherever the Hui have traveled, both in and outside China proper,



Weizhou Great Mosque, southern Ningxia, which Claude Pickens described as the
most beautiful mosque in China (c. 1930). It was destroyed during the Cultural Rev-
olution. Photo: Pickens. Courtesy of Harvard-Yenching Library.

Interior of Hui mosque in Dali, Yunnan, with mibrab at center bordered by
Quranic citations. The stylized Chinese characters for “longevity” (wan shou) are dis-
played on either side of the mibrab (lower left and lower right). Photo: Gladney
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this concept of ging zhen has followed. Barbara Pillsbury reports that,
until recently, a Hui Chinese restaurant could be found in Los Angeles
bearing the large characters for qing zbhen on a sign in front, and serving
traditional ceremonially purified Hui Chinese dishes cooked by a Hui
immigrant from Taiwan. Most Chinese restaurants in the Muslim Mid-
dle East are run by Muslims from China and are ging zben restaurants.
In Kirghizia and Kazakistan, Soviet Central Asia, where Hui fled after
the failure of their mid-nineteenth-century rebellions and established
themselves in close-knit communities, the title of ging zhen is found on
all their restaurants and food stands, written in the Dungan Cyrillic
script they have adapted over the years. In Bangkok, I found a small Chi-
nese restaurant run by Hui from Yunnan, named Chien Jan, a Thai trans-
literation of ging zhen, reflecting Southern Chinese and Thai pronun-
ciation. “The China Islamic Restaurant” in Rosemead, California, is run
by Hui Muslims and entitled in Chinese Qing Zhen Ma Jia Guan (Pure
and True Ma Family Restaurant). The importance of this label on all
“Pure and True” Hui restaurants and caravansary was apparent to the
Protestant missionaries Cable and French, when they stopped in Dun-
huang on their long trek across the Gobi Desert in the early part of this
century:

At Tunhwang we temporarily exchanged tent life for inn life. From half a
dozen possible hostelries we chose a serai where a wooden sign, in the shape
of a teapot, swung at the main entrance. This sign bore the inscription “Pure
and True Religion,” which indicated to passers-by that it was a Moslem inn
and offered lodging more particularly to followers of the prophet.

Chinese travellers avoid any such inn because of the rudeness to which
they may be subjected when using it. Even though they abstain from eating
pork during their stay, every pot and pan which they possess is considered
unclean, and will not be allowed inside the kitchen. This 1s not conducive to
good feeling between host and guest, and may at any time lead to high words
and even to blows.22

Donald Leslie suggests that ging zben might have originated with the
Chinese Jews and referred to Judaism in many of their ancient inscrip-
tions.?* Beijing’s East Mosque (Dong Si) is the earliest structure referred
to as a Qing Zhen Si in 1447, the 20th year of the Ming Emperor Zheng
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Tong.2* The early-eleventh-century Arab-style mosque in Quanzhou
was known as the Qing Jing Si (Pure and Clean Mosque), and the Islam-
icist Yang Yongchang gives several examples of mosques with Purity
and Truth in their early titles.?* In his etymological study of the term,
the prominent Hui historian Ma Shouqian concludes that, before the
Yuan dynasty, ging zben referred loosely to both Islam and Judaism,
but, by the Ming dynasty, its meaning was generally restricted to the reli-
gion of the Hui people.2¢ The French Commandant d’Ollone,?” in his
study of the Hui in Yunnan, reported that Qing Zhenjiao (The Pure and
True Religion) was the name ofhcially given to Islam in a fourteenth-
century edict.?®

The Chinese etymological dictionary Ci Yuan traces qing zhen to a
Tang-dynasty expression: “Pure and True lacks desire, it is everything
that cannot change” (qing zhen guayu, wanwu bu neng yi ye).?? In the
seventeenth-century work Qing Zbhen jiao shuo (Speaking of the pure
and true religion), Liu Sanxiu, father of the famous Ming-dynasty
Islamic scholar Liu Zhi, wrote that Islam comprises 3 elements: “The
purity and truth of Allah, religion, and humankind” (zhu de ging zben,
jiao de qing zhen he ren de qing zben). Ma Fuchu (1794-1874), the Yun-
nan Hui scholar, defined ging zhen in terms of Confucian ideals when
he wrote: “To deny oneself is pure, to restore propriety is true” (Kej
zhiwei qing, fuli zhiwei zhen).>® Here we see the two complementary but
distinct usages of the term. Ma Fuchu explicitly tied the Islamic concept
of qing zhen to traditional Confucian principles expressed in the phrase
“denying oneself and restoring propriety” (keji fuli).>!

Hui scholars in China today generally suggest that ging zbhen means
“clean and authentic” (gingjie zhenshi), emphasizing both the sanitary
and authoritarian aspects of the term. Matthews translates ging as clear,
pure, and lucid.’? A Beijing “sanitation worker” or “street cleaner” is
known as a gingjie gongren. Qing jiaotu is the Chinese gloss for the
Christian “Puritan.” Zhen, Matthews informs us, refers to what is true,
real, unfeigned, and genuine.?* “Authenticity” or “truthfulness” is gener-
ally rendered as zhen shi xing. Vernon Fowler, in an interesting recent
etymological study of the term zhen, concludes that the graph appears
in early sacrificial texts related to “ritual cooking.”* It is noteworthy
that early Muslim attempts to represent the foreign term Islam in Chi-
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nese writing should turn to ideographs that connote ritual purity and
sacrificial authenticity.

The concept of ging zhen, 1 argue, reveals two aspects of Islam in
China central to Hui community interests and self-understanding: pur-
ity (ging), in the sense of ritual cleanliness and moral conduct; and truth
(zben), in the sense of authenticity and legitimacy. This wider meaning
of ging zhen goes beyond the Arabic term bhalal, as qing zhen is some-
times translated, for it involves much more than food ritually prepared
according to Islamic dietary prescriptions. The concept of ging zhen gov-
erns all one’s life. The Arabic term tahara (ritual or moral purity) is per-
haps a better translation for this all-encompassing concept.’> However,
for the Hui, the two aspects of ging zben, purity and truth, define impor-
tant tensions in their identity: Islamic moral purity and the authentic-
ity of ethnic ancestry, lifestyle, and heritage.

Anthropologists have explored in many different contexts the notion
of purity and social tabu in terms of symbolic import and influence on
social relations. Louis Dumont has argued that, in South Asia, an
emphasis on moral and ritual purity contains within it the basis for
ideas of hierarchy:

The opposition of pure and impure appears to us the very principle of hier-
archy, to such a degree that it merges with the opposition of superior and infer-
ior; moreover, it also governs separation. We have seen it leads at many levels
to seclusion, isolation. The preoccupation with purity leads to the getting rid
of the recurrent personal impurities of organic life, to organizing contact with
purificatory agents and abolishing it with external agents of impurity,
whether social or other.’

Clearly, for the Hui, social and ideological priorities have superseded
ecological and economic concerns. (In China, pork has been the basic
meat protein for centuries and regarded by Chairman Mao as *“a
national treasure.”)?’

As Mary Douglas has so eloquently described, social pollution is
structured in the context of marginality and boundedness: People make
moral distinctions between what they regard as pure and impure in the
context of social exclusivity and inclusivity.’® Arnold van Gennep’s

work on tabu and totemism in Madagascar emphasized, in a way similar
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to Douglas, that these practices were more than just religious concerns
with ideological purity; they marked the boundaries of one’s identity,
separating Self from Other.”® For the Hui to have perceived, even re-
ordered, their moral universe in terms of the dictates of a ging zhen life-
style indicates its centrality to their identity in China. Foreign Muslim
visitors to Hui areas have commented on the scrupulous attention paid
by Hui to Islamic dietary restrictions, even surpassing other Muslims in
the Middle East.*® In Victor Turner’s terms, the polysemic symbolic
expression of ritual purity is intricately tied to the structure and power
of social relations.*! Confucian notions of propriety and hierarchy may
have also contributed to the ways in which the Hui conceived of them-
selves in relations to others.

In China, the Hui have always been ritually and perhaps morally sus-
pect, not merely because of their foreign origins—there have been many
foreigners easily assimilated into Chinese society without developing
ethnic, enduring social collectivities—but perhaps, more fundamen-
tally, because of their avoidance of those objects, such as pork, that have
been a fundamental part of the elementary structure of Chinese ritual
and food prestations.*? Yet, as Julia Kristeva has so acutely described,
there is a basic powerfulness, even horror, related to defilement and
impurity that goes beyond social structure.? It strikes at the very core
of one’s self and ontology. There may be something more fundamental
than food proscription at stake here: The Hui’s defining and ordering of
their world into one that is pure and true turns the tables on Chinese
society. It reverses the Durkheimian polarities of what is sacred and pro-
fane in China, making the Hui the pure community that rejects Chinese
ritual values, and the true believers who follow the one God above all
others.** This notion and its wide variety of expression and reinterpre-
tation among various Huil communities is basic to their identity.

This book explores the expression of Hui identity according to their
different interpretations of ging zhen. It also highlights the basis for fun-
damental questions with which the Hui themselves are concerned.
How does one maintain moral purity and ritual cleanliness in a society
that is non-Muslim and uses pork as its basic source of meat protein and
cooking oil?> More fundamentally, how does one legitimate one’s ethno-
religious identity as true, authentic, and valid, in the context of a Com-
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munist state influenced by the “three great teachings” (san da jiao) of
Confucianism, Buddhism, and Daoism? As we have seen with the Sal-
man Rushdie protest, Hui notions of purity and identity define the con-
text and content of their ethnic nationalism.

The concept of ging zben is so central to Hui ethnoreligious concern
that it has become the very confession of their faith.+5 The monotheis-
tic formula—that there is no God but Allah and Muhammad is his
Prophet—is known in Arabic as the Shabadab; to the Hui, it is known
in Chinese as the Qing Zhen Yan, the very words of ging zhen. It is not
surprising that Muslims since the Yuan settled upon the concept of ging
zhen 10 translate the meaningfulness of Islam for them living in Chinese
society. Significantly, they could have settled on Chinese translations of
“submission,” “obedience,” or “faithfulness,” arguably closer to the orig-
inal meaning of Islam. They also did not simply transliterate the term
Islam as Yisilam until very recently. Instead, the combination of ging
and zhen seemed to capture and express their deepest concerns as Mus-
lims living in the Chinese world. Pure reflected their concern to morally
legitimate themselves in a Confucian society preoccupied with moral
propriety and order. Truth and belief in the “True Lord” (Zhen Zhu) dis-
tinguished them as monotheists in a land where polytheistic belief and
practice predominated. There is clearly a subtle irony here, as in China
the Han have typically looked down on the Hui as dirty, larcenous, and
immoral, while the Hui, by their very choice of translation, portray
their ethnoreligious identity as more “pure and true” than the Han. The
different ways Hui have sought to adapt their ethnoreligious identity,
their ideas of a pure and true lifestyle, to the various Chinese soctopolit-
ical contexts and to the tides of Islamic influence arriving from the Mid-
dle East and Central Asia have led to a wide diversity of Hui 1dentities
and Islamic orders in China, as well as influencing the nature of their
conflict and interaction with the Chinese state.

STATE POWER AND THE EVOLUTION OF AN ETHNONYM

The Hui have exercised originality and flexibility in interpreting their
understanding of Islam to a Chinese audience, and thus have sought
interpretive control over their internal understanding of Islam. Exter-
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nally, however, the state has traditionally labeled their faith simply as
the “religion of the Hui” (Hui jiao). While archaeological evidence has
revealed that Muslim peoples traded and settled in China since the very
advent of Islam, there was no consistent term in Chinese to refer to
these peoples and their religion until the thirteenth century. The emer-
gence of this term and its institutionalization as the accepted ethnonym
for one people is intimately bound to the increasing power of the state
in China and its authority over the naming of social entities. According
to Bernard Cohn, the power of the British colonial authorities to con-
duct a census and institutionalize labels and castes in India contributed
to the “objectification” of their cultures and identities:

Through the asking of questions and the compiling of information in catego-
ries which the British rulers could utilize for governing, [the census] provided
an arena for Indians to ask questions about themselves, and Indians utilized
the fact that the British census commissioners tried to order tables on caste in
terms of social precedence.*¢

It is not that these social labels did not exist in some form prior to
their institutionalization by the state in China. People referred to them-
selves as Huihui, believed in the Hui religion, and lived ethnically dis-
tinct lives. However, naming by the state, legislating who was and was
not a nationality, then quantifying the numbers of certain groups, soli-
dified those groups and gave them a social life unknown before. While
Judith Banister has related that there has been little written about the
reason the PRC chose to initiate a census along Western models and
categorize its population according to nationalities,*” H. Yuan Tien’s
analysis of the development of the early Chinese policy toward popula-
tion planning indicates that the census was very much tied into the
Nationalists’ concerns about building and documenting a strong Chi-
nese nation. Just before his death, Sun Yat-sen gave a series of lectures

in which he declared:

We Chinese are constantly boasting of our large population [of 400 million]
which cannot easily be destroyed by another nation. . .. Gentlemen, do you
know when China’s four hundred million census was taken?—In the reign of
Ch'ien Lung [A.D. 1734-1795] in the Manchu dynasty. Since Chien Lung,
there has been no census. In this period of nearly two hundred years our pop-
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ulation has remained the same —four hundred millions. A hundred years ago
it was four hundred millions; then a hundred years hence it will still be four
hundred millions. . . . Our new policy calls for increase of population and pres-
ervation of the race, so that the Chinese people may perpetuate their existence
along with the . . . races of the world.*8

Sun Yat-sen’s speech illustrates that the census played an important
role in the formulation of Chinese national identity. The early Nation-
alists (and later Communist Party leaders) argued that only by counting
and categorizing their population, as the Western nations did, could they
begin to compete in the age of nation-states and engender a national
movement. The first census of the People’s Republic, conducted in 1953,
registered only 41 nationalities. After the minority nationality identifica-
tion campaigns in the late 1950s (see below), the 1964 census registered
53 nationalities, with the 1982 census reporting a total of 56 nationalities
in China. The transformation and ethnogenesis of these peoples into rec-
ognized nationalities is crucial to our understanding of ethnic national-
1ism in China. With regard to the Hui, where once there were Muslims
interacting as co-religionists, the state identified, institutionalized, and in
short, invented a nationality. As we shall see below, the modern term for
the Hui nationality in China is directly related to the creation of the cen-
sus and the rise of the nation-state in China.

As early as the seventh century, Tang-dynasty historians documented
the presence of large groups of foreign merchants dwelling in the south-
east coastal communities of Canton (Guangzhou), Xiamen, and Quan-
zhou.*> Among these foreigners there were increasingly large numbers
of mainly Persian and Arab Muslims who were grouped with the other
foreigners as fan ke (barbarian guests). As they settled and took on local
spouses, their offspring became known as tusheng fan ke (autochtho-
nous or native-born barbarian guests). Ma Shougian reports that, dur-
ing this early period, the foreign Muslims rarely interacted with
non-Muslim Chinese outside the marketplace, and Islam was of little
interest to local officials.’® Islamic religious activities were described in
Tang and Song texts simply as the worship of other spirits (shen), ghosts
(gui), and even heaven (tian). Professor Ma reports early terms for Islam
such as the “Law of the Arabs” (Da Shi Fa), the Religion of the Celestial
Square (Tian Fang Jiao), and Muhammadanism.*!
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The Chinese term Hui (@) or Hui jiao (@A) for the Hui people or
Islam in China did not gain widespread usage until the Yuan dynasty,
when large populations of Central Asian Muslims began to migrate to
China under Yuan-dynasty administration.? The Mongols, under Khu-
bilai Khan'’s leadership, were the first to make an official, legal hierarch-
ical distinction between four kinds of peoples in China: The Mongols
were at the highest level of society; next were the Semu, or other foreign-
ers, that included other Central Asians, Europeans, and Muslims,
known as the Hui hui; then came the Han people, which included not
only Northern Chinese, but also Koreans, Khitans, and Jurchen; and at
the lowest end were the Nan, or “Southern” people, the Chinese popu-
lations in the south, including the Cantonese, Fujianese, and others,
who were the “least desirable and least trustworthy group.”?

The term that was later adopted as the modern Hui ethnonym
derives from a medieval Chinese transliteration for the Uigur people
(Huibu or Huibe).* William Samolin, a Central Asian historian, notes
that it was a confused attempt by early Chinese officials to generalize
about the Muslim peoples with whom they came into contact:

Later the Chinese used Hui-hu, originally Uygur, for Muslim. This served to
add to the confusion. Strictly speaking, the tribal confederation which suc-
ceeded the Turkish dynasty of the [Orkhon] Inscriptions in 742 and possessed
itself of the Oriikin refugium became generally known as Uygur after the sei-
zure of power.%s

The term Hui hui, or Hui jiao, was used generally until the modern
era to refer to all Muslims and Islam in China, no matter what their eth-
nolinguistic background. It received its first official institutionalization
under the Nationalist Government. More specific terms were often
employed by locals to distinguish between various Muslims; thus, in
Xinjiang, Chantou Hui (turban Hui) literally referred to those Muslims
who wore wound cloths on their heads, particularly the Uigur. Other
more specific ethnonyms included We:i Hui, Dongxiang Hui, Sala Hui,
and even Han Hui, which referred to those Hui who were more cultur-
ally close to the Han.s¢

Djamal al-Din Bai Shouyi, the famous Hui Marxist historian, was
the first to argue persuasively that Islam should be glossed in Chinese as
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Yisilan jiao (Islam), not the Hui religion (Hui jiao).” In a chapter en-
titled “The Hui hui People and the Hui hui Religion,” Bai argued that,
even though Hui are descendants of Muslims and have inherited certain
Muslim cultural traditions such as pork abstention, they do not all nec-
essarily believe in Islam. “Muslim” is different from “Hui person” (Hu:
min), and one should not use the term Hui jiao (Hui religion) but Islam
(Yisilan jiao). He argued that the Hui believed not in their own religion,
but in the world religion of Islam, and therefore are Muslims in faith.
In ethnicity they are the Hui people, not Hui religion disciples. In Marx-
ist terms, he identified a process of the indigenization of a world reli-
gion, in this case Islam, to a local context, which for the communities
now known as the Hui had been going on for 1,200 years. Muslim
groups identified by Chinese linguists with supposedly their own lan-
guage derived their ethnonym from their language family; in this way
the Uigur, Kazak, Tadjik, Uzbek, Kirghiz, and Tatar were identified. In
this, the Chinese were heavily influenced by the 1920s Soviet identifica-
tion of these peoples in Soviet Central Asia.’® Bai Shouyi went on to
identify the Muslim peoples not distinguished by language or locality
as a catch-all residual group known as Hui min, not Hui jiao. Thus, the
ofhicial category of the Hui was legitimated, one might even say
invented so far as the legal definition of who is considered Hui is con-
cerned.

In Taiwan today, the term Hu: still continues to refer to all Muslim
peoples, and Islam is often referred to as Hu: jiao, though this usage is
opposed by some Hui.5* The refusal to recognize the Hui as a separate
nationality in Taiwan but instead as a religious group—the believers in
the Hui religion (Hui jiao tu) rather than members of the Hui ethnic
group (Hui minzu) is intimately tied to different policies in both states,
as we shall see below. These contrasting policies and ethnonyms play an
important role in the construction of Hui identity on both sides of the
Taiwan Strait.

After the founding of the People’s Republic, many of these Muslim
peoples were identified as specific nationalities, leading to the creation
or recognition of 10 so-called Muslim nationalities in China: the Hui,
Uigur, Kazak, Dongxiang, Kirghiz, Salar, Tadjik, Uzbek, Baoan, Tatar
(see Table 1). Other Muslims in Tibet, Mongolia, Yunnan, and Sichuan
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TasLe 1 Ethnonyms and Populations of Muslim Minorities in China

Minority Location Language 1990 Census
Hui All China, esp.* Sino-Tibetan 8,602,978
Ningxia, Gansu,
Henan, Xinjiang,
Qinghai, Yunnan
Hebei, Shandong
Uigur Xinjiang Altaic (Turkic) 7,214,431
Kazak Xinjiang, Gansu Alaic (Turkic) 1,111,718
Qinghai
Dongxiang Gansu, Xinjiang Altaic (Turkic) 373,872
Kirghiz Xinjiang, Altaic (Turkic) 141,549
Heilongjiang
Salar Qinghai, Gansu Altaic (Turkic) 87,697
Tadjik Xinjiang Indo-European 33,538
Uzbek Xinjiang Altaic (Turkic) 14,502
Baoan Gansu Altaic (Mongolian) 12,212
Tatar Xinjiang Altaic (Turkic) 4,873

Source: Renmin ribaa, “Guanyu 1990 nian ren kou pucha zhu yao shuju de gongbao,” 14 November 1990, p. 3.

Note: *Listed in order of size; total Muslim population, 17,597,370.

who were smaller in number and did not have a language of their own,
however, were merely grouped with the Hui as one nationality.

In general, the Communist Government has used the ethnonym Hu:
nationality (Hui minzu) to refer to those Muslims who do not have a lan-
guage of their own but speak the dialects of the peoples among whom
they live, as opposed to the other 9 Turkic-Altaic and Indo-European
Muslim language groups. In China I rarely heard Hui refer to them-
selves as Hut jiao tu (Hui religion disciples) and only occasionally heard
Hui jiao. Instead, Hui generally preferred Huimin or Huizu (Hui nation-
ality) and sometimes Huibui in rural areas. Urban Hui and intellectuals
often use the Chinese renderings for “Islam” (Yisilan jiao) and “Muslim”
(Musilin), and even Muslim people (Mumin). Urban Hui often found
the term Huibui to be offensive, and slightly demeaning, connoting
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rural origins. Other terms used to refer to the Hui in the literature include:
Dungan in Soviet Central Asia and Xinjiang,s® Panthay in Southeast Asia
and Yunnan,¢' as well as Hanbui, Huihui, Khojem, Khalkhas, and, most fre-
quently, Chinese Muslims.¢? Though the Hui are often referred to as the
Chinese Muslims because they generally speak Chinese and are more cul-
turally similar to the Han than, say, the Turkish-speaking Muslims, this
term is inappropriate and misleading since, by law, all Muslims in China
are citizens of the Chinese state, and thus Chinese. The Hui, in this re-
spect, are no more Chinese than the Uigur or Kazak.®> However, through
over 1,200 years of intimate contact with the so-called Han majority and
other peoples they have lived among, the nature of the Hui as a people s,
at the very least, exceedingly complex and, at most, questionable.

The appropriateness of many of these ethnonyms and categories 1s
heavily contested in China. The question of whether the Hui are indeed
a nationality (minzu) was the basis of several Communist Party docu-
ments dating from the 1940s, published for the first time publicly in
1980 as Huihui minzu wenti (The question of the Hui hui nationality).
One may debate the appropriateness of the application of such ethnic
labels Hui and Uigur.¢* What is not disputed, however, is the right of
the Chinese state to legalize these labels and employ them in collecting
national census materials. The continued use of these labels, their crea-
tion, institutionalization, and quantification have spurred a process of
“objectification” that has engendered a resurgence of nationalism in
China along certain contours of power relations—often defined by the
state.®® Problematizing what it means to be a member of an official eth-
nic group, the so-called Hui minzu, in the Chinese state is one of the
main purposes of this book.

THE PROBLEM: WHO ARE THE Hur?

The wide diversity within Hui communities and the various ways differ-
ent Hui have sought to resolve the tension of maintaining a “pure and
true” lifestyle in Chinese society have often obfuscated their identity. At
one extreme are those who portray the Hui as “Muslims in China"-
communities defined solely in terms of their religion. This position has
led one scholar to assert that “Islam in China is, by definition, poten-
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tially rebellious and secessionist, and Chinese Islam is, perhaps, a contra-
diction in terms.”¢ The Hui are often portrayed as members of a homo-
geneous Muslim community in a hostile Chinese world, like Muslims
everywhere who reside outside the Muslim world (Dar-al-Islam) in non-
Muslim states (Dar-al-Harb, literally, “territory of war”).¢’ In this case
the Hui are depicted as Muslims in China totally distinct from the Han
majority, and likely to either rebel against the non-Muslim state or, fail-
ing in that endeavor, to totally assimilate. Assimilation or secession are
the only options available to Muslims in China, according to this view.

The idea that the Muslims in China were an isolated religious
enclave, stigmatized by the broader Chinese population to the extent
that they were pushed to either rebellion or assimilation, led Protestant
missionaries in China to regard them as a potential pool of willing con-
verts to Christianity. Missionary organizations, such as the China
Inland Mission, were already heavily engaged in medical, educational,
and evangelical mission projects in the northwest where Muslims were
prominent. Several missionaries working in these areas argued that,
given the Muslims’ marginalized existence in Chinese society, their
monotheism, their poverty, and their respect for the shared-Semitic tra-
ditions of Christianity and Judaism, even recognizing Jesus (Yisa) as
one of their own prophets, these Muslims would be more open to the
Protestant evangelical message. Converts among Muslims in China
would also help improve the record in China and the Muslim Middle
East, where, after years of preaching, Protestant missions had met with
little evangelical success. As a result, Marshall Broomhall was spe-
cifically commissioned at the World Missionary Congress in Edinburgh
to carry out missions and research among the Muslims in China, result-
ing in his impressive volume, Islam in China: A Neglected Problem, pub-
lished in 1910. In 1917, after the first of two trips to China, Samuel M.
Zwemer, the Islamic scholar and Protestant missionary who had spent
a lifetime of mission work among Muslims in the Middle East, declared:
“The Chinese Moslems are more accessible to Christian work and work-
ers than their co-religionists in any other land.” This encouraged a host
of missionary scholars, including G. Findlay Andrew, Mark Botham,
Marshall Broomhall, M. G. Griebenow, Carter Holton, Isaac Mason,
Claude L. Pickens, Jr. (who was Zwemer’s son-in-law), F. W. Martin
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Taylor, W. A. Saunders, and Leonard A. Street, to dedicate their lives to
work among Muslims in China. Though the missionaries overestimated
the willingness of Muslims in China to convert to Christianity, and
underestimated the strength of their commitment to Islam, their
research and photographic collections provide a vast treasure-trove of
material on late-nineteenth-century and early-twentieth-century Islam
in China.

The notion that the Hui are “Muslims in China,” living isolated exis-
tences on the far periphery of the Muslim world, may have also contri-
buted to the general lack of interest in studying them by historians and
Islamic specialists in the past. The only exceptions were the missionar-
ies, mentioned above, and the occasional intrepid explorer and traveler,
like Owen Lattimore, Sven Hedin, or Frederick Wulsin, who passed
through the northwest and took an interest in these unique Muslim peo-
ples. Assumed to be small and insignificant, or perhaps already assimi-
lated, the Muslims in China held little interest for those Islamic
historians who saw Muslims as defined by the standards of the Middle
East. This Arab-centered view of the Muslim world has led to what Lila
Abu-Lughod termed “zones of theory” in the study of Islam that have
directed inquiry away from the so-called “periphery” to what has been
accepted as the “center” or “core” of Islam.¢® In their recent discussion
of pilgrimage and travel in Islam, Eickelman and Piscaton challenge this
notion, arguing that studies of the Muslim world should begin to con-
sider “multiple centers” of Islam, instead of the essentializing core-
periphery dichotomy.*® Just as this study may help broaden our under-
standing of Chinese society through the examination of one of its inte-
gral peoples, deconstructing assumptions about a monolithic Chinese
culture, so it may contribute to a fuller understanding of what it means
to be a Muslim in a context radically different from the “Islamic world.”

Those who portray the Hui as entirely distinct from the Han and
other peoples among whom they live frequently point to unique, often
foreign, physical features that characterize many of them. In the north-
west, where Hui are more concentrated and perhaps continue to pre-
serve more of their Central Asian heritage, physical differences
distinguishing them from the Han often strike the casual observer.
Hazel-green eyes, long beards, high-bridged noses, and light, even red,
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hair are not unusual among the Hui. Frederick R. Wulsin, who traveled
throughout Chinese Inner Asia on the celebrated 1923 National Geo-
graphic expedition, observed:

The individual Moslems that one meets show much physical diversity. Some
cannot be distinguished from ordinary Chinese except by the way they cut
their moustaches. Others are quite distinct from the Chinese in appearance.
Near Ningsia and Lanchou one sees many tall Moslems, standing from 5 ft.
7 in. to 5 ft. 11 in. They are spare, long limbed and active. The forechead is
high, the face long, and the nose well developed and aquiline, the eye horizon-
tal and large. I cannot say whether the Mongol eye fold is always present. The

beard is abundant, though never as great as in the European. Men like this are
spoken of as the Arab Hui Hui.”

Even in eastern urban areas like Beijing and Shanghai, one is often sur-
prised to meet Hui who look decidedly unlike the majority of the Han
they live among. Hui in Beijing have complained to me that, as children,
they were often taunted by their playmates, called “little Hui hui,” “big
nose,” “foreigner,” and other such derogatory epithets. There are, however,
many Hui who take great pride in their different looks. Upon one’s first
arrival in a Hui village or home, the locals frequently bring out the individ-
ual with the largest nose, longest beard, fullest eyebrows, most extended ear-
lobes, and say: “Look at this guy, he’s a real Hui!” Hui often cultivate their
beards, regardingitasaduty of Islam to let them grow aslong as possible and
keep them meticulously clean. In North China, where heavier bearded
men are common, I was pulled aside once by a Hui friend who pointed out
a Han merchant who also sported a black cap and long beard, like many
Hui in the marketplace. When I asked how he knew he was a Han, he
answered: “Of course he’s a Han, you can tell by his dirty cap, his long
messy beard (/uan huzi), and, besides, he’s smoking a cigarette in public!”

At the other extreme are those who regard the Hui as virtually indis-
tinguishable from the larger population, referring to them as “Chinese
Muslims.” In this case, the Hui are said to have essentially assimilated to
the Han, the majority ethnic group in China, differing from them only
in certain religious beliefs and archaic customs, as a Buddhist might
differ from a Daoist.”* This position is appealing at first glance because
Hui often appear culturally and linguistically similar to the Han among
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whom they live. To many observers, the Hui do not stand out from the
broader Han majority, and this physical and linguistic invisibility has
led to a questioning of the existence of a Hui ethnic identity. Isaac
Mason wrote in 1929 that he “found little in the facial or physical
appearance of Moslems [he had] known to distinguish them from their
neighbors of other faiths.””2 Owen Lattimore, who traveled for many
years in Northwest China and became very interested in Muslim life,
found that this ethnic ambiguity of the Hui often made them suspect:

In times of political crisis, Moslem Chinese in Sinkiang are invariably caught
on one or the other horn of a dilemma. If they stand with their fellow Mos-
lems, sooner or later an attempt is made to reduce them to a secondary posi-
tion and to treat them as “untrustworthy” because, in spite of their Moslem
religion, they are after all, Chinese. If they stand with their fellow Chinese,
there is a similar tendency to suspect them of subversion and disloyalty,
because, it is feared, their religion may prove politically more compelling
than their patriotism.”?

Many writers continue to suggest that the Hui differ from the Han
only in religion. As recently as March 1987, a reporter could find little
difference between Han and Hui: “Frequently indistinguishable in fea-
tures and dress from Han Chinese. . . . It is often only their rejection of
pork, the common surname Ma (Mohammed), and Arabic inscriptions
in mosques built like Buddhist temples, that serve to distinguish them
from their Han Chinese neighbors.””* Judith Banister writes that the
Hui are “distinct from the Han only in their religion.””® The following
description of the Hui was found in Aramco World Magazine’s impres-
sive pictorial on Muslims in China:

The largest of China’s Muslim minorities, the Hui, is racially Chinese rather
than Turkic; and though classified by the government as a “national minor-
ity,” is not really a “nationality.” Generally indistinguishable from the Han
Chinese in physical appearance, similar in social and familiar form and speak-
ing only Chinese, the Hui are classified as a “nationality” largely on religious
grounds.”¢

In areas where Huli are less openly religicus, the pork tabu becomes
the most distinguishing marker of identity. “Hui are just Han who do
not eat pork,” I was told by a cadre in Tianjin. This was echoed by sim-
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ilar comments from Han throughout China. Barbara Pillsbury claims
that, for the Hui, pork abstention has become the “essential distinguish-
ing characteristic, the sine gua non, of a Muslim [in China).””” Interest-
ingly, despite the difficulty of adherence to Islamic dietary restrictions
in a country where Chairman Mao once regarded pork as a “national
treasure” and sought to induce Hui to raise and consume pigs (see Chap-
ter 3), Hui have never invoked the accepted Islamic practice of tagiya,
or “dissimulation,””® where the requirements of Islam may be ignored
in life-threatening situations, as is often practiced by Shr'ite Muslims.”
Most Hui agree that one of the central notions of their understanding
of ging zhen and Islamic purity is the abstention from pork. I was sur-
prised when several informants even included the pork tabu as one of
the 5 central tenets of Islam. Yet, as we shall discover in the following
chapters, while the pork issue is highly salient for many Hui, there are
large populations of Hui recognized by the state who no longer practice
Islam nor maintain Islamic dietary restrictions. In addition, pork absten-
tion is becoming less critical to younger-generation Hui workers and
intellectuals who live in Han-dominated urban centers. Nevertheless, all
these people continue to regard themselves as Hui, and, most impor-
tant, the state labels them as such.

If the Hui are so similar to the Han, is it merely religion that separ-
ates them, or do they really constitute a separate ethnic group? Tradi-
tional ethnicity models have not been very helpful in providing an
answer to this question. The wide ethnographic and religious variety
found among the Hui who, despite this diversity, continue to regard
themselves as one group, and are recognized by the state as a minority
nationality, wreaks havoc on most of these theories. I shall first intro-
duce the sociocultural and religious diversity found among the Hui and
then discuss various attempts at explaining Hui identity before propos-
ing a new approach that I think provides a more comprehensive inter-
pretation of the diversity and unity of Hui ethnoreligious identity.

SOCIOCULTURAL DIVERSITY AMONG THE HUI

According to the official nationality census and literature in China, the
Hui people are the third most populous of China’s 55 recognized minor-
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ity nationalities, who altogether constitute 8.04 percent of the total pop-
ulation. The sociocultural uniqueness of the Hui can be readily seen by
briefly examining their wide distribution, dispersed population, mani-
fold administrative units, occupational diversity, linguistic variety, and
cultural complexity.

WIDE DISTRIBUTION. The Hui are the most widespread minority, inhabit-
Ing every region, province, city, and over 97 percent of the nation’s coun-
ties. Incredibly, the 1982 census revealed that there are Hui living in
2,308 of 2,372 counties and cities across China.®° This substantiates the
popular Hui conception that they are “spread widely and concentrated
narrowly” (da fen can, xiao ji zhong). It is noteworthy that, while the
Hui may represent a small fragment of the population in most areas
(with the exception of Ningxia), they often make up the vast majority
of the minority population in Han-dominated areas (see Table 2). In
Anhui, only 0.5 percent of the provincial population are Hui, but they
represent over 97 percent of all the minorities. This is also true for most
of China’s cities where the Hui are the main urban ethnic group (see
Beyjing, Shanghai, and Tianjin).

In border areas, where most of China’s minorities are concentrated,
the Hui are also numerous, but they represent only a small proportion
of the minorities. For example, in Yunnan, the southwest province bord-
ering Burma and Vietnam, the Hui are the 8th largest minority group
(behind the Y1, Bai, Hani, Zhuang, Dai, Miao, and Lisu); they represent
only 4.2 percent of the minority population, and 1.3 percent of the
entire provincial population. It is conventionally thought that China’s
Muslim minorities are concentrated in the northwest corner, near
Soviet Central Asia. The Hui minority, however, are mainly spread
throughout China’s Inner Asia.®! This region is at the juncture of four
distinct cultures—the Central Asian, Tibetan, Mongolian, and Chinese
(Han)—and encompasses a vast area including Xinjiang, Ningxia,
Gansu, and Qinghai, which has been justifiably referred to as China’s
“Quran belt.”s?

DISPERSED POPULATION. With a population of at least 8.6 million accord-
ing to the 1990 census, the Hui are the most numerous of the 10 nation-
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TasLE 2 Distribution of the Hui Minority

(%)

Municipality % of % of % of
Region or Total Hui in Minorities
Province Population Population China in Area

Ningxia 1,235,207 31.6 17.1 99.3

Gansu 950,974 4.8 13.2 61.4

Henan 727,146 0.9 10.0 91.3

Xinjiang 570,788 4.3 7.9 7.3

Qinghai 533,750 13.7 7.4 347

Yunnan 438,883 1.3 6.1 4.2

Hebei 418,853 0.8 5.8 49.2

Shandong 389,506 0.5 5.4 95.5

Anhui 254,602 0.5 3.5 97.3

Liaoning 239,200 0.7 3.3 8.2

Beijing 184,693 2.0 2.5 57.3

In. Mongolia 169,096 0.9 23 5.6

Tianjin 142,847 1.8 1.9 87.2

Heilongjiang 126,427 03 1.7 7.8

Shaanxi 118,389 0.4 1.6 89.0

Jilin 110,673 0.4 1.5 6.0

Jiangsu 103,822 0.1 1.4 94.1

Guizhou 100,058 0.3 1.3 1.3

Hubei 70,516 0.1 0.9 3.9

Hunan 67,205 0.1 0.9 3.0

Shanxi 51,585 0.2 0.7 81.1

Shanghai 44,123 0.3 0.6 89.0

Fujian 31,060 0.1 0.4 12.4

Guangxi 19,279 0.1 0.3 0.1

Guangdong 10,849 0.0 0.2 1.0

Sichuan 10,000 0.0 0.1 0.3

Zhejiang 9,435 0.0 0.1 5.9

Jiangxi 7,926 0.0 0.1 35.9

Tibet 1,788 0.1 0.0 0.1

Total: 7,138,680 1.4. 98.3 10.7

Source: 1982 Census (Minzu tuanjie 1984).
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alities recognized by the state as adhering to Islam as their nationality
religion. According to the 7990 Census, the total population of the 10
Muslim nationalities in China is 17.5 million (see Table 1). This repre-
sents about 1.98 percent of the total population.®* However, the census
registered people by ethnic group, not by religion, so the actual number
of Muslims is still unknown, and local figures I have collected range
widely from the census reports.

The figure for the Hui was increased to 8.6 million in 1990 from 7.2
million in 1982, an increase of 19 percent. The Population Atlas of
China®* gives 13 excellent maps and diagrams documenting the distri-
bution and economic diversity of China’s minority nationalities.
County-level population figures are not published, and we shall not be
able to arrive at an accurate assessment of the full extent of Hui distri-
bution until these are fully analyzed.®* While totals for Muslim popula-
tion have been obstructed by the lack of a category in the 1982 census
for religion, a minimum of 15 million and a maximum of 20 million
seem the most reasonable estimates. More wide-ranging population
figures of as many as 40 million Muslims among the Hui alone in
China®¢ appear to be influenced by political concerns similar to those
that, in the earlier part of this century, led people purposively to inflate
Mushim population in China.¥

MANIFOLD ADMINISTRATION. As the most widespread and third most
numerous of China’s minority nationalities, the Hui have more auton-
omous administrative units assigned to them than any other minority,
including 1 autonomous region, 2 autonomous prefectures, and 9 auton-
omous counties, as well as numerous autonomous townships that have
only recently been established (see Table 3 and Map 1).

While the Hui have their own Ningxia autonomous region, they
constitute only one-third of its population, the Han being in the vast
majority. Only one-sixth of the total Hui population is concentrated
in their only autonomous region. By contrast, 99.8 percent of the
Uigur population live in Xinjiang Uigur autonomous region, and the
vast majority of Tibetan, Zhuang, and Mongolian populations are con-
centrated in their autonomous regions. Surprisingly, after Ningxia and
Gansu, the 3rd largest population of Hui is found in Henan province
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TabLE 3 Hui Autonomous Administrative Units

Province
or Region Autonomous Administrative Unuit Founded
Ningxia Ningxia Hui autonomous region 1958
Gansu Linxia autonomous prefecture 1956
Zhangjiachuan autonomous county 1953
Xinjiang Changji autonomous prefecture 1954
Yangq: autonomous county 1954
Hebei Dachang autonomous county 1955
Mengcun autonomous county 1955
Qinghai Hualong autonomous county 1954
Menyuan autonomous county 1953
Guizhou Weining Yi, Hui and Miao autonomous
counties 1954
Yunnan Weishan Yi and Hui autonomous county 1956
Xundian Hui and Yi autonomous county 1979

Source: Zhongguo shaoshu minzu, pp. 587-593.

in Central China. Their 6th largest concentration is in Yunnan (see
Table 2).

OCCUPATIONAL SPECIALIZATION. In addition to the wide distribution of
the Hui across China, there is also extensive economic and occupational
diversity among them, from cadres to clergy, rice farmers to factory
workers, schoolteachers to camel drivers, and poets to generals. Hui
have occupied a large variety of economic niches throughout the his-
tory of China. Most of these were related to their Islamic restrictions in
diet and hygiene, leading them to take up such occupations as restauran-
teur, innkeeper, shepherd, cavalryman, caravaneer, butcher, tanner, tea
trader, jeweler, interpreter, and clergyman. In the north, the majority of
Hui are wheat and dry-rice agriculturalists, while, in the south, they are
primarily engaged in wet-rice cultivation and aquaculture. In urban cen-
ters, the majority are employed in common labor and industry. Since
the collectivization campaigns of the 1950s, most Hui have been pre-
vented from engaging in the small private businesses that were their tra-
ditional specializations. Nevertheless, Table 4 reveals that the Hui con-



SIU() ANBIISIUTWPY snowouoIny INH | dVIN

QNVISI NYNIVH b

AQunoo snowouagine o
aimoajeud snowouane de
NVYNNNA
uoiBas snowougne o
ONOQONVND DNV i

noyzuen 4
NVIrNS :
\ NVNNH

N HZ
INHNY NVNHOIS
L) .

NVYN3H \ XNVVHS

NSONwIr ‘o' uBnoellbueyz .ao.w w_-c_._m
( "0'8 Buofeny
DXNVHS ®. IVHONIO
ONOANVHS “ ® 5e uenyuapm

'9'8 UBYSIOM
o ®
38 uBPUNY Arepunoq prunaid

WV NvL3IgUL
ONVZIX

HvHNoIn

NSNVD ONVINNIX

HVINH VIXONIN

oebUBA e

¢ delbueyo




32 Muslim Nationalism in China

TabLe 4 Occupational Structure of Muslim Minorities in China, 1982

(%)

All

Dong- Bao- Ethnic

Occupation Hui Uigur Kazak xiang Kirghiz Salar Tajik Uzbek an Tatar Groups
Skilled technical staf 5.7 42 11.2 1.0 7.0 32 57 172 15235 40
Administration 1.7 07 20 0.2 1.5 07 27 37 22 45 1.0

Ofhce & related

workers 1.7 1.0 20 0.2 1.7 07 20 32 07 4.2 1.0
Commercial workers 35 1.5 1.2 0.2 0.7 0.7 05 107 05 5.2 1.2
Service workers 40 15 15 0.2 1.0 07 07 65 05 4.5 1.2

Farming, forestry,
fishing & animal

husbandry 60.7 840 745 967 840 905 857 315 922 385 840
Factory, production

& transport

workers 22 70 75 12 4.0 32 25 270 22192 75
Others 02 - - - - - - - - 2 =

Source: Adapted from the Population Census Office 1987, pp. xx, 28.

tinue to be occupied in trade and commerce. In contrast to the Ulgur,
84 percent of whom are primarily involved in agriculture and husban-
dry, only 60.7 percent of the total Hui population are engaged in such
occupations. It is significant that the census reveals that 29 percent of
the Hut are in occupations of service, commerce, production, and trans-
port, more than any other ethnic group in China, including the Han.
However, these figures do not begin to take into account the many pri-
vate and part-time small businesses now dominating the local village
business economies in which the Hui play an active part.

LINGUISTIC VARIETY. The Hui are distinguished from the other 9 Muslim
nationalities in China by not having a language of their own; they speak
the dialects of the other ethnic groups with whom they live, mainly the
Han. Thus, in the past, they have been somewhat inaccurately labeled
as the “Chinese-speaking Muslims.”** Among those recognized by the
state as Hui, however, there is extremely wide linguistic variety. These
include Hui in non-Han majority areas who have adopted the language,
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dress, and customs of their minority neighbors, such as the “Tibetan
Hui” (Zang Hui) in Lhasa; the “Mongolian Hui” (Meng Hui) of Ala-
shan district, Inner Mongolia; the “Dai Hui” in Xishuangbana and the
“Bai Hui” in Eryuan county, both in Yunnan.®® When I spoke in Alma
Ata with the Dungan of Soviet Central Asia, who call themselves Hui
Min,* we spoke in a hybrid Gansu dialect that combined Turkish and
Russian lexical items, which had been written in Cyrillic for over 30
years.®! These Muslims are culturally indistinguishable from the minor-
ity group with whom they live, but they identify themselves as Hui and
are recognized by the state as members of the Hui nationality.

In one Bai (Minjia) nationality village north of Erhu Lake in Dali pre-
fecture, I interviewed 5 Hui women who were training to become
imams. They wore traditional Bai dress and spoke only the Tibeto-
Burman Bai language, yet they were studying Arabic and Islamic doc-
trine under a female imam from their village. Bilingual in Bai and Man-
darin, this woman had studied for 5 years in a Hui mosque in southern
Yunnan.*? It is significant that, in order to receive further Islamic train-
ing beyond her village, she had to go to a predominantly Hui area
where there were no Bai people. Most of these Hui say that they fled to
the Bai concentrated area north of Dali city after the failed Panthay Mus-
lim uprising (1855-1873) led by the Hui hero, Du Wenxiu.>* They say
that they gradually assimilated to Bai culture in the last 100 years. One
village elder, however, described an origin myth where the Hui in that
village descended from the “Black Cloth” early Turkish-speaking Mus-
lims who settled there under the Tang or perhaps Yuan dynasties.**

The so-called “Tibetan Hui” are a community of about 6,000 Mus-
lims living in Lhasa, who speak Tibetan, wear Tibetan clothes, and wor-
ship in a mosque decorated with Tibetan floral designs and carpets.
Theirs is one of two mosques left in the city since the Chinese occupa-
tion and suppression of the Tibetan uprising in 1959. At that time,
another community of “Kashmiri” Muslims, who came from the north-
ern Pakistani/India border region of Kashmir, fled en masse with the
Dalai Lama. I was told that there was only one household of “Kashmiri
Hui” left in Lhasa. Xue Wenbo, the late Hui intellectual, who con-
ducted 2 years’ research among the Hui in Tibet after he was sent there
with the People’s Liberation Army in 1951, argued that “the major-
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ity of them are Sichuanese, a minority are Western Shaanxi Hui, and a
few are from Gansu, Qinghai, and Yunnan.” He suggests that most
fled to Tibet after the failed nineteenth-century rebellions. During sev-
eral interviews in February 1985, I was impressed at how distinct they
regarded themselves to be from the other Hui traders in Lhasa. At any
one time, there are from 20,000 to 30,000 Hui merchants from Ningxia,
Gansu, and Qinghai working primarily in Lhasa as well as the other
major trade centers throughout Tibet.’¢ The local “Tibetan Hui” did
not interact with these traders, whom they regarded with suspicion, and
preferred to marry their children to other Tibetans instead of to their
co-religionists from outside Tibet.

In Yunnan, I attended the ordination service at the well-known
Wukeng Mosque in the Weishan Yi and Hui autonomous county of an
acolyte who called himself a Hui from Hainan Island. He had traveled
almost a 1,000 kilometers from Hainan to study under a famous Hui
hajji in southwestern Yunnan on the Burmese border. At the time, his
brother was studying at the national madrassab in Beijing, sponsored by
the China Islamic Association. When I visited one of two Muslim vil-
lages along the southern coast of Hainan Island in January 1984, the
local imam said in Mandarin that his people were Hui. However, in
their own Malayo-Austronesian language, Pang Keng-fong has found
that they call themselves Utsat, which simply means Muslim.?” It 1s sig-
nificant that, while speaking Mandarin, the national language, these peo-
ple call themselves Hui, and they send their sons to faraway Hu
religious centers in Yunnan and Beijing to obtain the necessary training
in order to become imams.

Three other identified Muslim groups, the Dongxiang, Baoan, and
Salar, located primarily on the Gansu-Qinghai Tibetan plateau, did not
derive their ethnonyms from the Soviet Central Asian model but were
decided upon by the Chinese state. Each of these groups speaks a com-
bination of Turkic, Mongolian, and Han Chinese dialects; thus, they
are defined mainly by locality; for example, the Dongxiang (East Town-
ship) derive their name from the eastern prefecture of old Hezhou
(Linxia) where they were concentrated. The question remains, however,
why these groups received their separate identifications, when other
groups such as the Mongolian, Tibetan, Bai, and Hainan Muslims



Young Hui acolytes studying the Quran in Arabic with Persian commentary in a
Hui village outside of Xining, Qinghai. Photo: Gladney

Young Muslims with Arabic text
inscribed on camel bones that
Pickens termed “horn books.”
These were still used in the 1930s
before Qurans were more readily
available. Photo: Pickens.
Courtesy of Harvard-Yenching
Library.
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described above, are all identified as Hui and did not receive separate
identities, despite their divergent localities and languages. Their popula-
tions are not insignificant enough to warrant refusal as a distinct nation-
ality. The Baoan numbered 9,027 in 1982 and the Tatar 4,127; Chinese
minority publications proudly proclaim the recognition of such insig-
nificant groups as the Hezhe, despite their possessing a population of
only 300 at the time of the Revolution, and 450 at the time of their iden-
tification in 1953, and a 1982 population of 1,476.%

All these seemingly multi-ethnic peoples—the Bai, Tibetan, and Hai-
nanese Muslims—are registered as Hui by the State Commission for
Nationality Affairs and are considered members of the Hui nationality.
Just as the Muslim Cantonese, Shanghainese, Fujianese and other non-
Mandarin speakers are registered as Hui, so these groups do not have their
own ethnonym, or legal separate ethnic status. Unlike the Dongxiang and
Baonan peoples in Gansu, these Hui peoples are counted by the state sim-
ply as Hui. Interestingly enough, after living for 30 years under this pol-
icy, despite their linguistic diversity and multi-cultural background, they
themselves claim membership in the same Hui ethnic group as other Hui
in China and often quoted to me the popular phrase: “All Hui under
Heaven are one family” (Tianxia Hui hui shi yi jia).

THREE TIDES OF ISLAM IN CHINA

In addition to geographic, economic, cultural, and linguistic differences,
the Hui also subscribe to a wide spectrum of Islamic beliefs. The vari-
ety of religious orders represents a long history of reforms and Islamic
movements, resulting from interaction with the Islamic world. The late
Joseph Fletcher, who dedicated the last years of his life to the study of
the connections of Islam in China to Central Asia and the Middle East,
was the first to suggest that the nature of China’s present-day Islamic
communities and orders can be traced to successive “tides” of influence
and individuals who entered China during critical periods of exchange
with the outside world.” Like a swelling and ebbing tide, the influence
of these movements grew or diminished with the interaction of China’s
Muslims and the Islamic world. This influence was not based on pop-
ulation movements as much as on a gradual and profound exchange
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between the two regions. While this study does not begin to address
Islam’s complex history in China, an introduction to the various Islamic
movements in China will help illustrate the wide Islamic diversity
within China’s Hui Muslims.

THE FIRST TIDE: GEDIMU TRADITIONAL CHINESE ISLAM. The earliest Muslim
communities were descended from the Arab, Persian, Central Asian,
and Mongolian Muslim merchants, militia, and ofhcials who settled
along China’s southeast coast and in the northwest in large and small
numbers from the seventh to the fourteenth centuries. Generally resid-
ing in independent small communities clustered around a central
mosque (dany: jiaofangzhi), they became known as the Gedimu (from
the Arabic gadim for “old”). They followed the traditional Sunni,
Hanafi Islam.1° With the exception of the 33,000 Tadjik nomads of the
Pamir Mountains in southwestern Xinjiang, the vast majority of Mus-
lims in China are Sunni. Few Hui I spoke with in the northwest knew
the difference between Shi’i and Sunni, even though the Iran/Iraq War
was at its height during my fieldwork and in the daily news.!°!

These “old” Islamic communities established an early Hui pattern of
zealously preserving and protecting their identity as enclaves ensconced
in the dominant Han society. Each village was centered upon a single
mosque headed by an ahong (from the Persian, akbunfd]) who was
invited to teach on a more or less temporary basis. These ahong gener-
ally moved on an average of every three years from one mosque to
another. A council of senior local elders and ahong were responsible for
the affairs of each village and the inviting of the itinerant imam. Late
nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century travelers noted the
maintenance of these isolated communities. “I know of no strictly farm-
ing village where there is an equal mixture of the two groups [Han and
Hui]”; Ekvall observed, “in every case the village is predominantly one
or the other. In some instances, the population is composed almost
entirely of one group, with only a few hangers-on of the other.”192 He
went on to suggest that, due to different cultural, ritual, and dietary pref-
erences that sometimes led to open conflict, the communities preferred
physical separation. Another frequent northwest traveler noted:
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In some districts throughout the province [Gansu] the Moslems are found in
such numbers as to outnumber the Chinese in the proportion of seven to one.
Again, in other districts it is possible to travel for days without coming across
one Moslem family, and in such districts it would be next to impossible for
a Moslem family to settle. . . . To find Chinese and Moslems living harmon-
iously intermingled is but on the rarest occasion.!®’

This isolation was mitigated somewhat during the collectivization cam-
paigns in the 1950s, when Han and Hui villages were often administered
as clusters by a single commune. They have also been brought closer
together through national telecommunications and transportation net-
works established by the state, including such umbrella organizations as
the China Islamic Organization, established in 1955, which seeks to
coordinate religious affairs among all Muslim groups. With the recent
dismantling of the commune in many areas, however, these homoge-
neous Hui communities are once again becoming more segregated (see
Chapter 3).

Urban mosque-centered communities prior to 1949 tended to be rele-
gated to ghetto-like concentrations of Hui inside or outside the city
walls. During the Socialist Transformation of Industry Campaign in the
1950s, however, this spatial concentration was largely disrupted.!°*
Some cities, like Beljing, Xian, Lanzhou, and Jiaxing, continue to pre-
serve more discrete Hui neighborhoods, while in others, such as Shang-
hai and Guangzhou, previously concentrated Hui areas have been
dispersed through a policy of assigning housing according to work unit
(see Chapter 4). This decentralization has led, I argue, to a displacement
of the mosque by other more secular institutions as the principal locus
of Hui social organization and leadership.

The isolation of these individual Gedimu communities and their
thin dispersion throughout China reveals the importance of trade and
migration history among the Hui. Although the early origins of the
Hui can be traced to the descendants of migrants from the southeast
along the Spice Route, and from the northwest along the Silk Road, it
i1s 1nteresting that the major concentrations of the Hui are no longer in
those border areas. After Gansu and Ningxia, Henan province contains
the third largest concentration of Hui. Hui villages can be found
throughout China, especially evident along the main transport nodes of



Three Tides of Islam in China 39

the Yellow River in the north, and the Burma Road in the south, reveal-
ing the traditional Hui proclivity for exploiting trade opportunities.
Iwamura Shinobu’s perceptive analysis of the Inner Mongolian Hui
communities in Huhehot and Baotou revealed that the vast majority of
them were populated with Hui native to central and northern China,
not Mongolia, who left poorer areas to engage in business and seek
opportunities in the new frontier.! James Millward has persuasively
documented that almost all interior wool collection and transshipment
agencies in the northwest were increasingly taken over by Hui after the
problems of taxation, banditry, and warlord politics led the previously
foreign-owned companies to return to the safer enclaves of Tianjin.1% It
1s not surprising, therefore, that the major wool-trade towns and cities
during the heyday of wool trade in the early Republican period contin-
ued to be populated with many Hui communities. The recent paving of
the Qing-Zang highway linking Golmud, Qinghai, with Lhasa, Tibet,
has facilitated travel for numerous Hui businessmen from Gansu, Qing-
hai, and Ningxia interested in potential trade with local Tibetans who
have access to foreign products from India through Nepal. There is at
least one Hui restaurant and family in every major bus stop along the
1,155-km. Qing-Zang road.!” While traveling from Moscow to Beijing
through the Ili Valley in 1988, I met several Hui businessmen in Alma
Ata who were taking advantage of the Sino-Soviet rapprochement to
reestablish contact with their Dungan Hui relatives and resume long-
broken small-trade relations. 7

In addition to seeking trade opportunities, many Hui migrations
resulted from the displacement caused by calamity and impoverish-
ment. Most of the Hui I interviewed in Shanghai migrated there from
Henan and Anhui during the Republican period to escape floods and
famine and to engage in business. Jingyuan county in southern Ningxia
is 97 percent Hui, with the vast majority of the population having fled
or been forcibly relocated there after the Shaanxi Hui Rebellion
(1862-1877). In this mountainous area near the Liu Pan range, one can
still ind the remains of Qing forts built on the tops of hills, established
to keep watch on the Hui refugees below. While these disparate commu-
nities among the Gedimu were generally linked only by trade and a
sense of a common religious heritage, it was the Sufi brotherhoods that



Hui merchant on road to Tibetan Kumbum Lamasery, Qinghai. Note Buddhas,
prayer beads, and Muslim handmade knives for sale, in addition to Nang, the Hui

flatbread. Photo: Gladney
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Hui Muslim poster on wall of home in Na Homestead, Ningxia. The Arabic Sha-
hada and Bismallah are pictured vertically, with the Ka’ba of Mecca featured in the

center. Photo: Gladney
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eventually tied many of them together through extensive socioreligious
networks.

THE SECOND TIDE: SUFI COMMUNITIES AND NATIONAL NETWORKS. Sufism did
not begin to make a substantial impact in China until the late seven-
teenth century, during the “second tide” of Islam’s entrance into
China.!°® Like Sufi centers that proliferated after the thirteenth century
in other countries,'®® many of these Sufi movements in China devel-
oped socioeconomic and religiopolitical institutions built around the
schools established by descendants of early Sufi saintly leaders. The insti-
tutions became known in Chinese as the menbuan, the “leading” or
“saintly” descent groups.!'1°

The 1mportant contribution that Sufism made to religious organiza-
tion in China was that the leaders of mosques throughout their order
owed their allegiance to their shaykh, the founder of the order who
appointed them. These designated followers were loyal to the leader of
their order and remained in the community for long periods of time,
unlike the Gedimu ahong who were generally itinerant, not well con-
nected to the community, and less imbued with appointed authority.
Gedimu mosque elders were loyal to their village first, and connected
only by trade to other communities. While it is beyond this paper to
delineate the history and distribution of these Sufi menhuan, the late
Joseph Fletcher’s cogent introductory discussion of their development
1s worth citing:

Over the course of the eighteenth, nineteenth, and early twentieth centuries
a considerable number of these “saintly lineages” came into being in north-
west China, most of them within the Nagsbandi “path.” Typically, each
saint’s tomb had a shrine, or gubba (Chinese gongbai or gongbei), and the
main shrines became centers of devotional activity. The “saintly lineages”
obtained contributions from their followers and amassed substantial amounts
of property. The growth in the number and importance of the menhuan rep-
resented an important change, because they gradually replaced the “old”
(gedimu) pattern by linking together the menhuan adherents all over the
northwest. The widening compass of social integration that resulted made it
easier for the “saintly lineages” and other leaders to harness the Muslims’ polit-
ical and economic potential, facilitating the rise of Muslim warlordism in that
region in the twentieth century.!"!
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Hui Sufs of the Nagshbandia
Jahriyya order chant their tradi-
tional Mathanawi text in a small
dao tang (ritual center) in Tong-
xin, Ningxia. Note picture of
Medina with traditional Hui
Chinese-Arabic art work on wall.
Chinese vertical texts read: “Be-
lieve in Allah (Zhu) and trans-
form your self” and “Believe in
the Prophet (Shengren), awaken
the people of the world.” At cen-
ter 1s the Arabic Bismallah.
Photo: Gladney.

Many Sufi reforms spread throughout Northwest China during the
early decades of the Qing dynasty (mid-seventeenth to the early eigh-
teenth centuries). Increased travel and communication between Mus-
lims, both east and west, during what Fletcher terms the “general
orthodox revival” of the eighteenth century, had great influence on Mus-
lims from West Africa to Indonesia and, not least of all, on China’s Hui
Muslims.!2 Exposure to these new ideas led to a reformulation of tradi-
tional Islamic concepts that rendered them more meaningful and prac-
tical for the Hui Muslims of that time. Sufi orders were gradually
institutionalized into such forms as the menbuan.'’> Only 4 orders main-
tain significant influence among the Hui today, what Claude Pickens as
a Protestant missionary in northwest China first discovered as the 4 men-
buan of China:''* the Qadiriyya, Khufiyya, Jahriyya, and Kubra-
wiyya.!!s While these are the 4 main menbuan, they are subdivided into
a myriad smaller menbuan and branches along ideological, political, geo-
graphical, and historical lines (see Appendix A). If a detailed history of
these divisions and alliances could ever be written, it would reveal the
tensions and new meanings created by Hui communities attempting to
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reconcile perceived disparities between Islamic ideals and changing
social realities.11¢

It is unfortunate but perhaps quite natural that Western scholarship
has prolonged the confusion of early Chinese writers over the rise of
Sufism and later Islamic orders in China. As each Islamic reformer estab-
lished a new following in China, often in conflict with other older
Islamic orders, these “new” arrivals replaced or converted the “old” tra-
ditional Islamic communities. Chinese officials during the Ming and the
Qing naturally referred to these communities with their new teachings
as xin jiao (literally, “new religion” or “new teaching,” not “new sect” as
it has been erroneously translated). As each new arrival replaced the
older, they became known as the “new,” or even “new new” teachings
(xin xin jiao), as in the case of the arrival of the lkhwan in China. Tra-
ditional Islam among the Hui generally was referred to as lao jiao, the
old teaching(s), and even some orders that were new at one time, when
others arrived were gradually classed as old, /o jizo, which is the case
with the Khufiyya, an early Nagshbandiyya Sufi order (see below).
These designations became important in that, during the mid-
nineteenth northwest rebellions, some led by Sufi leaders, the Chinese
state proscribed all of these “new teachings” in order to root out the
more rebellious Hui communities.!” This is precisely the rationale
whereby all Buddhist sectarian movements were proscribed under the
general rubric of the “White Lotus” Rebellion in China.!** Unfortu-
nately, Chinese and Western scholars perpetuated these designations
and, until recently, there were no accurate descriptions of Hui Islamic
orders in China.'’® The post-1979 opening of China to the West has
allowed, for the first time, the appearance of Chinese publications on
these groups as well as Western fieldwork, giving us a better glimpse
into their origins and socioreligious complexity.

The Qadiriyya. While there is some dispute among the Sufis them-
selves as to which order was the earliest to enter China proper, (there
had been regular contacts on an individual basis with the Sufi orders of
Central Asia that had already begun to proliferate in Xinjiang in the
early part of the fifteenth century), it is generally agreed that one of the
earliest to be established firmly on Chinese soil was the Qadiri fariga
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(Arabic for “path,” or Islamic “order”). The founder of the Qadariyya
menhuan in China was Qi Jingyi, Hilal al-Din (1656-1719). Known
among the Hui as Qi Daozu (Grand Master Qi), he was buried in
Linxia’s “great tomb” (da gongbei) shrine complex, which became the
center of Qadiriyya Sufism in China.'?° One of the reasons Grand Mas-
ter Qi continues to be greatly revered among all Sufis in China is that
the tradition suggests he received his early training under two of the
most famous Central Asian Sufi teachers, Khoja Afaq and Khoja Abd
Alla. Qi Jingyi supposedly met with the revered Nagshbandi leader
Khoja Afaq (see below) in Xining in 1672, where, according to Qada-
riyya records, the master sent the 16-year-old acolyte home, saying: “I
am not your teacher (yu er fei shi); my ancient teaching is not to be
passed on to you; your teacher has already crossed the Eastern Sea and
arrived in the Eastern land. You must therefore return home quickly,
and you will become a famous teacher in the land.”12! Qadiriyya follow-
ers today feel that their saint received the blessing of the great Nagsh-
bandi Khoja Afaq, while their order was formally founded by his
second teacher, Khoja Abd Alla, a 29th-generation descendant of
Muhammad.!22 Chinese Sufi records state that he entered China in 1674
and preached in Guangdong, Guangxi, Yunnan, Guizhou, and Linxia,
Gansu, before his eventual death in Guizhou in 1689.123 While Abd al-
Kadir al-Jilani is the reputed founder of the Qadiri {ariga, it is not sur-
prising to find that Abd Alla perhaps studied in Medina under the
reknowned Kurdish mystic Ibrahim b. Hasan al-Kurani (1616-1690),
who was initiated into both the Nagshbandi and Qadiri {arigas, as well
as several other Sufi orders.

The appeal of Qadiriyya Sufism as a renewal movement among the
Hui 1s related to its combining ascetic mysticism with a non-
institutionalized form of worship, which centers around the tomb com-
plex of deceased saints rather than the mosque.12* The early Qadiriyya
advocated long-term isolated meditation, poverty, and vows of celibacy.
The head of the order did not marry and eschewed family life, a radical
departure from other Islamic traditions in China. Qadiri Sufi continue
to attend the Gedimu mosques in the local communities in which they
live, gathering at the tombs for holidays and individual worship. Q1 Jing-
yi was known for his emphasis upon ascetic withdrawal from society,
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poverty, and self-cultivation. Formalized Islamic ritual as represented by
the “5 pillars” (fasting, pilgrimage, prayer, almsgiving, and recitation of
the Shahadab) was deemphasized by Qi Jingyi in favor of private medi-
tation. Qadiri maintain: “Those who know themselves clearly will
know Allah” and “The Saints help us to know ourselves first before
knowing Allah.” Union with the divine is accomplished through med-
itation and self-cultivation, rather than formalized public ritual. “The
moment of thinking about Allah,” they maintain, “is superior to wor-
shiping him for a thousand years.”125

The terminology of Sufi mysticism in China is similar to that of
Daoism. Islam, among Sufis, began to be known as the Dao men (the
“order” or “school” of the Dao), whereas traditional Islam was known
as the Jiao men (the “teaching order”). Three stages of initiation among
Sufis began to be taught, and while debate often centers on which stage
1s most important, or in what order they should be followed, they are
generally given as the first stage of Jizocheng or Changdas, known in
Arabic as the Sharia; the middle stage of Daocheng or Zhongdao, the
Tarigab; the final stage of Zhencheng or Zhidao, the Hagigah. Individual
Sufis would be initiated into each of these stages under the guidance of
their Daozu (“master of the Dao”), which often took place in the Dao
tang (ritual center of the Sufi shaykh, Arabic, “elder”). The system of suc-
cession became known as the Dao tong (“tradition of the Dao,” Arabic,
stlsila). At one point there were even Sufis who became known as the
gingzhen Daoshi (“pure and true master”) and the qingzhen heshang
(“pure and true monk”) because they wore the robes of the Daoist and
Buddhist monks. Ma Hualong, the Jahriyya saint, said in one of his
poems, “It is in the human stomach that the elixir of life is made,” and
“It 1s on the phoenix land that white cranes come to rest.”'2¢ These
Daoist metaphors and terms were familiar to Sufis throughout China
and infused their ascetic discourse and practice.

A Chinese inscription above the entrance to a Qadirtyya branch
tomb complex in Beishan Hui cemetery, Linxia, reads: “The True Dao
is Unceasing” (Tt Dao wu she). Through religious terminology familiar
to the Hui in China, Confucian moral tenets, Daoist mystical concepts,
and Buddhist folk rituals infused with new Islamic content pervade Qad-
iriyya Sufism.!?” Athough the Qadiriyya menbuan has always been less
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influential than other Sufi orders in China due to its rejection of
“worldly” political involvement, it set the stage for many Sufi orders to
follow.

The Nagshbandiyya. The Naqshbandi {ariga became most rooted in
Chinese soil through the establishment of 2 menhuan, the Khufiyya and
Jahriyya, which were to exercise tremendous influence on the history of
Islam in China and the northwest. As Joseph Fletcher argued, “the his-
tory of the Nagshbandiyya is the history of Islam” from eighteenth- to
nineteenth- century China. Fletcher went on to explain that the reform
movement emphasized the following:

. a shar’ist orthopraxy, political activism, propagation of the religion, and
a strong Sunni orientation [which] came to mark the Nagshbandiyya in a
way that proved definitive in the mystical path’s subsequent history. . .. Two
other general characteristics of popular mysticism, namely the veneration of
saints (misleadingly called “saint worship” by non-Muslim writers) and the
seeking of inspiration by visiting and meditating at the saints’ tombs (mislead-
ingly referred to as “tomb worship”), were also prominent features of the Alui-

shahr Nagshbandiyya.”128

Founded by Baha’ ad-Din Naqgshband (d. 1389), who lived in Mawa-
rannahr (a Central Asian region west of the Pamirs), the Nagshban-
diyya order gradually spread east across the trade routes and, by the
middle of the fifteenth century, gained ascendance over other Central
Asian Sufi orders in the oasis cities of Altishahr, surrounding the Tarim
River Basin in what is now southern Xinjiang. The Nagshbandi order
that gained the most prominence in the Tarim Basin and played an
important role in later eighteenth- and nineteenth-century politics in
Xinjiang was the Makhdumzada, established by Makhdum-i A’zam
(also known as Ahmad Kasani, 1461-1542). It was his great grandson,
Khoja Afaq (d. 1694), known in the Chinese sources as Hidayat Allah,
who was the saint most responsible for establishing the Nagshbandiyya
among the Hui in Northwest China.!?* Khoja Afaq (Khwaja-yi Afaq,
“the Master of the Horizons”) founded the Afaqiyya in Xinjiang, and,
from 1671-1672, visited Gansu, where his father, Muhammad Yusuf,
had previously visited and preached, reportedly converting a few Hui
and a substantial number of the Salars to Nagshbandi Sufism. During
this influential tour, Khoja Afaq visited the northwest cities of Xining,
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Lintao, and Hezhou (now Linxia, China’s “little Mecca”), preaching to
Hui, Salar, and northeastern Tibetan Muslims. Two of these early Hui
Gansu Muslims became his disciples and went to Central Asia and the
pilgrimage cities to become further trained in the order. When they
returned to China, they established the two most important Naqsh-
bandi brotherhoods among the Hui in the northwest, the Khufiyya and
the Jahriyya.

Throughout its history, the Nagshbandiyya has stressed an active par-
ticipation in worldly affairs.?>° Their shaykhs worked wonders, chanted
the powerful Mathanawi texts of the Turkish mystic Rumi al-Balkhi,
Maulana Jalluddin (d. 1273), and advocated scriptural reforms. They
emphasized both self-cultivation and formal ritual, withdrawal from
and involvement in society. Unlike the Qadiriyya, their leaders enjoyed
families and the material wealth accrued from the donations of their fol-
lowers. They also became committed to political involvement and social
change based on the principles of Islam. Some of the Nagshbandiyya
orders in China advocated, I argue, more of a “transformationist” per-
spective, in which they sought to change the social order in accord with
their own visions of propriety and morality. This inevitably led to
conflicts with Chinese rule and local governments, causing some orders
of the Nagshbandiyya, especially the Jahriyya, to be singled out for sup-
pression and persecution. “Due to the arduous way it has traversed,”
Yang Huaizhong writes, “the branch [Jahriyya] has always advocated
the militant spirit of the Muslims, organizing uprisings to resist the
oppression of the Qing and GMD Governments against the ethnic Hui
minority and their religious belief.”*' By contrast, the Khufiyya
tended to seek more conformist solutions to local conflicts, stressing per-
sonal internal reform over political change. The different stance that the
Nagshbandiyya orders took in China with regard to the state and Chi-
nese culture reflects their dialectical interaction with local interpreta-
tions of identity and changing sociopolitical realities in the northwest.

The Nagshbandi Kbufiyya. During his 1672 visit to Hezhou, Khoja
Afaq played an important role in the life of a certain Ma Laichi (d.
1766), a Hezhou Hui of incredible talent who went on to found one of
the earliest and most influential Nagshbandiyya orders in China, the
Khufiyya menbuan. According to Suft tradition, Ma Laichi was born to
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a childless couple after receiving Khoja Afaq’s blessing, and was later
raised and trained by one of his disciples, Ma Tai Baba (“Great Father”),
who later gave him his daughter in marriage and passed on to him the
leadership of the mystical path that he had received from Khoja Afaq.1*2
From 1728-1733, Ma Laichi went on pilgrimage to Mecca, Yemen, and
Bukhara, where he studied several Sufi orders and became particularly
influenced by Mawlana Makhdum, a man of uncertain origin, who
Fletcher hypothesizes may have been Indian.!>* When he returned from
his pilgrimage, Ma Laichi established the most powerful of the
Khufiyya schools, the Huasi (“flowery mosque”) branch, propagating
the order for 32 years among the Hui and Salar in Gansu and Qinghai,
before his death in 1766 at the age of 86.1%* The menbuan 1s sull quite
active and centered in Linxia Hui autonomous region, Gansu, at the
tomb of Ma Laichi, which was restored in 1986.

Originating in an earlier Central Asian and Yemeni Nagshbandi
Sufism, the Khufiyya order was permeated with an emphasis on a more
active participation in society, the veneration of saints, the seeking of
inspiration at tombs and the silent dhikr (“remembrance,” properly
“Khufiyya,” the “silent” ones).!?* There are now over 20 sub-branch men-
huan throughout China, with mosques in Yunnan, Xinjiang, and Bei-
jing. Most Khufiyya orders are concentrated in Gansu, Qinghai,
Ningxia, and Xinjiang, with several of the original Khufiyya practices
in some outlying areas such as northern Ningxia beginning to lose their
distinctiveness over time (see Chapter 3).

The Nagshbandi Jabriyya. The second Nagshbandi tariga, the Jah-
riyya order, was founded in China under the dynamic leadership of Ma
Mingxin (1719-1781).1%¢ One of the most fascinating detective stories in
historical discovery is the tracing by Joseph Fletcher of Ma Mingxin’s
spiritual lineage to Mizjaja, a village on the outskirts of Zabid in north-
ern Yemen. While Chinese Sufis have known for generations that their
saint Ma Mingxin studied in the Middle East and Yemen, it was never
clear whom he received his “New Teaching” from or where he studied.
Middle Eastern Sufi accounts recorded the presence of Chinese Muslims
studying in certain Sufi areas, but only Joseph Fletcher was able to put
the two together. This was an important discovery, as Ma Mingxin’s Sufi
practice was thought to be novel, even heterodox, and the subject of
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many conflicts in Northwest China. This is primarily the jabr in remem-
brance (“vocal dhikr,” whence comes the name Jabriyya, the “vocal”
ones), which Ma Mingxin openly advocated in opposition to the
Khufiyya's silent remembrance, the more standard Naqshbandi prac-
tice.’’” After an extensive search through arcane Sufi documents in
Arabic, Persian, Turkish, and Chinese, and a final personal trip to
Yemen, Fletcher discovered that the name of the Sufi saint under whom
Ma Mingxin studied was 'Abd al-Khiliq (c. 1705-1740), a Naqshbandi
Sufi, who had derived his teaching from his father, az-Zayn b. Muham-
mad 'Abd al-Baqi al-Mizjaji (1643/4-1725), whose family home was in
Mizjaja, the Zabid, Yemen. Chinese Sufi records indicate only that Ma
Mingxin studied in Yemen in a Sufi order known as the Shazilinye,
whose shaykh was Muhammad Bulu Seni, but did not know the full
ancestry and origins of the order. Most Jahriyya say only: “The root of
our order is Arabia, the branches and leaves are in China.”

Fletcher discovered the actual name of the Yemeni saint in Sufi silsila
genealogical lists contained in two separate letters from the China Inland
Missionary, E W. Martin Taylor, who was based in Jinji, Ningxia, the
headquarters of the Banqiao branch of the Jahriyya. Taylor obtained the
generations of the Jahriyya through interviews with the local Jahriyya
elders, most probably Ma Jinxi, the grandson of Ma Hualong, the son of
Ma Mingxin. Taylor recorded that there were 9 generations of Sufi saints
in the Middle East, beginning first with al-Kurani and then Rumi, and
ending with the 9th generation saint “Abu Duha Halik.” (Jahriyya Sufis
predicted that, since there were only 9 generations of Sufi saints in the
Middle East before their teaching was transmitted to China, after the 9th
generation of Sufi saints in China the world would end—the failure of
that prediction has led to considerable debate and reinterpretation
among Sufis in China today.) Fletcher identified “Abu Duha Halik,”
whom Ma Mingxin studied under, as 'Abd al-Khaliq, thus firmly estab-
lishing the link between the direct line of Sufis extending from the early
seventeenth century in the Middle East to its inception in China in the
mid-eighteenth century, down to today.!?*

This discovery is extremely significant in the history of ideas, as it 1s
known that az-Zayn had studied in Medina under the famous Kurdish
mystic Ibrahim b. Hasan al-Kurani (1616-1690), who also advocated
the use of vocal formulae in the remembrance of Allah (aljabr bi- db-
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dbikr). Al-Kurani’s students were at the forefront of Islamic reform and
fundamentalist movements throughout the Islamic world:

Through his students and his students’ students and those of his son Abu 't-
Tahir Muhammad al-Kurdi (d. 1733), al-Kurani’s influence spread far and
wide. One of his pupils was 'Abd ar-Ra'uf as-Sinkili (d. post 1693), who stud-
ied with him for many years in Medina and then returned home to Sumatra,
where he laid the groundwork for a future surge of Islam in Indonesia. Abu
‘tTahir was the principle influence on the life of the great Indian orthodox
reformer Shah Wali Allah of Delhi (d. 1762), a figure to be reckoned with in
much of the subsequent Islamic history of the Indo-Pakistani subcontinent.
Al-Kurdi also taught Muhammad Hayat as-Sindi (d. 1750 or 1752), who was
the teacher of Muhammad b. 'Abd al-Wahhab (d. 1891), founder of the anti-
Sufi “Wahhabi” movement. As-Sindi taught Muhammad as-Samman (d.
1775), who disseminated his fundamentalist Sufism through his own students
to both west and east Africa, to Afghanistan, India, and Indonesia.!?

Under al-Kurani’s student’s direction, it is not surprising that Ma
Mingxin returned after 16 years of study in Yemen and the Arabian
Peninsula in 1744 with more activist, fundamentalist reforms on his
mind. While advocating the use of the vocal dbikr, he generally opposed
the heavy emphasis upon the veneration of Islamic saints, which had
become popular in China. As the disputes grew worse and conflicts
erupted, Qing troops, tired from the conquest of Xinjiang in 1759, did
not wish to have any more trouble among Muslims in Gansu. They
arrested Ma Mingxin in 1781 and executed him as his followers attemp-
ted to free him. Three years later, they crushed another uprising led by
a Jahriyya Sufi, Tian Wu. From this point on, the Qing sought to limit
the spread and outlawed many of the so-called “New Teachings,” primar-
ily the Jahriyya. The great Northwest Hui Rebellion (1862-1876) was
led by Ma Hualong, another Jahriyya Sufi murshid and 5th generation
descendant of Ma Mingxin. His rebellion was responsible for cutting
the Qing state off from the northwest, making way for the great
1864-1877 Uigur-led rebellion in Xinjiang under Yakub Beg.!* In
1871, Ma Hualong was captured and purportedly executed with his
entire family. His body is entombed in Dongta township, Jinji, just east
of the Yellow River in Ningxia, while his head is supposedly buried in
Xuanhuagang, a Jahriyya center, north of Zhangjiachuan in south
Gansu. There is also evidence that suggests Du Wenxiu, of the Panthay
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Hui Muslim Rebellion in Yunnan (1855-1873), who called himself the
Sultan Suleiman, was also influenced by Jahriyya ideas.!*! Following the
failure of these uprisings, the Jahriyya became much more secretive and
dispersed, leading to the establishment of 5 main Jahriyya branch
orders, all named after their ritual and historical centers: Shagou, Bei-
shan, Xindianzi, Bangiao, and Nanchuan.!+?

Of these, there are 2 main sub-branches of the Jahriyya that continue
to exercise significant influence among Nagshbandi Sufi Hui through-
out China today. The Shagou menhuan claims spiritual descent from
Ma Yuanzhang, the son-in-law of Ma Hualong, who is said to have
received the “oral transmission” (koubuan) from one or two other cho-
sen ahong initiated by Ma Hualong himself, just before his death. Sha-
gou members maintain that all Ma Hualong’s blood descendants were
lost in the Qing pogrom mentioned above that executed 130 of his fam-
ily members. Hence, only the spiritual mantle of leadership could be
conferred on Ma Yuanzhang. Upon Ma Yuanzhang’s death, during the
1920 earthquake in Shagou, Xiji county, southern Ningxia, his fourth
son, Ma Zhenwu, took up the leadership of the order, later followed by
his son, the current murshid. The Shagou branch is said to have 145
mosque communities (fizofang) in southern Ningxia, 40 in Xinjiang, 20
in Guizhou, more than 10 in Yunnan, and at least 1 in Beijing, Tianjin,
Jinan, and Jilin province, with over 100,000 followers.!** In the 1958 doc-
ument criticizing Ma Zhenwu and justifying his arrest, they mentioned
his receiving support in 1954 from as far away as Chuanchang, Jilin
province. 144

The Banqgiao order, the second main Jahriyya menhuan, traces direct
blood descent from Ma Jinxi, the grandson of Ma Hualong, who they
claim escaped the massacre of Ma Hualong’s descendants. The Banqiao
Jahriyya say that two of Ma Hualong’s grandsons escaped the Qing
pogrom. The eldest of the two surviving grandsons, Ma Jinchang, was
castrated by Zuo Zongtang’s forces and exiled to Kaifeng, where he died
as a bondservant. The younger grandson, Ma Jinxi, was secreted to Yun-
nan and raised among Jahriyya until he was old enough to take on the
mantle of the jizozhu of the Bangiao order. Thus, the Shagou and Ban-
giao orders derive their legitimacy from either spiritual or blood
descent, and therein lies the basis to their claims of authority. Concen-
trated in Zhangjiachuan, Gansu, and Bangiao, Ningxia, the Bangiao
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Sufis have more than 25,000 followers, with 120 mosques in Ningxia, 20
in Xinjiang, and others in Gansu, Qinghai, Jiangsu, Sichuan, and Yun-
nan.'*> The present murshid of the Banqiao menhuan 1s also vice-
chairman of the Ningxia Regional People’s Government.

The Kubrawiyya. Of minor influence in China is the fourth main
Sufi order, the Kubrawiyya.!*¢ An Arab, Mohidin, is said to have first
introduced the order to China in the 1600s (or perhaps as early as
1370).14 He taught in Henan, Qinghai, Gansu, and died in Dawantou,
Dongxiang prefecture, Gansu province. Presently, many of the Dong-
xiang Muslim minority concentrated in that area are members of the
Kubrawiyya menbuan.

Sufi Networks and Islamic Resurgence. The importance and extensive-
ness of these Sufi orders for uniting disparate Hui communities across
China cannot be underestimated. Gellner’s suggestion that “Sufism pro-
vides a theory, terminology, and technique of leadership”1#® seems appli-
cable to understanding the rapid proliferation of various orders during
the turmoil of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when
China was faced with widespread domestic social unrest and the advanc-
ing encroachment of Western imperialist powers. Unlike the isolated
“patchwork” Gedimu communities that had been the norm until that
time, Sufi orders provided the leadership and organization that could
help Hui survive politically and economically.’*® During the frag-
mented Republican period (1911-1949), extensive Sufi networks proved
helpful to some Hui warlords in the northwest and disruptive to others.
In the 1930s, Pickens and a few other missionary scholars were becom-
ing aware of Sufi networks that extended across the country:

Although in East China we do not think much of the Derwish Orders yet
when we get to know something of what goes on we find that even in Shang-
hai branches of the Djahariah [Jahriyya)] can be found. From Yunnan right
north to Kansu and Ningsia, even Peiping and probably Manchuria, the
influence of this order is felt.15°

At the 1985 commemoration ceremony (ermaili) of the death of the
Jahriyya order’s founder, Ma Mingxin, over 20,000 adherents gathered
for 3 days at the site of his original tomb outside Lanzhou. The local
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municipality had intended originally to refrain from participation in
the ceremony, but, owing to the unexpected number of participants, the
city eventually supplied sanitation facilities and food. The Provincial
Islamic Society subsequently agreed to allow Ma Mingxin's tomb to be
rebuilt. Two months earlier, a similar ermaili was held in remembrance
of Ma Hualong, the Jahriyya Rebellion leader. A crowd of over 10,000
followers from as far away as Urumgqi, Kunming, and Harbin arrived at
his grave in Lingwu county, Dongta township, demonstrating the exten-
sive influence of this order and the important focus the Sufi leader’s
tomb provides for galvanizing collective action.!!

Membership in various Islamic orders often significantly influences
social interaction, especially among the Sufi orders who sometimes dis-
tinguish themselves by dress. Unlike the rounded white cap worn by
most Hui men, Sufi followers often wear a 6-cornered hat, sometimes
black.!2 Many Jahriyya Hui shave the sides of their beards to commem-
orate their founder, Ma Mingxin, whose beard is said to have been
shorn by Qing soldiers before his execution in 1781. While these mark-
ers are almost universally unnoticed by the Han majority—for whom a
Hui is a Hui—northwest Hui can easily identify in the marketplace
members of the various orders that divide them internally. The exclusiv-
ity of Sufi orders in China illustrates the cruciality of identity and
authority for Sufi Hui. Hui can enter these orders through ritual vow
or by birth, but seldom maintain allegiance to two menhuan at once.
This is unlike Sufi orders in other parts of the world that tend to be less
exclusive and allow simultaneous membership in several orders.!s?

THE THIRD TIDE: SCRIPTURALIST CONCERNS AND MODERNIST REFORMS. The
third tide in Chinese Islam began at the end of the Qing dynasty, a
period of accelerated exchange between China and the outside world,
when many Muslims began traveling to and returning from the Middle
East. In the early decades of the twentieth century, China was exposed
to many new foreign ideas and, in the face of Japanese and Western
imperialist encroachment, sought a Chinese approach to governance.
Intellectual and organizational activity by Chinese Muslims during this
period was also intense. Increased contact with the Middle East led Chi-
nese Muslims to reevaluate their traditional notions of Islam. Pickens
records that, from 1923 to 1934, there were 834 known Hui Muslims
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who made the Hajj, or pilgrimage, to Mecca.!** In 1937, according to
one observer, over 170 Hui pilgrims boarded a steamer in Shanghai
bound for Mecca.!s® By 1939, at least 33 Hui Muslims had studied at
Cairo’s prestigious Al-Azhar University. While these numbers are not
significant when compared with pilgrims on the Hajj from other South-
east Asian Muslim areas, the influence and prestige attached to these
returning Hui hajji was profound, particularly in isolated communities.
“In this respect,” Fletcher observed, “the more secluded and remote a
Muslim community was from the main centers of Islamic cultural life
in the Middle East, the more susceptible it was to those centers’ most
recent trends.”1%¢

As a result of political events and the influence of foreign Muslim
ideas, numerous new Hui organizations emerged. In 1912, one year
after Sun Yatsen was inaugurated as provisional president of the Chi-
nese Republic in Nanjing, the Chinese Muslim Federation was also
formed in that city. This was followed by the establishment of other
Hui Muslim associations: the Chinese Muslim Mutual Progress Associa-
tion (Beying, 1912), the Chinese Muslim Educational Association
(Shanghai, 1925), the Chinese Muslim Association (1925), the Chinese
Muslim Young Students Association (Nanjing, 1931), the Society for
the Promotion of Education Among Muslims (Nanjing, 1931), and the
Chinese Muslim General Association (Jinan, 1934).

The Muslim periodical press flourished as never before. Although
Lowenthal reported that circulation was low, there were over 100
known Muslim periodicals produced before the outbreak of the Sino-
Japanese War in 1937.1%7 Thirty journals were published between 1911
and 1937 in Beijing alone, prompting one author to suggest that, while
Chinese Islam’s traditional religious center was still Linxia (Hezhou), 1ts
cultural center had shifted to Beijing.!*® This took place when many
Hui intellectuals traveled to Japan, the Middle East, and the West.
Caught up in the nationalist fervor of the first half of this century, they
published magazines and founded organizations, questioning their iden-
tity as never before in a process that one Hui historian, Ma Shougqian,
has recently termed “The New Awakening of the Hui at the end of 19th
and beginning of the 20th centuries.”’®® As many of these Hui hajji
returned from their pilgrimages to the Middle East, they initiated sev-
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eral reforms, engaging themselves once again in the contested space
between Islamic ideals and Chinese culture.

Wabhabi Muslim Brotherbood. Influenced by fundamentalist Wahhabi
ideals in the Arabian Peninsula, returning Hui reformers introduced the
Ikwan Muslim Brotherhood to China—a religious movement in tune,
in some cases, with China’s nationalist concerns and, in others, with
warlord politics.’¢® While the Muslim Brotherhood elsewhere in the
Islamic world has been depicted as anti-modernist and fundamentalist,
this is not true of the movement in China. “There a fundamentalist, revi-
valist impulse among returned pilgrims influenced by Wahhabi
notions,” Lipman suggests, “was transformed into a nationalist, modern-
ist, anti-Sufi solidarity group which advocated not only Muslim unity
but Chinese national strength and conciousness.”é!

The beginnings of the Ikhwan movement in China can be traced to
Ma Wanfu (1849-1934), who returned from the Hajj in 1892 to teach in
the Linxia, Dongxiang area. Eventually known as the Yihewani (Chi-
nese for the Ikhwan al-Muslimin), the initial reformers were primarily
concerned with religious scripturalist orthodoxy—so much so that they
are still known as the “venerate-the-scriptures faction” (zunjing pai).'s2
Seeking perhaps to replace “Islamic theater” with scripture,'¢’ they pro-
scribed the veneration of saints, their tombs and shrines, and sought to
stem the growing influence of well-known individual ahong and Suf
menhuan leaders. Advocating a purified, “non-Chinese” Islam, they crit-
icized such cultural accretions as the wearing of white mourning dress
(dai xia0) and the decoration of mosques with Chinese or Arabic texts.
At one point, Ma Wanfu even proposed the exclusive use of Arabic and
Persian instead of Chinese in all education.!¢* Following strict Wahhabi
practice, Yihewani mosques are distinguished by their almost complete
lack of adornment on the inside, with white walls and no inscriptions,
as well as a preference for Arabian-style mosque architecture. This con-
trasts sharply with other more Chinese-style mosques in China, typical
of the “old” Gedimu, whose architecture resembles Confucian temples
with sweeping roofs and symmetrical courtyards (the Xran Huajue
Great Mosque being the best example).'65 The Yihewani also proscribed
the adornment of their mosques with Arabic, especially Chinese,
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Quranic texts and banners; these are the most striking markers of Sufi
mosques and worship centers in the northwest, whose walls are often lay-
ered with calligraphy and unique Hui-style art.1¢¢

Within the Yihewani, another reform movement emerged in the
1930s, the Salafiyya, that stressed a non-politicized fundamentalist
return to Wahhabi scripturalist ideals.’¢” In turn, in the last few years, a
controversy has arisen within the Salafiyya in Gansu over the imma-
nence or transcendence of Allah. Those who believe in transcendence -
that Allah dwells in a high place above the affairs of humankind (gao
weizhishang)—demonstrate their position by cutting their hair short.
Immanentalists, by contrast, let their hair grow down to their collars,
symbolizing God’s presence in the world.

The Yihewani continue to be a powerful Islamic group throughout
China. Like the Gedimu, the Yihewani emphasize leadership through
training and Islamic education rather than inheritance and succession.
The Yihewani differ from the Gedimu primarily in ritual matters and
their stress upon reform through Chinese education and modernism.
Because of their emphasis on nationalist concerns, education, modern-
ization, and decentralized leadership, the order has attracted more
urban intellectual Muslims. The Yihewani are also especially numerous
in areas like Qinghai and Gansu where they proliferated during the
Republican period under the patronage of Hui warlords. Many of the
large mosques and Islamic schools rebuilt with government funds
throughout China in the late 1970s and early 1980s tend to be staffed by
Yihewani Imam.

The Xi Dao Tang. A small Islamic movement that did not gain much
popularity in China is important because of its historical and cultural
significance. The Xi Dao Tang was the only completely “native” Islamic
movement in China, which arose at the beginning of this century
through a fascinating combination of Chinese and Islamic learning.
Known publically as the “Study the Han Faction” (Han xue pai), they
called themselves the Xi Dao Tang (“Western School” or “Mosque”). Xi
Dao Tang originated in Lin Tan (Tao Zhou old city), a market town
that served as an important economic center and crossroads for Sichuan,
Shaanxi, Yunnan, Gansu, Tibet, and Qinghai. The site of incredible tur-
moil in the aftermath of the 1862 Hui Rebellion, Tao Zhou was the cen-
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ter of fierce Han, Hui, and Tibetan ethnic violence, as well as sectarian
divisions among the competing Islamic orders in the area. The move-
ment took its inspiration from Ma Qixi (1857-1914, note that his name
means, “one who reveals the West”), a Qing xiucai scholar, who wrote
several works along the same lines as the Qing-dynasty Islamic-
Confucian texts of Liu Zhi, which sought to legitimate Islam in terms
of Confucian moral tenets and discourse. Originally a member of the
Khufiyya Beizhuang branch menbuan, in 1901 he established his own
movement, which emphasized study of the Quran as the only scripture
as opposed to other Sufi texts. Significantly, he promoted the study of
the Chinese Confucian-Islamic classics, communal living, and cordial
relations between Han, Hui, and Tibetan. Ma Qixi strongly stressed
both classical Chinese and Arabic learning, even the study of the Quran
in Chinese, and his following grew quickly. He was able, in a relatively
short time, to establish a modernist, accomodationist movement that
was supported by the pillars of Tao Zhou Hui commercial society.
There is much mixed opinion as to the source of Ma Qix1’s popularity
and wealth. George Andrew, the Protestant missionary who worked in
the area, gives the following account of the rise of this “New Sect™:

By this time he had quiet a large following, and to them he commenced to
expound his new teaching, which proved a strange mixtwure of Mohammedan-
ism, Confucianism, and Spiritualism. He held regular seances, and mystified
his followers by exhibitions of black art. Strange to say, this retirement had
resulted in the restoration of his health. Numbers joined him, till one morn-
ing the members of the Old Sect awoke to the fact that a large, powerful, and
dangerous organization had sprung up in their midst. This was no sooner rea-
lized than they took steps to suppress it, but the root had already struck
deeper than they thought.1¢8

With its approximately 10,000 followers, one of the early unique con-
tributions of the association was an emphasis upon communal living and
holding all economic assets in common. About 400 lived this way in Tao
Zhou, with other adherents spread throughout Gansu, Qinghai, and Xin-
jiang. The Xi Dao Tang also emphasized the passing of succession
through merit, not blood, and criticized the accumulation of wealth by
the leaders of the association. The 400 in Tao Zhou lived in community,
seeking equal distribution of their goods. As a trading center, Tao Zhou
proved to be an excellent environment for this kind of community
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corporation. They must have derived great wealth from dominating the
trade in leather, tea, and, perhaps, opium along the southern mule-
caravan routes to Sichuan, and thence to Burma. The movement had
grown so strong militarily that it repulsed a savage attack by the “Bai

Lang” (“White Wolf”) bandits who were terrorizing the northwest and,
according to eye-witness accounts, completely devastated the city in
1914.1¢* Their increasing strength and wealth apparently roused the
envy and fear of other Hui associations, and Ma Anliang, a Khufi Hez-
hou ofhcial, had Ma Qixi and his family assassinated later that year.
After Ma Qixi’s death, however, the movement revived briefly but grad-
ually declined, and, by 1957, it supposedly dispersed. This may have
been related to the collectivization and land reforms initiated by the
state, but I as yet have no information on the effects of these policies on
the Xi Dao Tang.'7°

While the total population of the various Islamic associations in
China has not been published, Yang Huaizhong writes that, of the
2,132 mosques tn Ningxia Hul autonomous region, 560 belong to the
Yihewani, 560 to the Khufiyya, 464 to the Jahriyya, 415 to the tradi-
tional Gedimu, and 133 belong to Qadiriyya religious worship sites
(some of which include mosques).'”! The most comprehensive estimate
given so far for Hui membership in Islamic orders throughout China is
by Ma Tong. Out of his total of 6,781,500 Hui Muslims, he records that
there are 58.2 percent Gedimu, 21 percent Yihewani, 10.9 percent Jah-
riyya, 7.2 percent Khufiyya, 1.4 percent Qadiriyya, 0.5 percent Xidao-
tang, and 0.7 percent Kubrawiyya (see Appendix A).172

Internal Conversion. While these Islamic associations are as confus-
ing to the non-initiate as the numerous schools of Buddhist thought in
China, membership is not hotly disputed as in China. Unlike Central
Asian Islamic orders, where one might belong to two or even three
brotherhoods at once, the Hui belong only to one. Among the Hui,
one is generally born into one’s Islamic order or converts dramatically
to another. In fact, this is the only instance of conversion I encountered
among my sojourn among the Hui. I never met a Han who had con-
verted to Islam in China without having been married to a Hui or
adopted into a Hui family, though I heard of a few isolated instances.
Fletcher recorded the conversion of 28 Tibetan tribes as well as their



Three Tides of Islam in China 59

“Living Buddha” by Ma Laichi in Xunhua, Qinghai, in the mid-eigh-
teenth century.!” After the 1784 Ma Mingxin uprising, the Qing govern-
ment forbade non-Muslims from converting to Islam, and this may
account for the few Han conversions recorded in history. This goes
against the common assumption that Islam in China was spread
through proselytization and conversion. Islamic preachers in China,
including Ma Laichi, Ma Mingxin, Qi Jingyi, and Ma Qixi, spent most
of their time trying to convert other Muslims. Islam in China for the
most part, had expanded through migration, intermarriage, and adop-
tion. Hui frequently adopted Han children in the past, raising them as
Muslims, and eventually accepting them as Hui. They were also con-
cerned enough about preserving the identities of Muslim children while
away from home that they frequently practiced the tradition of “dry
adoption,” where young Hui would be accepted into a home and
treated as an adopted child so that they might more easily preserve a
ging zhen Muslim lifestyle.

HUI ISLAMIC ORDERS AND CHINESE CULTURE. The tensions and conflicts
that led to the rise and divisions of the Sufi menbhuan in Northwest
China, and subsequent non-Sufi reforms, are impossible to enumerate in
their complexity. They give evidence, however, of the ongoing struggles
that continue to make Islam meaningful to Hui Muslims. These ten-
sions between Islamic ideals and social realities are often left unre-
solved.””* Their very dynamism derives from the questions they raise
and the doubts they engender among people struggling with traditional
meanings in the midst of changing social contexts. The questions of pur-
ity and legitimacy (ging zhen) become paramount when the Hui are
faced with radical internal socioeconomic and political change, and
exposed to different interpretations of Islam from the outside Muslim
world. These conflicts and reforms reflect an ongoing debate in China
over Islamic orthodoxy, revealing an important disjunction between
“scripturalist” or “mystical” interpretations.’s

In a similar fashion, the study of Southeast Asian Islam has often cen-
tered on the contradiction and compromise between the native culture
of the indigenous Muslims and the sharia of orthodox Islam, the mys-
tical and the scriptural, the real and the ideal.'”¢ The supposed accom-
modation of orthodox Islamic tenets to local cultural practices has led
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scholars to dismiss or explain such compromise as syncretism, assimila-
tion, and “Sinicization,” as has been described among the Hui.'”” An
alternative approach, and one perhaps more in tune with the interests
of Hui themselves, sees this incongruence as the basis for ongoing dialec-
tical tensions that have often led to reform movements and conflicts
within Muslim communities.!”® Following Weber,!”? one can see the
wide variety of Islamic expression as reflecting processes of local world
construction and programs for social conduct whereby a major reli-
gious tradition becomes meaningful to an indigenous society.!8°

In the competition for scarce resources, these conflicts are also
prompted by and expressed in economic concerns, such as we saw in the
defeat of the Xi Dao Tang above by the Khufiyya leader Ma Anliang—
clearly a case of coveting his Muslim brother’s wealth. Fletcher, in “The
Nagshbandiyyas in Northwest China,” noted that one of the criticisms
of the Khufiyya was that their recitation of the Ming sha le took less time
than the normal Quranic suras by non-Sufi clergy, and therefore their
imams were cheaper to hire at ritual ceremonies. He suggested that this
assisted their rise in popularity and criticism by the Gedimu religious
leaders. The Yihewani criticized both the Gedimus and Sufis for perform-
ing rituals in believers’ homes only for profit, and advocated the practice,
“If you recite, do not eat; if you eat, do not recite” (Nian jing bu chi, chi
by nian jing). The Chinese state has generally found economic reasons for
criticizing certain Islamic orders among the Hui. During the Land
Reform Campaigns of the 1950s, which appropriated mosque and wagf
(Islamic endowment) holdings, they met with great resistance from the
Sufi menhuan, which had accumulated a great deal due to their hierarch-
ical centralized leadership. In the 1958 document criticizing Ma Zhenwu,
the Jahri Sufi shaykh, the following accusations are quite revealing:

According to these representatives, Ma Chen-wu instituted many “A-mai-lis,”
or festival days to commemorate the dead ancestors to which the A-hungs
must be invited to chant the scriptures and be treated with big feasts, thereby
squeezing money out of the living for the dead. For example, he has kept a
record of the days of birth and death of all the family members of this follow-
ers and has seen to it that religious services be held on such days. These
include “Grandmother’s Day,” “Wife’s Day,” “Aunt’s Day,” and others, sixty-
five of such “A-mai-lis” in a year. On the average, one of such “A-mai-lis” is
held every six or seven days, among which are seven occasions of big festival.
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... All the A-hungs of the Islamic mosques have been appointed by Ma Chen-
wu. Through the appointment of A-hungs he has squeezed a big sum of
money. . .. Ma has regularly, in the name of repairing the “kung-peis” [i.e.,
tombs], squeezed the Hui people for money.'#!

The tensions arising from the conflict of Chinese cultural practices
and Islamic ideals have led to the rise and powerful appeal of Islamic
movements among Hui Muslims (see Figure 1).'32 At one extreme there
are those who reject any integration of Islam with Chinese culture, such
as Ma Wanfu’s fundamentalist return to an Arabicized “pure” Islam.
Conversely, at the other extreme, there are those leaders of the Gedimu,
such as Hu Dengzhou, who accepted more of an integration with tra-
ditional Chinese society. Likewise, Ma Qixi’s Xi Dao Tang stressed the
complete compatibility of Chinese and Islamic culture, the importance
of Chinese Islamic Confucian texts, the harmony of the two systems,
and the reading of the Quran in Chinese.

Ficure 1 Hui Islam and Chinese Culture: A Range of Alternatives
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In between, one finds various attempts at changing Chinese society
to “fit” a Muslim world, through transformationist or militant Islam, as
illustrated by the largely Nagshbandiyya-led nineteenth-century Hui
uprisings. The Jahriyya sought to implement an alternative vision of
the world in their society, and this posed a threat to the Qing, as well
as other Hui Muslims, earning them the label of “heterodox” (xie jiao)
and persecution by the Chinese state. By contrast, other Hui reformers
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have attempted throughout history to make Islam “fit” Chinese society,
such as Liu Zhi’s monumental effort to demonstrate the Confucian
morality of Islam. The Qadiriyya alternative represents resolution of
this tension through ascetic withdrawal from the world. Qi Jingyi advo-
cated an inner mystical journey where the dualism of Islam and the Chi-
nese world is absolved through grasping the oneness of Allah found
inside every believer. These various approaches in China’s Islam repre-
sent sociohistorical attempts to deal with the problem of relating the
world religion of Islam to the local Chinese realm.

THE FOURTH TIDE: ETHNIC NATIONALISM IN AN AGE OF NATION-STATES \_

The Salman Rushdie incident with which this chapter began illustrates
a significant new way in which Muslims in China are now expressing
themselves. Accepting the labels of Hui, Uigur, and Kazak, by which
the state has designated them, and making use of the organizations of
the China Islamic Association, the Nationalities Institute, and the State
Nationalities Commission, by which the state has sought to administer
them, the Muslims as nationalities, not merely as Muslims, are now call-
ing for a greater voice in their own affairs. And by the response to their
protest, it is clear that the state is listening. Much of this new tide in eth-
nic nationalism and “primordial politics” sweeping China, and much of
the world, is due to the internationalism arising from the organization
of the world into nation-states. No longer content to sit on the sidelines,
the nations within these states are playing a greater role in the public
sphere, which Jiirgen Habermas suggests is the defining characteristic of
civil society in the modern nation-state.!8

The three previous “tides” of Islam in China, according to Joseph
Fletcher, were precipitated by China’s opening to the outside world. A
new tide may now be washing across China’s terrain. The Salman Rush-
die event has demonstrated that China, no matter what conservative
leaders in the government might wish, has reached a new stage of open-
ness. If China wants to continue to participate in the international polit-
ical sphere of the nation-states, this is unavoidable. The President of
Iran’s visit in May 1989 to China, during the midst of the democracy
protests, and just prior to the Sexual Customs uprising, indicates that
China can no longer isolate its Muslims from the currents of the Islamic
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world, nor its people from nationalistic ferment. China is part of the
Muslim Asian sphere where James Piscatori argues international Islamic
politics are taking on new significance in domestic relations.!** The new
technologies of communication and travel have assisted this change, and
led to a fourth tide in Chinese Islam.

With the opening to the West in recent years, travel to and from the
Islamic heartlands has dramatically increased in China. In 1984, over
1,400 Muslims left China to go on the Hajj.1# This number increased
to over 2,000 in 1987, representing a return to pre-1949 levels. Several
Hui students are presently enrolled in Islamic and Arabic studies at the
Al-Azhar University in Egypt.

In September 1987, I visited the home of a Hui elder in Xian who
had just returned from the Hajj. He was escorted home from the air-
port in a procession of over 100 taxis, all owned and operated privately
by Hui. His trip was financed by local Hui, who turned over 10,000
yuan ($3,300 US) to the China Islamic Society in Beijing. The Islamic
Society arranged his travel to Pakistan, where his visa was procured at
the Saudi Embassy (at that time China had no formal diplomatic rela-
tions with Saudi Arabia), and supplied him with $80 US for use on the
trip, since local currency is nonconvertible. Upon his return, he trav-
eled throughout the northwest, preaching and lecturing about his pil-
grimage experiences and the need to reform Islam along Middle Eastern
lines.

Encouraged by the Chinese state, relations between Muslims in
China and the Middle East are becoming stronger and more frequent,
partly from a desire to establish trading partners for arms, commodities,
and currency exchanges,!® and partly because of China’s traditional
view of itself as a leader of the Third World. Delegations of foreign Mus-
lims regularly travel to prominent Islamic sites in China, in a kind of
state-sponsored religious tourism, and donations are encouraged. While
the state hopes that private Islamic investment will assist economic
development, the vast majority of grants by visiting foreign Muslims
have been donated to the rebuilding of Islamic mosques, schools, and
hospitals. As Hui in China are further exposed to Islamic international-
ism, and they return from studies and pilgrimages abroad, traditional
Hui identities will once again be reshaped and called into question, giv-
ing rise to a fourth tide of Islam in China.



Hui saleswoman peddling Nang (da bing), the traditional flatbread, in the doorway
to her home in a Hui neighborhood of Lanzhou, Gansu. Note the sign for Qing
Zhen (Halal) suspended from the doorway. Photo: Gladney
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Ethnographic Research and the Chinese State

A “nation” has been cynically but not inaptly defined as a society united by a com-
mon error as to its origin and a common aversion to its neighbors.

—Julian S. Huxley and A. C. Haddon,
We Europeans: A Survey of “Racial” Problems

The complex and diffuse identity of the Hui as outlined in the preced-
ing chapter challenges traditional approaches to ethnicity theory.
Anthropology in the past was ill-equipped to address this kind of expan-
sive ethnic identity. Given their widespread distribution and lack of
cohesion, one may very rightly question the validity of Hui ethnic iden-
tity. The Hui regard themselves as an ethnic group, however, and the
Chinese state registers them as an official nationality. The Hui are also
beginning to play an increasingly important role in the Chinese state’s
domestic affairs and in international ethnopolitics. The Hui thus pose
an interesting problem for modern ethnicity theory and studies of
nationalism.

The Hui raise another issue for contemporary anthropological stud-
tes: Given their diffuse and diverse nature, how does one study them
according to traditional fieldwork? In addition, since the restrictions
placed on foreigners doing research in the Chinese nation-state are still
substantial, the question remains whether this kind of research is worth-
while or even possible. I argue that the challenge of understanding Hui
identity will not only push us toward more comprehensive ethnicity
theory, but assist us in problematizing the issue of developing alterna-
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tive research methodologies appropriate to modern complex nation-
states.

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON HuI IDENTITY

Despite the wide cultural and religious diversity of Hui communities
discussed above, several theories have been advanced to explain how the
Hui regard themselves as an ethnic group and why the state chose to rec-
ognize them as a nationality. These theories may be grouped under 3
main approaches: the Chinese Stalinist, the cultural-primordial, and the
circumstantialist-instrumentalist. After briefly discussing these theories
and their limitations when applied to the Hui, I shall propose a fourth
approach that I suggest more adequately interprets the unity and diver-
sity of Hui identity.

IDENTIFYING THE HUI: THE CHINESE STALINIST APPROACH. After the People’s
Republic of China was founded in 1949, the state embarked upon a
monumental endeavor to identify and recognize as nationalities those
who qualified among the hundreds of groups applying for national
minority status. In his review of this process, Fei Xiaotong records that,
by 1955, over 400 minority groups had registered names for themselves
and applied for recognition.! In the late 1950s, teams of researchers were
sent out to identify these people in the border areas and, as a result, 55
were labeled as nationalities (minzu, from the Japanese term minzoku,
introduced by Sun Yat-sen, see below). The Han minzu were recognized
as the majority nationality, with 91 percent of the 1990 population.
This process has continued, with the Jinno recognized as an official
nationality as late as 1979. Currently, there are 15 other groups apply-
ing for recognition to the State Commission for Nationality Affairs
(SCNA). Significantly, the 1990 census? revealed that there are still
749,341 individuals of “unidentified ethnicity” waiting to be recognized.

Since its founding in the mid-1950s, the-SCNA has relied on Stalin’s
4 criteria for defining a nationality (minzu): “a common language, a com-
mon territory, a common economic life, and a common psychological
make-up manifested in common specific features of national culture.”™
“Psychological make-up” was synonymous with “culture,” in Stalin’s
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view: “Of course the elements of nationhood —language, territory, com-
mon culture, etc.—did not fall from the skies.”* These 4 criteria are still
viewed as normative for defining nationalities in a socialist society such
as China.® In a summary of its policy, the State Commission for Nation-
ality Affairs concluded:

Stalin’s nationality criteria are a universal truth (pubian zhenli), they have
been proved through a long period of actual investigation. . .. After Libera-
tion, our country, in the work of nationality research and nationality
identification, accurately utilized Stalin’s theory, causing the nationality iden-
tification work to meet with success.¢

Fei Xiaotong's description of the process of identifying several ques-
tionable nationality groups assumes these 4 criteria and generally begins
with the study of their linguistic history. In one case, Fei describes how
Chinese sociologists applied the Stalinist criteria in determining the
identity of the Chuanging “Blacks” in Guizhou. He suggests thar,
although the Blacks have a close relationship with the Han, “the Blacks
seemed to have certain features in their language, areas of settlement,
economic life, and psychological makeup which might qualify them as
a national minority.”” Following a linguistic and historical analysis of
the Blacks, Fei concludes that they are not a minority, but descendants
of Han garrison troops sent to conquer remnant Yuan forces in Yunnan
at the beginning of the Ming dynasty. While linguistic data often appear
most decisive in assessing a group’s identity, they are not the only factor,
and must be tested historically, according to Fei.?

By the same criteria, we must assume that the more than 350 other
applicant groups were refused recognition. While many of them were
collapsed into other groups, creating larger umbrella-like nationalities
such as the Y1° and the Qiang,'® many others continue to seek recogni-
tion. The Ku Cong in the southwest and the so-called Danmin (Boat
People) along the southeast coast have been continually denied recogni-
tion, despite their strong self-ascribed identity and common culture. As
long as China continues to subscribe to the Stalinist nationality poli-
cies, 1t is doubtful that these and other peoples will be able to convince
the state of their claim to nationality status.
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Despite their failure to meet the Stalinist criteria for recognition, the
Hui were among the first minorities to be recognized. Most Chinese
publications that discuss Hui ethnic identification tend to see them in
a situation similar to the Manchu (Man) and She minorities, who have
lived for such a long time among the Han majority that they have lost
their own language and many cultural distinctions.!! Historical records
document that each of these minorities once spoke a common language
different from the Han, and, since they maintain some cultural distinc-
tions, they are recognized as minorities in a historical application of the
Stalinist criteria. While this may be true of the Manchu and the She
minorities, it does not adequately account for the identity of the Hui.
The Hui are descendants of foreign Muslim merchants, militia, and
ofhcials who came to China in large numbers from the seventh through
fourteenth centuries and later intermarried with the local Han popu-
lace. These foreign residents did not speak a single language —they spoke
Persian, Arabic, Turkish, or Mongolian—and there is no record that the
foreign languages of these early Muslim ancestors were adopted by their
Hui descendants beyond the Ming dynasty.!?

While Quranic Arabic is used in Hui Islamic ritual, it has never
served as a common language for communication. Hui do use certain
Persian and Arabic loan words (known as Huibui hua) that are unintel-
ligible to Han, but these in no way constitute a separate language (see
Appendix B). Of course, to the Hui themselves, these distinctive non-
Han expressions of speech, though not a separate language in any sense,
continue to serve as important markers of ethnic identity.?> I have been
in many public market situations in the northwest where Hui easily
identified other Hui in a group of people bargaining, just by listening
to their speech. In setting the price among themselves, Hui will often
use Arabic or Persian numbers that the Han do not understand, before
announcing to Han buyers in Chinese what the price is. For this and
other entrepreneurial practices, Hui have been traditionally denigrated
as the zei Huihui, “larcenous Hui people.” This linguistic switching has
assisted their mediating role in trade throughout history in the north-
west, as the missionaries Cable and French related:
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Wang was a trusted friend and confidant of Yolbas and was consulted by all
the important men of Central Asia as representing Tungan [Hui) interests. He
had excellent manner, and conducted his household, as his business, with
capacity and conspicuous success. His mother-tongue was Chinese, and this
was the language of his home, his children and his womenfolk, but though he
spoke Chinese and Turki with equal fluency, in Chinese his intonation was
foreign, his vocabulary restricted and his speech mixed with a patois inter-
spersed with Arabic words. The construction of his phrases had none of the
sprightly idiomatic short-cuts which spring to the lips of the man from China
proper and make his speech so terse and unforgettable. Likewise, his Turki
talk lacked the racy crispness which constitutes the unique charm of that
tongue. His clumsy speech was typical of the Tungan.'*

DEFINING THE HUI: THE CULTURAL APPROACH. It is evident that national
identification in China relies on an analysis of a group’s cultural traits
and history. This approach is similar to what Naroll and other Western
scholars have carried out, and later termed the “cultunit” or “historical-
idealist” model.’® Naroll has defined a “cultunit” as a “people who are
domestic speakers of a common distinct language and who belong
either to the same state or the same contact group.”¢ These studies of
ethnic phenomena have treated ethnic groups as units of population dis-
tinguished by characteristic cultural features or traits, such as language,
religion, economy, locality origin, and biogenetic physical features.
Fredrik Barth and others have sharply criticized this approach in
recent years for its inability to define any core cultural features that con-
sistently provide a means for distinguishing between ethnic groups.!’
This is a critical problem, since the model seeks to use these core cul-
tural traits as a means for identifying a cultunit or ethnic group,
primarily for the purpose of cross-cultural comparison with other cult-
units. Ethnic change is seen as the attrition or alteration of these core
cultural traits. It is not surprising that “religion” is listed as simply one
more of the traits on the cultural grocery list—the Oxford English Dic-
tionary reveals that the early connotation of ethnic meant “heathen” to
Western English speakers, while the Greek origin of the term simply
refers to “people” or “nation.” Discussion in this approach is generally
limited to cross-cultural comparison of these discrete “culture units” or
their traits, and often overlooks such important issues as ethnogenesis
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(how new ethnic groups form), inter-ethnic relations, and the social orga-
nization of ethnic groups.

In his classic study, E. R. Leach demonstrated that the Kachin people
in highland Burma, although often identified as a single people or dis-
tinctive ethnic group, could not be said to be a discrete unit living
within the same society, speaking the same language, or having the same
culture.'® The ethnic identity of the Kachin could be understood only
by reference to their political and social opposition to the Shan, another
group with whom they interacted. The manipulation of their ethnic
identities by individuals in different social situations was also problem-
atic for this approach to ethnic identification, which focused mainly on
the distinct cultural features of a group.

Differences between groups become differences in trait inventories; the atten-
tion is drawn to the analysis of cultures, not of ethnic organization. The
dynamic relationship between groups will then be depicted in acculturation
studies of the kind that have been attracting decreasing interest in anthropol-
ogy, though their theoretical inadequacies have never been seriously dis-
cussed.'’

The identity of the Hui is problematic under a model that empha-
sizes cultural criteria. If we examine the Hui with reference to the 4 Sta-
linist criteria, we find the following discrepancies: The Hui do not share
a common language, but speak the dialect of the area where they live;
they do not live in a common locality, but are distributed throughout
China in rural and urban areas, in large and small concentrations; they
do not share a common economic life, as their employment ranges from
peasant farmers, to small business people, to government cadres; and,
finally, they do not share a common psychological makeup or culture,
as there are Hui who maintain traditional Islamic customs, Hui who are
atheist Communist Party members, and many young urban Hui who
have ceased to follow any Islamic customs traditionally associated with
being Hui.

It 1s evident that more factors are involved 1n the state’s recognition
of the Hui people than language, economy, locality, or culture. Cultural
factors alone are inadequate consistently to distinguish the Hui as a
minority people. In addition to linguistic distinctives, Fei emphasizes
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the historical background of a group for determining nationality
status.° If the historical descent of modern Hui from foreign Muslim
ancestors is considered a crucial determinant in their identification,
then it becomes important to ask why the southeastern Hui lineages
were so late in being recognized (see Chapter 6). No other Hui group
in China can lay claim to as much historical evidence for descent from
foreign Muslims as the Ding, Guo, and Jin lineages of Fujian province.
If historical tradition is the basis for national identification, then these
Hui have more claim to nationality status than other more conservative
and religious Hui in the northwest, who have little written record of
their foreign Muslim ancestry.

Finally, the inclusion as Hui of the aforementioned Muslims who cul-
turally belong to the Tibetan, Dai, Bai, Y1, and Mongolian peoples cer-
tainly indicates that the Hui category could not be based on Stalin’s 4
criteria. In this, and I would argue, every national identification deci-
sion, political factors came into play. It was expedient to enlist the Hui’s
and other groups’ support at the very founding of the People’s Republic.
Clearly, a cultural theory of ethnic identification, whether the Stalinist
or cultunit approach, is inadequate to account for the Hui as a distinc-
tive ethnic group, or their historical continuity and wide diversity. The
leaders of the Chinese Communist Party had other reasons for accept-
ing some groups such as the Hui, and rejecting others, such as the
Chuanqing Blacks or the Sherpas.

It 1s clear, however, that the Chinese state i1s not interested in mulu-
plying its minority nationalities. If it had been fully committed to a cul-
tural approach as portrayed in the Soviet Stalinist model, it would not
have hesitated to increase its number of recognized minority nationali-
ties to more than 100, as in the case of the USSR. Instead, in China, we
find a much greater commitment to the evolutionary hypothesis within
Marxist theory, a stronger linking between class and ethnicity. Walker
Connor has documented that, in Leninist-Marxist theory, national
difference should fade with the loss of class distinction.?! The Bolshe-
viks, however, were willing to allow this process to take its time, and to
encourage national sentiment strategically for the sake of the revolu-
tion. The evolution into a socialist society would take much longer. Chi-
nese social thinkers were heavily influenced by stage evolutionary
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theory, particularly as represented in the writings of the American
anthropologist Lewis Henry Morgan, who in his famous 1878 treatise,
Ancient Society, described in his first chapter, entitled the “Ethnical
Period,” the development of society from savagery, to barbarism, and
then to civilization.?? Tong Enzheng, the Sichuanese anthropologist
and museologist, criticized Chinese anthropology’s heavy reliance,
almost reverence, for this theory of societal evolution:

Because of the esteem in which both Marx and Engels held [Morgan’s] works,
and especially because Engels, in The Origin of the Family, Private Property,
and the State, afirmed many of his views, there has been a tendency among
scholars to mistakenly equate his positions with specific positions taken by
Marx and Engels, positions which themselves were mistakenly equated with
the fundamental principle of Marxism. As a result, Morgan’s most representa-
tive work, Ancient Society, has been canonized, and for the past 30 years has
been regarded as something not to be tampered with. ... therefore, to cast
any doubt on it would be to cast doubt on Marxism itself.2

The anthropological enterprise in China became one of proving Mor-
gan to be right, over and over again, through the examination of minor-
ities as representatives of earlier forms of society, “living fossils” of
savagery and barbarism.?* The Han, as representative of “higher” forms
of civilization, were thought to be clearly more evolved, and were to
lead the way for minorities to follow. As if to underline the continued
dominance of this theory, Fei Xiaotong presented a 1988 Tanner lecture
in Hong Kong, entitled “Plurality and Unity in the Configuration of
the Chinese Nationality,” which was later published in the Beyjing Uni-
versity Journal. In the article, Fei traces the rise of the Han people from
multi-ethnic origins prior to the Qin dynasty, and their almost uni-
lineal descent down to the present day, despite absorbing and being con-
quered by various foreign tribes and nations. In the following
statements, Fei reveals his commitment to this stage developmentalist
view, with the Han as the most evolved:

The first step of this gigantic process was the coming into being of the Hua
Xia group; the second the formation of the nation of the Han, which meant
that the nucleus evolved and became enlarged. The unification of Central
China by the Qin Empire was the last step which completed the development
of the Han community into a nationality entity (minzu). ... As soon as it
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came into being, the Han nationality became a nucleus of concentration. Its
people radiated in all directions into the areas around it and, centripetally,
absorbed them into their own groups and made them a part of themselves.
. . . As the non-Han rulers’ regimes were mostly shortlived, one minority con-

queror was soon replaced by another, and eventually all were assimilated into
the Han.2

Under the section entitled “The Han Received New Blood from the
Northern Nationalities,” Fei describes the ethnogenesis of the Han
2,000 years ago:

The Han magnified themselves by taking from other groups, while the Qiang
[a TibetoTangut nomadic people] factually gave out so that other groups
could grow. ... Such densely intermingled habitation makes it possible for
some Han to be melted into the local ethnic groups; but it is mainly for Han
groups, who have infiltrated into non-Han communities, 1o work as the cen-
tripetal force around which to build a unified entity participated in by various
groups.2¢

The vast technical superiority of the Han, Fei argues, led to the
almost automatic assimilation of the various non-Han peoples, and sup-
ports the continued policy of national unification (minzu tuanje, or
ronghe) promoted by the Chinese state today:

What, then, has made the Han a nucleus with such centripetal force? The
main factor, in my view, has been their agricultural economy. Once a nomad
tribe made its entrance into the plain and found itself in the midst of the care-
ful, orderly society of the farmers, it would eventually throw itself all oo vol-
untarily into the embrace of the Han. ... But as the national minorities
generally are inferior to the Han in the level of culture and technology indis-
pensable for the development of modern industry, they would find it difhcult
to undertake industrial projects in their own regions, their advantage of nat-
ural resources notwithstanding. . . . Therefore, our principle is for the better
developed groups to help the underdeveloped ones by furnishing economic
and cultural aids.?”

Fei Xiaotong’s understanding of ethnic change and national identity
is informed by a strong commitment to Stalinist-Leninist nationality
policy, based on Morgan’s theory of stage-development evolutionism,
and Engel’s prediction of the withering away of class and national iden-
tity with the removal of private property. While there are many nation-
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alities in China, the Han are so defined as to be in the cultural and tech-
nical vangaurd, the manifest destiny of all the minorities. While many
younger scholars, like Tong Enzheng, are beginning to challenge the
dominance of the Marxist-Stalinist-Morganian paradigm, it still heavily
influences the discourse of nationalism in China, state policy, and social
practice.

SHIFTING HUI BOUNDARIES: THE CIRCUMSTANTIALIST APPROACH. In response
to a cultunit approach that portrays ethnic identity as posited in a dis-
tinct corpus of cultural traits that may be shaped or assimilated, an alter-
native theory focuses on the socioeconomic and political circumstances
influencing a group’s identity. This “circumstantialist”? or “functional-
ecological”?® model sees ethnicity as a dependent variable, created and
controlled by a combination of external instrumental interests and strat-
egies, and investing it with potential for action and mobilization. Eth-
nicity, portrayed as “reactive,” is regarded as dependent on such
single-value explanatory factors as the environment,’! economics,? pol-
itics,>> and class.>* Culture, central to the earlier cultunit paradigm, is
now treated as tertiary to ethnicity. Cultural symbols are seen as justify-
ing interest groups and often easily manipulated to rationalize identity.*

Pillsbury finds this situational approach to ethnicity most useful in
her detailed study of Hui in Taiwan who migrated from divergent eco-
logical and socioeconomic circumstances throughout China.’¢ In her
analysis, Pillsbury concentrates on the “emergence, maintenance and dis-
integration of boundaries between Hui and Han and on the ultimate
question of acculturation and assimilation.”?” She finds continued iden-
tity but acculturation to Han customs among the “Hui-Hui.”?® This
continued identity is a result of their maintaining the “Hui way of life,”
emphasizing descent from Arab ancestors, and thus possessing “Arab
blood.”® One group of Hui, however, known as the “Taiwanese Mus-
lims” (seventeenth-century Hui migrants, see Chapter 6), have almost
completely lost any Hui, or Islamic, ethnic identity; “For most, assim-
ilation has been almost complete.”* In this case, the boundaries separ-
ating Han and Hui, Muslim and non-Muslim, have almost totally
disintegrated.

While a circumstantialist approach has helped isolate the phenomen-
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ological and practical usage of ethnicity in real-life situations, when
taken alone it has serious limitations. This is particularly the case when
applied to the Hui. Ethnic identity is not always instrumental; it often
possesses a power of its own that the actors may or may not be able to
use to their own advantage. A circumstantialist view fails to account for
the central place these powerful, enduring ideas of identity—what Shils
terms “primordial” loyalties*! —have for the Hui in China, as well as for
other ‘ethnic groups. Michael Fischer describes the “id-like” power of
ethnicity,

the paradoxical sense that ethnicity is something reinvented and reinterpreted
in each generation by each individual, something over which he or she lacks
control. Ethnicity is not something that is simply passed on from generation
to generation, taught and learned; it is something dynamic, often unsuccess-
fully repressed or avoided. It can be potent even when not consciously taught;
it is something that institutionalized teaching easily makes chauvinist, sterile,
and superficial, something that emerges in full—often liberating—flower only
through struggle.+2

This fundamental aspect of identity is particularly important for
groups that have maintained an identity for centuries despite intense
periods of persecution. A situationalist theory, taken alone, cannot
account for why groups like the Hui in late Qing China, or Jews in
Spain prior to World War II, refused to renounce their ethnoreligious
identity when it was in their best interest to do so. Despite prolonged
ethnic persecution and ethnocide, these people remained ethnic, often
by choice. While there is evidence of factional strife between different
Hui communities during these periods of social upheaval, there is little
to suggest that the Hui denied or rejected their identity.

A further limitation of this functional approach is the assumption
that ethnic identity is a matter of rational choice that actors are free to
assume, discard, or manipulate. Worsley argues that a situational
approach removes the ethnic groups from the field of power and social
relations.*> An approach that assumes ethnic identity is always utilitar-
ian fails to account for the fact that ethnic groups often have little con-
trol over their identification by others. Government policy in many
cases determines who is defined in ethnic terms, and the state often dic-
tates who may register as such.
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Moreover, O’Brien,** following Wolf,*5 suggests that Barth’s
“functional-ecological” approach still takes the bounded unit as the
basis for analysis, undervaluing the connections between groups and
social relations. The theory takes us no farther in determining the
expanding and contracting nature of ethnicity—how people can have
articulated hierarchies of identity adopted in different social situations,
or maintain multiple selves. The ability of the Hui to be radically differ-
ent in the expression of their identity across China, and yet continue to
identify themselves by the same ethnic designation is difficult to explain
with an approach that takes a bounded unit as the basis for analysis.

Finally, the theories discussed above fail to make a distinction
between a group’s subjective self-perception of itself as an ethnic group,
and the state’s role in objectifying that identity, through conferring
nationality status, or contesting the group’s ethnicity, by refusing recog-
nition. There are many cases of groups in China who perceive them-
selves as ethnic, and seek nationality status, such as the Chinese Jews,
Sherpas, Khmer, Ku Cong, and Boat People, yet whom the state has con-
tinued to deny. Heberer reports that, in the early 1980s when many
groups reapplied for nationality recognition, in Guizhou province
alone, over 900,000 persons petitioned to be identified as nationalities,
including the Chuanqing Blacks discussed above who Fei Xiaotong
argued in the 1950s had been ineligible.#¢ It is this dynamic interplay
between self- and state-definition and contested identities that is crucial
to our understanding of ethnic nationalism in China.

TOWARD A DIALOGICAL INTERPRETATION. Barth’s “circumstantialist” ap-
proach has helped us understand how ethnicity is manipulated and
altered under varying socioeconomic and political situations. It has
been less useful in clarifying the persistence of ethnicity, the attachment
a group has to a certain idea of common identity and loyalty. Charles
Keyes has argued persuasively that this primordial loyalty stems from a
group’s basic agreement upon and attachment to an idea of shared
descent, which constitutes the basis of an ethnic group’s identity.*” Yet
these loyalties only become explicit, salient, and empowered in the con-
text of social relations—in dialogical interaction with sociopolitical con-
text. Just as the Self is often defined in terms of the Other,*® so ethnic
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groups coalesce in the context of relation and opposition. Similarly, Mar-
cus and Fischer have argued that cultural identity is established through
a process of social and political “negotiation,” continuously changing,
depending on relations of power and hierarchy.*® In a dialogical
approach to ethnicity, social relations of power become the focus of
attention, while both the symbolic and instrumental aspects of ethnic-
ity, its enduring and mutable nature, are taken seriously.

In dialectical theory, the cultural traits of an ethnic group, such as lan-
guage, religion, dress, and location, may take on a primordial quality if
they become fundamental “markers” or “charters” of one’s shared
descent.>® These cultural markers become defined and significant to a
group’s ethnicity in the process of social interaction with other groups,
acting like “operational sorting devices.”?! “While ethnic groups are
based fundamentally on the ideas of shared descent,” Keyes proposes,
“they take their particular form as a consequence of the structure of
intergroup relations.”®? In this approach, ethnic change is not an altera-
tion or manipulation of cultural traits but an ongoing dialectical process
that results from tensions arising between social contexts and cultural
meanings. Change is often precipitated by radical shifts in the political-
economic contexts in which people live.?> Realignments in the struc-
tural oppositions distinguishing two ethnic groups may not necessarily
mean assimilation of one group by another. Assimilation is viewed as
the “reduction of cultural distance” between competing groups, rather
than the loss of one’s ethnic identity.5*

While Keyes has emphasized the dialectical process of ethnic adapta-
tion involved in making shared ideas of ethnic identity salient for chang-
ing social contexts, I argue that, for the Hui in China, the dialogue with
government policy plays a privileged role in the socioeconomic arena,
exerting a large influence on ethnic change and identity.>* In expansive
nation-states faced with the task of administering macro-regions inhab-
ited by competing minority nationalities, the importance of power rela-
tions and shifting government policy in influencing ethnic identity
must be further explored.’¢ Recent attempts to resolve the primordial/
circumstantial antinomy have sought to focus on practice’” and inter-
play, without specific attention to the role of the nation-state in often
creating and institutionalizing ethnic identities. As John Comaroft sug-
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gests, in the high-stakes game of contestation over national identity in
modern nation-states, ethnicity can be compared to totemic relations,
which often serve as categories of relation. “In as much as collective
social identity always entails some form of communal self-definition,”
Comaroff argues, “it is invariably founded on a marked opposition
between ‘we’ and ‘other/s’; identity, that is, is a relation inscribed in cul-
ture.”s8

In China, nationality status marks one group from another, and is
stamped on one’s identity card. Like class, nationality in China objec-
tifies social relations and modes of production, in that some minorities
are given certain privileges and encouraged to maintain cultural and eco-
nomic niches.*® In China one may regard oneself as a member of an eth-
nic group, such as the Chinese Jews, but unless that group is recognized
as a minority nationality by the state, one is denied the privileges
accorded to certain minorities, such as the allowance to have more than
one child and subsidized food purchases. Conversely, even if one does
not regard oneself as ethnic, but is a member of a nationality designated
by the state, such as the Manchu, one may be stigmatized by an identity
stamped on one’s work card one might not want. This may have been
especially onerous during radical periods when Manchus were singled
out as being feudal remnants of the oppressive Qing Empire. This dia-
logical interaction between ethnic and national identity has led to the
invention of some identities, the resurgence of others, and the loss of
many. Though it was once thought that ethnicity would quickly fade in
authoritarian Marxist-Leninist states like China or Russia through Sini-
cization or Russification campaigns that sought to wipe out ethnic
difference as another manifestation of fuedal class distinctions, the
recent resurgence of ethnic identities along national lines, some of
which were once thought artificial or imposed by the state, calls for
more dynamic interpretations of identity in these nation-states.®® The
Hui case makes an important contribution to our understanding of the
dialogic and dialectical nature of ethnic identity and state policy.
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THE RISE OF THE NATION-STATE AND THE INVENTION OF ETHNICITY

Ethnic identities in the modern world became particularly salient with
the decline of the empires and the rise of the nation-state. E. K. Francis,
in his extensive and profound analysis, Interethnic Relations, was one of
the first to argue that the rise of ethnic identities and interethnic
conflict was a phenomenon of the modern nation-state—as nation-states
were built on the ashes of former empires, decidedly ethnic identities
became more meaningful for social interaction and discourse.s! David
Maybury-Lewis, in his discussion of ethnicity in plural societies, has
argued that it was the French Revolution’s ideal of equality and pa