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China’s Muslims face their second millennium under Chinese rule. Many 
of the challenges they confront remain the same as they have for the last 

are new as a result of China’s transformed and increasingly globalized 
terrorist at-

tacks and the subsequent “war on terrorism.” Muslims in China live 
as minority communities amid a sea of people who, in their view, are 
largely pork-eating, polytheist, secularist, and -
theless, many of their small and isolated communities have survived in 
rather inhospitable circumstances for over a millennium. Though small 

Japan, and less than 

other Muslim states. For example, there are more Muslims in China 
than in Malaysia, and more than in every Middle Eastern Muslim nation 
except Iran, Turkey, and Egypt. East Asia is also increasingly depending 
on mainly Muslim nations for energy and cheap labor, thus raising the 
importance of its Muslim diasporic communities for international and 
domestic relations. Japan has a rather small resident Muslim communi-

Eastern and South Asian migrant laborers to Japan’s large industrial 
cities suggest that the total Muslim population in Japan could be near-
ing the one million mark. Though these communities are temporary 
in terms of residency, they have as strong an impact on Japan’s rather 
insular society as the Turkish and Kurdish populations in the Scandina-

 in-
sightfully noted, these long-term Muslim communities have often been 
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the “familiar strangers” found in small enclaves throughout Asia. And if 
Kosovo and Bosnia are to serve as lessons, failure to accommodate Mus-
lim minorities can lead to national dismemberment and international 
intervention. Indeed, China’s primary objection to NATO involvement 
in Kosovo centered on its fear that this might encourage the aiding and 
abetting of separatists, with independence groups in Xin jiang , Ti-
bet, and perhaps Taiwan, clearly a major Chinese concern.

This paper will seek to examine Muslim minority identity in Asia 
-

thor has conducted most of his research, but also because with the larg-
est Muslim minority in East Asia, China’s Muslims are clearly the most 
threatened in terms of self-preservation and Islamic identity. However, 
it is hoped that lessons gleaned from the Chinese case might be useful 
for other Muslim communities in East Asia, and perhaps elsewhere in 
Asia as well. Most relevant is the thesis put forth that successful Muslim 
accommodation to minority status in Asia can be seen to be a measure 
of the extent to which Muslim groups allow the reconciliation of the 
dictates of Islamic culture to their host culture, be it Chinese, Japanese, 
Korean, or other. This goes against the opposite view that can be found 
in the writings of some analysts of Islam in China, such as Raphael Is-
raeli and Michael Dillon, that Islam in the region is inherently rebellious 
and that Muslims as minorities are always problematic to the security 
of a non-Muslim state.

Islam in China

among the people now known as “Hui” , but many of the issues con-
fronting them are relevant to the Turkic and Indo-European Muslims 
on China’s Inner Asian frontier. “Hui teaching” (Huijiao 
term once used in Chinese to indicate “Islam” in general, and proba-
bly derives from an early Chinese rendering of the term for the mod-
ern 
census of China, the total 

Dongxiang 
Uzbek 

Hui speak mainly Si-



 

no- Uighur, 
Kazakh, Kyrgyz, Uzbek, and Mongolian speak-
ers include the Dongxiang, Salar, and Bonan (Bao’an -
ed in Gansu’s  mountainous Hexi Tajik speak 
a variety of Indo-Persian dialects. It is important to note, however, that 

-
iation, so the actual number of Mus lims is still unknown, and that all 

-
tation.

While the Hui have been labeled the “Chinese-speaking Muslims”, 
“Chinese Muslims”, and most recently, as “Sino-Muslims”,  this is mis-
leading since by law all Muslims living in China are “Chinese” by cit-
izenship, and many Hui speak many of the non-Chinese languages 
where they live, such as the Tibetan, Mongolian, Thai, and Hainan

Hui. Yet most Hui are 
closer to the Han Chinese than the other Muslim nationalities in terms 
of demographic proximity and cultural accommodation, adapting many 
of their Islamic practices to Han ways of life, which has often become 
the source for many of the criticisms of Muslim reformers. In the past, 
this was not as great a problem for the Turkish and Indo-European 
Muslim groups, as they were traditionally more isolated from the Han 
and their identities not as threatened, though this has begun to change 
in the last forty years. As a result of state-sponsored nationality identi-

have begun to think of themselves more as ethnic nationalities, some-
thing more than just “Muslims”. The 

whom religion (
though many members of the Hui nationality may not practice Islam.

Resulting from a succession of Islamic reform movements that 
Mus-

lims in China today a wide spectrum of Islamic belief. Archaeological 
discoveries of large collections of Islamic artifacts and epigraphy on the 
southeast coast suggest that the earliest Muslim communities in Chi-
na were descended from Arab, Persian, Central Asian, and Mongolian 
Muslim 

Hui and reference to them as “Sino-Muslims”, 
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southeast coast from the seventh to tenth centuries, and then in larg-
er migrations to the north from Central Asia under the Mongol Yuan 
dynasty in the thirteenth to fourteenth centuries, gradually intermar-
rying with the local Chinese populations, and raising their children as 
Muslims. Practicing Sunni, Islam, residing in independent small 
communities clustered around a central mosque, these communities 
were characterized by relatively isolated, independent Islamic villages 
and urban enclaves that related with each other via trading networks 
and recognition of belonging to the wider Islamic umma, headed by an 
ahong  (also written , or aheng , from the Persian, akhond 

late seventeenth century, arriving mainly along the Central Asian trade 
routes with saintly s, both Chinese and foreign, who brought 
new teachings from the pilgrimage cities. These charismatic teachers 
and tradesmen established widespread networks and brotherhood 
associations, including most prominently the Naqshbandiyya, Qadiri-
yya, and Kubrawiyya. The hierarchical organization of these -
works helped in the mobilization of large numbers of Hui during eco-
nomic and political crises in the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries, 
assisting widespread Muslim-led rebellions and resistance movements 
against late Ming and Qing imperial rule in Yunnan , Shanxi , 
Gansu, and nationalist revolution allowed further 
autonomy in Muslim concentrated regions of the northwest, and wide 
areas came under virtual Muslim warlord control, leading to frequent 
intra-Muslim and 
victory led to the reassertion of central control. In the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth century, Wahhabi-inspired reform movements, 
known as the Yiheiwani  (also written , or Yihewani

, from the Arabic Ikhwan = brethren, viz. Ikhwan al-Muslimin 
= nationalist and warlord 
sponsorship, and were noted for their critical stance toward tradition-
alist Islam as too acculturated to Chinese practices, and 
attached to saint and tomb veneration. These movements of -
enced all 
most political expression among the Hui who were faced with the task 
of accommodating each new Islamic movement with Chinese culture. 
Among the northwestern Muslim communities, especially the Uighur, 
their more recent integration into Chinese society as a result of Mongo-



 

lian and Manchu expansion into Central Asian has forced them to reach 
social and political accommodations that have challenged their identi-
ty. In terms of integration, the Uighur as a people represent perhaps the 
least integrated into Chinese society, while the Hui are at the other end 
of the spectrum, due to several historical and social factors that I will 
discuss below.

Uighur Indigeneity and the Challenge to Chinese Sovereignty

-
western border city of Urumqi (Wulumuqi Xin-
jiang 

Tibet alone. Most of these are 
thought to have been related to demands by Muslim and Tibetan sep-
aratists. Eight members of the Uighur Muslim minority were executed 

-
dreds arrested on suspicion of taking part in ethnic riots and engaging 
in separatist activities. Though sporadically reported since the early 

are documented in a recent scathing report of Chinese government pol-
icy in the region by Amnesty International.  A very recent report in the 
Wall Street Journal Rebiya Kadeer, a 
well-known Uighur business woman, during a visit by the United States 
Congressional Research Service delegation to the region, indicates Chi-
na’s random arrests have not diminished since the report, nor is China 
concerned with Western criticism.

As we consider the interaction of Uighur Muslims with Chinese so-
ciety, we must examine three interrelated aspects of regional history, 
economy, and politics. First, Chinese histories notwithstanding, every 

of the Tarim basin, which did not become known in Chinese as Xin jiang 
-

gued elsewhere that the constructed “ethnogenesis” of the Uighur, the 
current national identity of the people today known as the Uighur, is 
a rather recent phenomenon related to Great Game rivalries, Sino-So-

 WSJ
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viet geopolitical maneuverings, and Chinese nation-building.  While a 
collection of nomadic steppe peoples known as the “Uighur” existed 

to twentieth centuries. It was not until the fall of the Turkish Khanate 
– Huihe 
 or Huihu  Uighur Empire. 

At this time the Uighur were but one collection of nine nomadic tribes, 
who, initially in confederation with other Basmil and Karlukh nomads, 
defeated the Second Turkish Khanate and then dominated the federa-
tion under the leadership of  

Gradual sedentarization of the Uighur, and their defeat of the Turk-
state 

became especially lucrative. Sedentarization and interaction with the 
Chinese state was accompanied by socio-religious change: the tra-
ditional shamanistic Turkic-speaking Uighur came increasingly un-

Manichaeism, Buddhism, and eventually, 
Nestorian Christianity. Extensive trade and military alliances along the 
old Silk Road with the Chinese state developed to the extent that the Ui-
ghur gradually adopted cultural, dress and even agricultural practices 
of the Chinese. Conquest of the Uighur capital of Karabalghasun in Mon-
golia by the nomadic 
may have become by then intimidated by the wealthy Uighur empire, 
led to further sedentarization and crystallization of Uighur identity. 
One branch that ended up in what is now Turfan took advantage of the 
unique socioecology of the glacier-fed oases surrounding the Taklam-
akan and were able to preserve their merchant and limited agrarian 
practices, gradually establishing Khocho or Gaochang , the great 
Uighur city-state based in –

The Islamicization of the Uighur from the tenth to as late as the sev-
enteenth centuries, while displacing their Buddhist religion, did little 
to bridge these oases-based loyalties. From that time on, the people of 
“Uighuristan” centered in Turfan who resisted Islamic conversion until 
the seventeenth century were the last to be known as Uighur. The oth-
ers were known only by their oasis or by the generic term of “Turki.” 
With the arrival of Islam, the ethnonym “Uighur” fades from the histor-

Manchu Qing dynasty exerted 
full and formal control over the region, establishing it as their “new do-



 

minions” (
years when it fell to the – -

 The end of the Qing dynasty and the rise of Great 
Game rivalries between China, Russia, and Britain saw the region torn 
by competing loyalties and marked by two short-lived and drastically 
different attempts at independence: the short-lived proclamations of 
an “East Turkestan Republic” in Yining 

  As Andrew Forbes has noted, these rebellions 
and attempts at self-rule did little to bridge competing political, reli-
gious, and regional differences within the Turkic people who became 
known as the 

 (  Justin Rudelson’s  recent work 
suggests there is persistent regional diversity along three, and perhaps 
four macro-regions: the northwestern Zungaria plateau, the southern 
Tarim basin, the southwest Pamir region, and the eastern Kumul-Tur-
fan-Hami corridor. The recognition of the 
“nationality” (minzu Xin jiang under a -
enced policy of nationality recognition contributed to the widespread 
acceptance today of continuity with the ancient Uighur kingdom and 

 nationality. The “nationali-
ty” policy under the 
in the majority. This policy was continued under the Communists, they 

The “peaceful liberation” by the Chinese Communists of Xin jiang in 
Xin jiang Uighur Autono-

recognizing the Uighur as a minority nationality under Chinese rule.  
This nationality designation not only masks tremendous regional and 
linguistic diversity, it also includes groups such as the Loplyk and 
Dolans that have very little to do with the oasis-based Turkic Muslims 
who became known as the Uighur. At the same time, contemporary Ui-
ghur separatists look back to the brief periods of independent self-rule 
under Yakub Beg and the Eastern Turkestan Republics, in addition to 

 For the best treatment of the 
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the earlier glories of the Uighur kingdoms in Turfan and Karabalghasun, 
as evidence of their rightful claims to the region. Contemporary Uighur 
separatist organizations based in Istanbul, Ankara, Almaty, Munich, 
Amsterdam, Melbourne, and Washington, D.C., may differ on their po-
litical goals and strategies for the region, but they all share a common 
vision of a unilineal Uighur claim on the region, disrupted by Chinese 
and Soviet intervention. The independence of the former Soviet Central 

Uighur or-
ganizations in their hopes for an independent “Turkestan”, despite the 
fact the new, mainly Muslim Central Asian governments have all signed 

or support separatist groups.
Within the region, though many portray the Uighur as united around 

separatist or Islamist causes, Uighur continue to be divided from within 

-
tic discrepancies, commoner-elite alienation, and competing political 
loyalties. These divided loyalties where evidenced by the attack in May 

imam of the Idgah Mosque in Kashgar by other Uighurs, as 
well as the assassination of at least six 

Islam was only one of several 
unifying markers for Uighur identity, depending on those with whom 
they were in cooperation at the time. For example, to the Hui Muslim 
Chinese, the Uighur distinguish themselves as the legitimate autoch-
thonous minority, since both share a belief in Sunni Islam. In contrast 
to the nomadic Muslim peoples (Kazakh or Uighur stress their 
attachment to the land and oasis of origin. In opposition to the Han Chi-
nese, the Uighur will generally emphasize their long history in the re-
gion. This suggests that Islamic fundamentalist groups such as that of 
Taliban in Afghanistan (often glossed as “
will have only limited appeal among the Uighur. It is this contested un-

debate over separatist and Chinese claims to the region.
Amnesty International has claimed that the round-ups of so-called 

terrorists and separatists have led to hurried public trials and immedi-
ate, summary executions of possibly thousands of locals. One Amnesty 
International estimate suggested that in a country known for its fre-
quent executions, 
week, most of them Uighur. Troop movements to the area, related to the 



 

nationwide campaign against crime known as “Strike Hard” launched 

separatists in Xin jiang, have reportedly been the largest since the sup-
pression of the large 
uprising in Xin jiang that took place in the Southern Tarim region near 
Baren Township, which initiated a series of unrelated and sporadic pro-

-
ridor into China where Xin jiang shares a narrow border with Afghani-
stan have led to the area being swamped with Chinese security forces 
and large military exercises, beginning at least one month prior to the 

th attack. These military exercises suggest that there was 
growing government concern about these border areas even before the 

th attack. Recently, under US and Chinese pressure, Paki-
stan returned one Uighur activist to China, apprehended among hun-
dreds of Taliban detainees, which follows a pattern of repatriations of 
suspected Uighur separatists in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbeki-
stan.

International campaigns for Uighur rights and possible indepen-
dence have become increasingly vocal and well organized, especially 
on the internet. Repeated public appeals have been made to Abdula-
hat Abdurixit, the Uighur People’s Government Chairman of Xin jiang 
in Urumqi. Notably, the elected chair of the Unrepresented Nations and 
People’s Organization ( Uighur, Erkin 
Alptekin, son of the separatist leader, Isa Yusuf Alptekin, who is buried 
in Istanbul where there is a park dedicated to his memory. Supporting 
primarily an audience of approximately one million expatriate Uighurs 
(yet few Uighurs in Central Asia and China have access to these inter-

web sites working for the independence of “Eastern Turkestan” based 
in Amsterdam, Munich, Istanbul, Melbourne, Washington, D.C. and New 

th, each of these organizations has disclaimed 
any support for violence or terrorism, pressing for a peaceful resolution 

sep-
aratism” and international popularization of the Uighur cause concerns 
Chinese authorities, who hope to convince the world that the Uighurs 
do pose a real domestic and international terrorist threat.

Muslims. Mishandling of its 
Muslim problems will alienate trading partners in the Middle East, who 
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are primarily 
in the northwestern Xin jiang city of Yining, which left at least nine Ui-
ghur Muslims dead and several hundreds arrested, the Saudi Arabian 

Muslims whose human rights are violated”. Turkey’s Defense Minister 

China responded by telling Turkey to not interfere in China’s internal 
affairs. Muslim nations on China’s borders, including the new Central 
Asian states, Pakistan, and 
of Uighur separatists, may be increasingly critical of harsh treatment 

Muslim co-religionists in China.
Unrest in the Xin jiang Uighur Autonomous Region may lead to a de-

cline in outside oil investment and revenues, that are already operating 
at a loss. Recently, Exxon reported that its two wells came up dry in 
China’s supposedly oil-rich Tarim basin of southern Xin jiang, with the 

Xin jiang Region alone, with some of that mon-
ey allegedly going to the Xin jiang Production and Construction Corps 

Harry Wu has claimed employs pris-
on (laogai
from the World Bank to Exxon may not wish to subject its employees 
and investors to social and political upheavals.

Most China-Central Asia trade is between Xin jiang and Kazakhstan 
( Kazakh-

-
cent of its total. About half of China-Kazakh trade is on a barter basis. 

-
hind 
only eclipsed by Russia in trade with Kazakh ex-

-

per day of crude oil from 
of its total imports. Just as Kazakhstan seeks other outlets for its oil be-
sides Russia, China seeks other import sources besides a few countries 

Hu Jintao  signaled the importance 
of the relationship by making Kazakhstan his third foreign trip as the 



 

-
lion Kazakhs in northwestern Xin jiang, there has been no separatist 
incidents among the Kazakhs or efforts to unite with Kazakhstan, de-

Uighur when a 
Soviet split. 

China’s trade with Kyrgyzstan has also increased rapidly, though 
pales in comparison to Kazakhstan and -
gyzstan was Xin jiang’s third largest trading partner, after Kazakhstan 
and Hong Kong, but it has declined in recent years. Nevertheless, the 
strategic importance of the Kyrgyz-China relationship has increased 
due to China’s concerns over the development of US and Russian air-
bases near Bishkek, in Manas and Kant. The SCO anti-
is headquartered in Bishkek, and the Kyrgyz ambassador to China, Mu-

a close relationship.
Uzbekistan’s leading non-CIS 

trading partner. Since then, bilateral trade has increased by as much as 
Uzbekistan China’s second largest Central 

Asian trading partner. Despite the fact that Uzbekistan does not share 
a border with China and they were the last country invited to join the 
SCO, this may be one of the most promising economic relationships de-

Uzbek pop-
ulation will eagerly purchase Chinese goods once remaining border 
restrictions are relaxed and better transportation is built. In addition, 
China’s 
and well-educated. They have begun to play an important role in build-
ing cross-border ties.

Bilateral trade with 
Tajikistan still embroiled in the Afghan 

-
creased due to the Afghan war, its “gas-n-go” military relationship with 
the country may be transitory. China is clearly the only major country 

-
ly with Tajikistan’s vast water and mineral resources. Trade between 
China and Turkmenistan has also risen rapidly. Due to its “positive neu-
trality” policy, Turkmenistan is not a member of the SCO, though ener-
gy trade with China will grow considerably in the near future. China 
is expected to eventually import Turkmen gas to satisfy the growing 



 Dru C. Gladney

energy requirements in the northwest corner of the country. The sale 

Turkmenistan-China-Ja-
pan gas pipeline suggests that China’s ties to the country will increase 
dramatically in the next decade. This Turkmenistan-China-Japan nat-
ural gas pipeline, part of the envisaged “Energy Silk Route” which 

demonstrates the potential for cooperation among countries. But it also 
highlights the growing importance of international companies – in this 

of oil and gas development in the region. With a potential price tag of 

ones – would not be possible without foreign participation. Hence, the 
“new Great Game” between China and Central Asia involves many more 
players than the largely three-way Great Game of the nineteenth centu-
ry. Yet these new international corporate forces do not supersede local 
ethnic ties and connections that extend back for centuries.

While the increasing trade between Central Asia and China is note-

–
-

Asian republics, about the same as with Austria or Denmark.  Despite 
the small trade values China is clearly a giant in the region, investing 

in Central Asia’s foreign economic relations. For example, China’s two-
way trade with 
Central Asian republics. This is so even though predominantly Muslim 
Central Asia is of a much higher priority for Turkey than for China. 

It is clear that Uighur separatism or Muslim complaints regarding 
Chinese policy will have important consequences for China’s economic 
development of the region. Tourists and foreign businessmen will cer-
tainly avoid areas with ethnic strife and terrorist activities. China will 
continue to use its economic leverage with its Central Asian neighbors 
and Russia to prevent such disruptions.

 



 

The third aspect is political. China’s international relations with its 
bordering nations and internal regions such as Xin jiang and Tibet have 
become increasingly important not only for the economic reasons dis-
cussed above, but also for China’s desire to participate in international 

Economic Council. Though Tibet is no longer of any real strategic or 
substantial economic value to China, it is politically important to Chi-
na’s current leadership to indicate that they will not submit to foreign 
pressure and withdraw its iron hand from Tibet. Uighurs have begun to 
work closely with Tibetans internationally to put political pressure on 

Ahmet Türköz, vice-director of the Eastern 
Turkestan Foundation that works for an independent Uighur homeland, 

Dalai Lama and Uighur leaders, initiated by the deceased Uighur na-
tionalist Isa Yusuf Alptekin. These international fora cannot force Chi-
na to change its policy, any more than the annual debate in the U.S. over 
the renewal of China’s Most-Favored Nation status can. Nevertheless, 

As a result, China has sought to respond rapidly, and often militarily, to 
domestic ethnic affairs that might have international implications.

Hong Kong, harboring the hope of eventually reuniting with Taiwan, 
residents of Hong Kong and Taiwan will be watching how China deals 
with other problems of national integration. During the Dalai Lama’s 

Taiwan, he again renounced Tibet’s independence, 
calling for China to consider Tibet under the same “two systems, one 
country” policy as Hong Kong, yet the People’s Daily continued to call 
him a “separatist”. Taiwan will certainly be watching how well Hong 
Kong is integrated into China as a “Special Administrative Region” with 
a true separate system of government, as opposed to Tibet and Xin-
jiang, which as so-called “Autonomous Regions” have very little actual 
autonomy from decision-makers in Beijing. China’s handling of ethnic 
and integrationist issues in Xin jiang and Hong Kong will have a direct 

Taiwan. 
minorities, China possesses tre-

mendous ethnic, linguistic, and regional diversity. Intolerance toward 
difference in Xin jiang might be extended to limiting cultural pluralism 
in Guangdong
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spoken and folk religious practice is rampant. Memories are strong of 
the repressions of the 
of diversity, political or cultural, were severely curtailed. If rising Chi-
nese nationalism entails reducing ethnic and cultural difference, then 
anyone who is regarded as “other” in China will suffer, not just the Ui-
ghurs. 

Hui Muslims and Islamic Accommodation to Chinese Society

As a result of the history of Islamic reform movements that have swept 
across China, the Hui continue to subscribe to a wide spectrum of Is-
lamic belief. The variety of religious orders within Hui Islam represent 
a long history of reforms and Islamic movements that resulted from 
interaction with the Is lamic world. The late Joseph Fletcher  was the 

Islamic commu-

individuals who entered China during critical periods of exchange with 

movements grew or diminished with the interaction of China’s Muslims 
and the -
grations as much as gradual and profound exchange between the two 
regions. While this study does not begin to address Islam’s complex 
history in China, an introduction to the context of Islamic reforms is 
necessary for an understanding of the rise of fundamentalism in China. 
Each of these tides can be considered successive reform movements in 
that they all seek to transform Islam in China, accommodating Chinese 
culture with Islamic requirements, in reference to textual and discur-
sive standards in the Middle East as discovered by Muslims from China 
on the hajj or preached by peripatetic Middle Eastern representatives 
of these movements in China. What many of the Muslims in China did 
not recognize, however, was that just as Islam in China had shifted over 
time on the periphery, so had the so-called “center” in the Middle East. 
The somewhat quixotic quest of these Muslims at the distant edge of 

interaction between periphery and center, engendered the rise of a se-
ries of reformist tides that washed across the China Islamic hinterland. 
This is parallel to similar reform movements among all Muslims in Asia 

 



 

that are on its periphery in relation to the Meccan heartlands. Just as 
Muslims in the Middle East “peripheralize” those in the wider diaspora 
as not “truly Mus-
lims in Asia often homogenize all Middle Eastern Muslims as Arabs and 

orientalism”, a rather facetious 
term I employed in an earlier article , to describe the process whereby 
Muslims and minorities exoticize their own communities for purposes 

The First Tide: Gedimu Traditional Chinese Islam

The earliest Muslim communities were descended from the Arab, Per-
sian, Central Asian, and Mongolian Muslim -
cials who settled along China’s southeast coast and in the northwest in 
large and small num bers from the seventh to the fourteenth centuries. 
Generally residing in independent small communities clustered around 
a central mosque, they became known as the Gedimu (from the 
Arabic qadim Sunni, Islam 
that became so standard that few Hui with whom I spoke in the north-

 Iraq war was at 

These “old” Islamic communities established an early Hui pattern 
of zealously preserving and protecting their identity as enclaves en-
sconced in the dominant Han society. Each village was centered upon a 
single mosque headed by an ahong who was invited to teach on a more 
or less temporary basis. These ahongs generally moved on an average 
of every three years from one mosque to another. A council of senior 
local elders and ahongs were responsible for the affairs of each village 
and the inviting of the itinerant imam. Late nineteenth century and ear-
ly twentieth century travelers noted the maintenance of these isolated 
communities. “I know of no strictly farming village where there is an 

 observed, “in 
every case the village is predominantly one or the other. In some in-
stances, the population is composed almost entirely of one group, with 
only a few hangers-on of the other.” He goes on to suggest that due to 
different cul tural, ritual, and dietary preferences that sometimes led to 

–
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frequent northwest traveler noted:
Gansu] the Moslems are 

found in such numbers as to out number the Chinese in the proporti-
on 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 

Chinese and Moslems living harmoniously intermingled is but on the 
rarest occasion.  

This islation was mitigated somewhat during the collec tivization cam-
Hui villages were often adminis-

tered as clusters by a single commune. They have also been brought 
closer together through national telecommunications and transpor-
tation networks established by the state, including such umbrella or-
ganizations as the Chinese 
which seeks to coordinate religious affairs among all Muslim groups. 
With the recent dismantling of the commune in many areas, however, 
these homogeneous Hui communities are once again becoming more 
segregated. While these disparate communities among the Gedimu 
were generally linked only by trade and a sense of a common religious 
heritage, an attachment to the basic Islamic beliefs as handed down to 
them by their ancestors, it was the entry of the 
China that eventually began to link many of these isolated communities 
together through extensive socio-religious net works.

The Second Tide: 

late seventeenth century, during the “second tide” of Islam’s entrance 
into China. Like -
tury in other countries,  many of these -
veloped socio-economic and religio-political institutions built around 
the schools established by descendants of early 
institutions became known in Chinese as the menhuan , the “lead-
ing” or “saintly” descent groups.



 

The important contribution that -
tion in China was that the leaders of mosques throughout their order 
owed their allegiance to their , the founder of the order who ap-
pointed 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 ahongs who were generally itinerant, not well con-
nected to the community, and less imbued with appointed authority. 
Gedimu -
ed only by trade to other communities. While it is beyond this paper 
to delineate the history and distribution of these menhuan, Joseph 
Fletcher’s cogent introductory discussion of their develop ment is 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 Naqshbandi “path”. 
Typically, each saint’s tomb had a shrine, or  (Chinese  
or  
activity. The “saintly lineages” obtained contribu tions from their fol-
lowers and amassed substantial amounts of property. The growth in 
the number and importance of the menhuan represented an important 
change, because they gradually replaced the “old” (
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’ politi-
cal and eco nomic potential, facilitating the rise of Muslim warlordism 
in that region in the twentieth cen tury.

Many 
decades of the Qing dynasty (mid-seventeenth to the early eighteenth 

Muslims, 
both east and west, during what Fletcher terms the “general orthodox 

Muslims from 
West Africa to Indonesia, and not least of all, on China’s Hui Muslims.  
Exposure to these new ideas led to a reformulation of traditional Islam-
ic concepts that rendered them more meaningful and practical for the 
Hui Muslims of that time. While it is socio-economic organization that 
was perhaps Islam in China, the 

-

 
–
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Muslims as being too materialistic, 
bound to their mosques, criticized the burning of incense to ancestors, 

mosques 
with Quranic quotations and hadith
condemned the Muslims for wearing traditional Chinese white funeral 
dress and sullying Islam with many other Chinese cultural practices, 

Prophet and his 
Is-

-
cacy of the saint, instead of the daunting memorization and recitation 
of Quranic texts. While theirs was a reformist movement, it was less 
textual than experiential, revealing the power of Allah and his saints 
to transform one’s life through miracles, healings, and other transfor-
mative acts.

menhuan
Hui today, as Claude Pickens , a Protestant missionary in northwest 

menhuan of China: the Qadiriyya, 
Jahriyya, and Kubrawiyya. While these are the four main 

menhuan, they are subdivided into a myriad of smaller branch solidar-
ities, divided along ideological, political, geographical and his torical 
lines. A detailed history of these divisions and alliances would reveal 
the tensions and new meanings created by Hui communities as they 
attempted to reconcile perceived disparities between the indigenous 
practice of Islam in China with the Islamic ideals as represented by 
returned hajji or itinerant foreign preachers who maintained, in their 
eyes, more “orthodox” interpretations of Islam.

It is unfortunate, but perhaps quite natural that Western scholar-
ship has prolonged the confusion of early Chinese writers over the rise 
of Islamic orders in China. As each Islamic reformer 

-
er Islamic orders, these “new” arrivals replaced or converted the “old” 
traditional 
the Qing naturally referred to these communities with their new teach-
ings as xinjiao (lit., “new religion” or “teaching”, not “new sect” 

 



 

the older, they became known as the “new”, or even “new new” teach-
ings (xinxinjiao Ikhwan in 
China. Traditional Islam among the Hui generally was referred to as 
laojiao
at one time, when others arrived were gradually classed as old, laoji-
ao, which is the case with the Naqshbandiyya 

was often the case that those who regarded themselves as maintain-
ing the established traditional beliefs of Islam in China represented the 
reformers as “new”, and thus, suspect, whereas they saw themselves 
as “old”, or more true to their traditions. The reformers, on the other 
hand, generally thought of themselves as the more orthodox, based on 
their more informed, sometimes esoteric, interpretations of Islam due 
to their recent contact with movements in the Muslim heartlands. They 
thus resented the title of “new teachings”, or the even more derisive 
“new new teachings”, calling themselves by the more exact names of 
their orders, Qadiriyya, Naqshbandiyya, Wahhabi, Ikhwan, etc., but the 
names “new teaching” or “new sect” stuck as it was applied by their 
critics who supported the state. Even the name Gedimu, depicting the 
“older” Islamic communities in China, is a not-so-subtle jibe at the other 
Islamic orders as being newer, and thus removed from the traditional 
fundamentals of Islam in China.

These designations became important politically as well as theolog-
ically in that during the mid-nineteenth century northwest rebellions, 
some of which were led by 
all of those movements that had become known as “new teachings” 
in order to root out the more rebellious Hui communities. This is pre-
cisely the rationale whereby all Buddhist sectarian movements were 
proscribed under the general rubric of the “White Lotus” rebellion in 
China, although recent scholarship has revealed that only a few Bud-
dhist movements fell under the shadow of that stem.  Unfortunately, 
Chinese and Western scholars perpetuated these designations and un-
til recently there were no accurate descriptions of Hui Islamic orders 
in China.
appearance of Chinese publications on these groups as well as Western 

–
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and socio-religious complexity.

The Qadiriyya

order was the earliest to enter China proper, as there had been regu-
lar contacts on an individual basis with the 
that had already begun to proliferate in Xin jiang in the early part of 

tariqa (“path”, or 
Qadiriyya menhuan in China is Qi 

Jingyi – Hui as Qi 
Daozu Linxia’s “great 
tomb” (
of Qadiriyya  One of the reasons that Grand Master 

tradition suggests he received his early training under two of the most 
famous Central Asian Khoja Afaq and Khoja Abd Alla. Qi 
Jingyi supposedly met with the revered Naqshbandi leader Khoja Afaq 

Xining Qadiriyya re-
cords the master sent the sixteen year old acolyte home, saying “I am 
not your teacher (
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.”  Qadiriyya 
followers today feel that their saint received the blessing of the great 
Naqshbandi Khoja Afaq, while their order was formally founded by his 
second teacher, Khoja Abd Alla, a twenty-ninth generation descendant 
of Muhammad.  Chinese 

Guang dong, Guangxi , Yunnan, Guizhou 
and Linxia, Gansu, before his eventual death in 
Abd al-Kadir al-Jilani is the reputed founder of the Qadiri tariqa, it is 

Abd Alla perhaps studied in Medina under 
the renowned Kurdish mystic, Ibrahim b. –

–



 

who was initiated into both the Naqshbandi and Qadiri tariqas, as well 
as several other 

The appeal of Qadiriyya 
Hui is related to its combining ascetic mysticism with a non-institu-
tionalized form of worship that centers around the tomb complex of 
deceased saints rather than the mosque.  The early Qadiriyya advo-
cated long-term isolated meditation, poverty, and vows of celibacy. The 
head of the order did not marry and eschewed family life, a radical de-
parture from other Islamic traditions in China. Qadiriyya -
ue to attend the Gedimu mosques in the local communities in which 
they live, gathering at the tombs for holidays and individual worship. Qi 
Jingyi was known for his emphasis upon ascetic withdrawal from so-
ciety, poverty and self-cultivation, which involves meditation, fasting, 
prayer, and other contemplative practices. Formalized Islamic ritual 

fasting, pilgrimage, prayer, alms-
giving, and recitation of the shahadah Qi Jingyi 
in favor of pri vate meditation. Qadiriyya maintain: “Those who know 
them selves clearly will know Allah” and “The Saints help us to know 

Allah”. Union with the divine is accom-
plished through meditation and self-cultiva tion, rather than formalized 
public ritual. “The moment of thinking about Allah”, they maintain, “is 
superior to worshiping him for a thousand years”. mysticism in 
China combines many of the similar themes of the Daoist tradition, and 
draws heavily on its metaphysical vocabulary.

A Chinese inscription above the entrance to a Qadiriyya branch 
tomb complex in Beishan Hui cemetery, Linxia, reads: “The Dao 
is Unceasing” (ti dao wu she 
familiar to the Hui in China, Confucian moral tenets, Daoist mystical 
concepts, and Buddhist folk rituals infused with new Islamic content 
pervade Qadiriyya  Although the Qadiriyya menhuan has al-

Hui as “probably 
due to isolation from the Islamic mainstream.” On the other hand, Joseph Trip-
pner argued that these “grave-worshiping cults” give evidence of the pervasive 

that the tombs reveal a wide variety of Hui religious meaning, serving as import-
ant charters that link different Hui communities to their foreign Muslim heritage 
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-
jection of “worldly” political involvement, it set the stage for many 
orders to follow. By stressing the intimate experience of Allah through 
the power of his appointed , 

ideals of Islam, as well as initiating a new sociopolitical Islamic order. 
At once reformist and transformative, it initiated a new tide of reform 
that swept across China.

The Naqshbandiyya

The Naqshbandi tariqa became most rooted in Chinese soil through 
the establishment of two menhuan, the Jahriyya, that 

Islam in Chi-
na and the northwest. As Joseph Fletcher argued, “the history of the 
Naqshban diyya is the history of Islam” from eighteenth to nineteenth 
century China. Fletcher goes on to explain that the reform movement 
emphasized “...a shar’ist orthopraxy, political activism, propagation of 
the religion, and a strong 

subsequent history. ... Two other general characteristics of popular 
mysticism, namely the veneration of saints (misleadingly called ‘saint 
worship’ by non- -
iting and meditating at the saints’ tombs (misleadingly referred to as 
‘ Altishahr Naqsh-
bandiyya.”

Founded by -
ania, the Naqshbandiyya order gradually spread east across the trade 

over other Central Asian Altishahr, the 
area surrounding the Tarim river basin in what is now southern Xin-
jiang. The Naqshbandi order that gained the most prominence in the 
Tarim basin and played an important role in later eighteenth and nine-
teenth century politics in Xin jiang was the Makhdumzada, established 
by –
his great-grandson 
as Hidayat Allah, who was the saint most responsible for establishing 

 



 

the Naqshbandiyya among the Hui in northwest China.  Khoja Afaq 

Afaqiyya in Gansu, where his fa-
ther Muhammad Yusuf had previously visited and preached, reportedly 
converting a few Hui and a substantial number of the Salars to Naqsh-
bandi Khoja Afaq visited the north-
west cities of Xining, Lintao  and Hezhou  (now Linxia, Chi-
na’s “Little 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 Naqshbandi brotherhoods among the Hui in the 
northwest, the Jahriyya.

Throughout its history, the Naqshbandiyya has stressed an ac-
tive participation in worldly affairs.  Their s worked wonders, 
chanted the powerful mathnawi texts of the Turkish mystic Jalal ad-

-
sized both self-cultivation and formal ritual, both with drawal from 
and in volvement in society. Unlike the Qadiriyya, their leaders enjoyed 
families and the material wealth accrued from the donations of their 
followers. They also became committed to political involvement and 
social change based on the principles of Islam. Some of the Naqshbandi-
yya orders in China, advocated, I argue, more of a “trans formationist” 
perspective, in which they sought to change the social order in accord 
with their own visions of propriety and morality. This inevitably led to 

-
ders of the Naqsh bandiyya, especially the Jahriyya, to be singled out for 
suppression and persecution. By contrast, the 

-
nal reform over political change. The different stance that the Naqsh-
bandiyya orders took in China with regard to the state and Chinese cul-

identity and changing sociopolitical realities in the northwest: Under 
one 
of fundamental reform. A brief introduction to these two movements 
is necessary for our understanding of the later challenges to the move-

–
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ments by the Muslim Brotherhood as a means of accommodating their 
interpretations of Islam to a changing Chinese political culture.

The Naqshbandi 

Hezhou, Khoja Afaq played an important role 
in the life of a certain Ma Laichi Hezhou Hui of 
extraordinary talent who went on to found one of the earliest and most 

Naqshbandiyya orders in China, the menhuan. Ac-
cording to Ma Laichi was born to a childless couple after 
they received Khoja Afaq’s blessing, and was later raised and trained by 
one of his disciples, Ma Tai Baba 
gave him his daughter in marriage and passed on to him the leadership 
of the mystical path that he had received from Khoja Afaq. –

Ma Laichi went on the pilgrimage to Mecca, Yemen and Bukhara 
where he studied several -
enced by Mawlana Makhdum, a man of uncertain origin who Fletcher 
hypothesizes may have been Indian. When he returned from his pil-
grimage, Ma Laichi established the most powerful of the men-
huan, the Huasi 
for thirty-two years among the Hui and Salar in Gansu and Qinghai 

, before his death. The menhuan is still quite active and centered in 
Linxia Hui Autonomous Region, Gansu, at the tomb of Ma Laichi, which 

Originating in an earlier Central Asian and Yemeni Naqshbandi Su-

passive participation in society, the veneration of saints, the seeking of 
inspiration at tombs and the silent dhikr (“remembrance”, properly khu-

, the “silent” ones men-
huan throughout China, with mosques in Yunnan, Xin jiang, and Beijing. 
Most Gansu, Qinghai, Ning xia

, and Xin jiang with several of the original 
outlying areas such as northern Ning xia beginning to lose their distinc-
tiveness over time.

–
 



 

The Naqshbandi Jahriyya

The second Naqshbandi tariqa, the Jahriyya order, was founded in Chi-
na under the dynamic leadership of Ma Mingxin 
One of the most fascinating detective stories in historical discovery 
is the tracing of Ma Mingxin’s spiritual lineage to Mizjaja, a village on 
the outskirts of Zabid in Northern Yemen, by Joseph Fletcher.  While 

Ma Ming-
xin studied in the Middle East, it was never clear whom he received 
his “New Teaching” from or where he studied. Middle Eastern -
counts recorded the presence of Chinese Muslims studying in certain 

Fletcher was able to put the two together. This was 
an important discovery, as Ma Mingxin’s 
novel, even 
China. This controversy is mainly over Ma Mingxin’s use of the jahr 
in remembrance (“vocal dhikr”, from whence comes the name 

Naqshbandi prac-
tice. After an extensive search through arcane -

Yemen, 
Fletcher discovered that the name of the anonymous 
whom Chinese Muslim records indicate Ma Mingxin was a Naqshbandi 

whose family home was in Mizjaja, the Zabid. Chinese 
indicate that Ma Mingxin studied in Yemen in a 
Shazilinye, whose  was Muhammad Bulu Seni, but did not know 
the full ancestry and origins of the order. Most Jahriyya only say: “The 
root of our order is Arabia, the branches and leaves are in China.”  This 

that az-Zayn had studied in Medina under the famous Kurdish mystic, 
Ibrahim b. 
vocal formulae in the remembrance of Allah ( dhikr -
rani’s students were at the forefront of Islamic reform and revolution-
ary movements throughout the Islamic world.

Under al-Kurani’s student’s direction, it is not surprising that Ma 
Ye-

men and the Arabian Peninsula, with more activist and radical reforms 
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on his mind. While advocating the use of the vocal dhikr, he general-
ly opposed the heavy emphasis upon the veneration of Islamic saints 
which had become popular in China. He also disputed the timing of the 
breaking of the fast at the beginning of the Ramadan feast with the 

Khu-
mosque for prayer. This 

from the conquest of 
trouble among Muslims in Gansu. They arrested 
and executed him as his followers attempted to free him. Three years 
later they crushed another uprising lead by a Jahriyya Tian Wu 

. From this point on, the Qing sought to limit the spread of the move-
ments, outlawing many of the so-called “New Teachings”, primarily the 
Jahriyya. The great Northwest Hui 
Ma Hualong , another Jahriyya murshid

Ma Mingxin. His rebellion was re-
sponsible for cutting the Qing state off from the northwest, making way 

Uighur-led rebellion in Xin jiang under Yakub 
Ma Hualong was captured and executed, supposedly with 

his entire family. His body is entombed in Dongta Township, Jin-
ji , just east of the Yellow River in Ning xia, while his head is re-
ported to have been buried in Xuanhuagang , a Jahriyya center, 
north of Zhangjiachuan  in south Gansu. There is also evidence 
that suggests Du Wenxiu
Hui Muslim rebellion in 
Jahriy ya. Following the failure of these uprisings, the Jahriyya became 

main Jahriyya branch orders, all named after their ritual and historical 
centers: Shagou , Beishan , Xindianzi , Banqiao , 
and Nanchuan .

The Kubrawiyya

Kubra-
wiy ya.  An Arab, 

 For the origins of the –



 

 He taught in He’nan, Qinghai, Gansu, and died 
in the Dawantou , Dongxiang  prefecture, Gansu province. 
Presently, many of the Dong xiang Muslim minority concentrated in 
that area are members of the Kubrawiyya menhuan.

Islamic Resurgence

The importance and extensiveness of these -
parate Hui communities across China cannot be underestimated. Gell-
ner’s suggestion that “ -
nique of leadership...”  seems applicable to understanding the rapid 
proliferation of various orders during the turmoil of the late eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries, when China was faced with widespread do-
mestic social unrest and the advancing encroachment of Western im-
perialist powers. Unlike the isolated “patchwork” Gedimu communi-
ties that had been the norm until that time, 
leadership and organization that could help Hui survive politically and 
economically.
extensive warlords in the 
northwest and disruptive to others. 

ermaili 
of the Jahriyya order’s founder, 
gathered for three days at the site of his original tomb outside Lanzhou. 
The local municipality had intended originally to refrain from partici-
pation in the ceremony, but owing to the unexpected number of partic-
ipants, 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 

Urumqi, Kunming  and 
Harbin arrived at his grave in Lingwu  County, Dongta Township, 

focus the tomb provides for galvanizing collective ac tion.

 Ma Tong suggests the 
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Membership in various -
es social interaction, especially among the 
distinguish themselves by dress. Unlike the rounded white hat worn by 
most Hui men, 
black. Many Jahriyya Hui shave the sides of their beards to commem-
orate their founder, Ma Mingxin, whose beard is said to have been shorn 

almost universally unnoticed by the Han majority – for whom a Hui is 
a Hui – in the marketplace northwest Hui can easily identify members 
of the various orders that divide them internally. The exclusivity of 
orders in China illustrates the importance of the question of identity 
and authority for Hui can enter these orders through ritual 
vow or by birth, but seldom maintain allegiance to two menhuan at 
once. This is unlike 
to be less exclusive and allow simultaneous membership in several or-
ders.  
new order is tantamount to a conversion experience for Chinese Mus-
lims, perhaps the only one they will ever have, since most Muslims in 
China entered Islam by birth or marriage.

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 im-
perialist encroachment sought a Chinese approach to governance. In-
tellectual and organizational activity by Chinese Muslims during this 
pe riod was also intense. Increased contact with the Middle East led 
Chinese Muslims to reevaluate their traditional notions of Islam. Pick-

Muslims 
who made the hajj, or pilgrimage, to Mecca.

pilgrims boarded a steamer in Shanghai bound 
for Mecca.  Muslims had studied at 

 



 

Cairo’s prestigious al-Azhar Univer sity. While these numbers are not 
hajj from other South-

east Asian 
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.”

Muslim 
ideas, numerous new Hui -
ter Sun Yat-sen (Sun Zhongshan ,
provisional pres ident of the Chinese Republic in Nanjing , the Chi-
nese Muslim Federation was also formed in that city. This was followed 
by the establishment of other Hui Muslim associations: the Chinese 
Muslim Mutual Progress Association ( Mus-
lim Educational Association ( Muslim As-

Muslim Young Students Association (Nan-
Muslims 

( Muslim General Association (Jinan

The 
Löwenthal reports that circulation was low, there were over one hun-
dred known Muslim periodi cals produced before the out-break of the 
Sino-  Thirty journals were published between 

Beijing alone, prompting one author to suggest that 
while Chinese Islam’s traditional religious center was still Linxia (He-

Beijing.  This took place when 
many Hui intellectuals traveled to Japan, the Middle East and the West. 
Caught up in the 
published magazines and founded organizations, questioning their 
identity as never before in a process that one Hui historian, Ma Shou-
qian , has recently termed “The New Awakening of the Hui at the 
end of nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth centuries”.  As many 
of these Hui hajji returned from their pilgrimages to the Middle East, 
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they initiated several reforms, engaging themselves once again in the 
contested space between Islamic ideals and Chinese culture.

The Wahhabi Muslim Brotherhood

Wahhabi ideals in the Arabian Peninsula, returning 
Hui reformers introduced the Ikhwan Muslim Brotherhood to China 
– a religious movement in tune, in some cases, with China’s national-
ist concerns, and in others, with warlord politics. While the Muslim 
Brotherhood elsewhere in the Islamic world has been depicted as an-
ti-modernist and fundamentalist, this is not true of the movement in 
China. “There a fundamentalist, revivalist impulse among returned 

Wahhabi notions” Lipman suggests, “was trans-
formed into a nationalist, modernist, anti-
advocated not only Muslim unity but Chinese national strength and 
consciousness.” 

The beginnings of the Ikhwan movement in China can be traced to 
Ma Wanfu hajj
to teach in the Linxia, Dongxiang area. Eventually known as the Yihei-
wani, 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 -
haps to replace “Islamic theater” with scripture,  they proscribed the 
venera tion of saints, their tombs and shrines, and sought to stem the 

ahongs and menhuan 
Islam, they criticized such 

cultural accretions as the wearing of white mourning dress (daixiao
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, 
Yiheiwani 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 resemble Confucian temples 
in their sweeping roofs and symmetrical courtyards (with the Huajue 



 

Great Mosque in Xi’an Yiheiwani 
also proscribed the adornment of their mosques with Quranic texts and 
banners, whether in Arabic or Chinese, whereas this is the most striking 
marker of mosques and worship centers in the northwest, whose 
walls are often layered with calligraphy and unique Hui-style art.

Many Muslims supported the earliest communist call for equity, au-
tonomy, freedom of religion and recognized nationality status, and were 
active in the early establishment of the People’s Republic, but became 
disenchanted by growing critiques of religious practice during several 

Cultural Rev-
Muslims became the focus for both anti-religious 

and anti-ethnic nationalism critiques, leading to widespread persecu-
tions, 

Yunnan province. Since Deng Xiao ping’s 
Muslims have sought to take advantage of 

liberalized economic and religious policies, while keeping a watchful 
eye on the ever-swinging pendulum of Chinese radical politics. There 
are now more 
and Muslims travel freely on the hajj to Mecca, as well as engaging in 
cross-border trade with co-religionists in Central Asia, the Middle East, 
and increasingly, Southeast Asia. It should be noted here that increas-
ing Muslim activism in China does not necessarily entail increasing re-
ligious conservatism, or the rise of a “Wahhabi”-inspired Muslim tide 
of fundamentalism. Indeed, like the term xinjiao
was a euphemism in the last century to refer to any new Islamic teach-
ing that made its way into China, the term Wahhabi today in China, es-
pecially in Xin jiang, is often merely a general term to refer to Muslims 
who are more conservative, and not necessarily organized into any 
school or sect.

Increasing Muslim political activism on a national scale and rapid 
state response indicates the growing importance Beijing places upon 

Uighurs in Xin jiang marched through 
the streets of Urumqi protesting against a wide range of issues, includ-
ing the environmental degradation of the Zungharian plain, nuclear 
testing in the Taklamakan, increased Han immigration to Xin jiang, and 
ethnic insults at Xin jiang University. Muslims throughout China pro-
tested the publication of a Chinese book, 

Muslims, partic-
ularly their restriction against pork (which Mao once called “China’s 
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government quickly responded, meeting most of the Muslim’s demands, 
condemning the publications, arresting the authors, and closing down 
the printing houses.

Islamic factional struggles continue to divide China’s Muslims inter-
nally, especially as increased travel to the Middle East prompts criti-
cism of Muslim practice at home and exposes China’s Muslims to new, 
often politically radical, Naqsh-
bandi 
support of internal factional disputes in the southern Ning xia Region, 
that had led to at least sixty deaths on both sides and People’s Libera-

was increasing Uighur activism in Xin jiang, declining substantially in 
the early part of the new millennium, and the government’s Strike Hard 
campaign has curtailed any organized Uighur efforts.

Beijing has responded with increased military presence, particular-
ly in Kashgar and Urumqi, as well as diplomatic efforts in the Central 
Asian states and Turkey to discourage foreign support for separatist 
movements. It is important to note that in general Hui, Kazakh, Kyrgyz, 
and other Muslim minorities are not necessarily sympathetic to any of 
these separatist actions among the Uighur, and it is not yet clear how 
much support even among the Uighur there is for violent acts, especial-

imam in Kashgar. 
At the same time, cross-border trade between Xin jiang and Central Asia 

Eurasian Railroad, linking Urumqi and Alma Ata with markets in China 
and Eastern Europe. Overland travel between Xin jiang and Pakistan, 
Tajikistan, Kygyzstan, and Kazakhstan has also increased dramatical-
ly with the relaxation of travel restrictions based on Deng Xiaoping’s 
prioritization of trade over security interests in the area. The govern-
ment’s policy of seeking to buy support through stimulating the local 
economy seems to be working at the present, as income levels in Xin-
jiang are often far higher than those across the border, yet increased 
Han migration to participate in the region’s lucrative oil and mining 
industries continues to exacerbate ethnic tension. Muslim areas in 
northern and central China, however, continue to be left behind as Chi-



 

na’s rapid economic growth expands unevenly, enriching the southern 
coastal areas far beyond the interior.

While further restricting Islamic freedoms in the border regions, 
at the same time the state has become more keenly aware of the im-
portance foreign Muslim governments place on China’s treatment of its 
Muslim minorities as a factor in China’s lucrative trade and military 
agreements. The establishment of full diplomatic ties with Saudi Ara-

Eastern Muslim states enhances the economic and political salience 
of China’s treatment of its internal Muslim minority population. The 
increased trans-nationalism of China’s Muslims will be an important 
factor in their ethnic expression as well as practiced accommodation to 
Chinese culture and state authority.

Internal Conversion

While these various Chinese Islamic associations are as confusing to 
the non-initiate as the numerous schools of Buddhist thought in China, 
what is striking about them is their exclusivity of membership. Unlike 
Middle Eastern or Central Asian Islamic orders, where one might belong 
to two or even three brotherhoods at once, the Hui belong to only one. 
Among the Hui, one is generally born into one’s Islamic order, or con-
verts dramatically to another. In fact, this is the only instance of con-
version I encountered among my sojourn among the Hui. I never met a 
Han who had converted to Islam in China without having been married 
to a Hui or adopted into a Hui family, though I heard of a few isolated in-
stances. Fletcher records the conversion of twenty-eight Tibetan tribes 
as well as their “Living Buddha” by Ma Laichi in Xunhua , Qinghai 
in the mid-eighteenth century. Ma Mingxin uprising, 
the Qing government forbade non-Muslims from converting to Islam, 

-
corded 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 has grown biologically through birth 
and intermarriage.
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Hui Islamic Orders and Chinese Culture 

menhuan in northwest China, and subsequent non- -
possible to enumerate in their complexity. They give evidence, howev-
er, of the ongoing struggles that continue to make Islam meaningful to 
Hui Muslims. These tensions between Islamic ideals and social realities 
are often left unresolved. Their very dynamism derives from the ques-
tions they raise and the doubts they engender among people struggling 
with traditional meanings in the midst of changing social contexts. The 
questions of purity and legitimacy 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 

over Islamic orthodoxy, revealing an important disjunction between 
“scripturalist” and “mystical” interpretations.

In a similar fashion, the study of Southeast Asian Islam has often 
centered on the contradiction and compromise between the native cul-
ture of the indigenous Muslims and the  of orthodox Islam, the 
mystical and scriptural, the real and the ideal.  The supposed accom-
modation of orthodox Islamic tenets to local cultural practices has led 
scholars to dismiss or explain such compromise as syncretism, assimi-
lation and “ An alter-
native approach, and one perhaps more in tune with the interests of Hui 
themselves, sees this incongruence as the basis for on-going dialectical 

Muslim communities.  Following Max Weber,  one can see the wide 
variety of -
struction and programs for social conduct whereby a major religious 
tradition becomes meaningful to an indigenous society.

prompted by and expressed in economic concerns, such as we saw 
above in the defeat of the Xidaotang by the Ma An-
liang Muslim broth-
er’s wealth. Fletcher notes that one of the criticisms of the 
was that their recitation of the Ming sha le  took less time than 

 



 

the normal Quranic suras by non- imams 
were cheaper to hire at ritual ceremonies. He suggests that this assist-
ed their rise in popularity and provoked criticism by the Gedimu reli-
gious leaders.  The 

nian 

generally found economic reasons for criticizing certain Islamic orders 
among the Hui. 
appropriate mosque and waqf (
with great resistance from the menhuan, which had accumulated 

document criticizing Ma Zhenwu , the Jahriyya , 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 followers and has seen to it that religious ser-
vices be held on such days. These include “Grandmother’s Day,” “Wife’s 

On the average, one of such “A-mai-lis” is held every six or seven days, 
among which are seven occasions of big festival.... 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 

-
zed the Hui people for money.  

and Islamic ideals have led to the rise and powerful appeal of Islamic 
movements among Hui Muslims. I explored one way of looking at this 
tension between cultural practice and Islamic ideals in an earlier work 

 

 

Niebuhr‘s 
( Christian social ethics. 
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Islam and Chinese Culture: A Range of Alternatives
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In China there were many attempts to reconcile Chinese culture with 

there are those who reject any integration of Islam with Chinese cul-
ture, such as Ma Wanfu’s return to an Arabicized “pure” Islam. Con-
versely, at the other extreme, there are those leaders of the Gedimu, 
such as Hu Dengzhou , who accepted more of an integration with 
traditional Chinese society. Likewise, Ma Qixi’s Xidaotang 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. 
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Muslim world, through transformationist or militant Islam, as 
illustrated by the largely Naqshbandiyya-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” (xiejiao
and persecution by the Chinese state. By contrast, other Hui reformers 
have attempted throughout his tory to make 
such as Liu Zhi’s monumental effort to demonstrate the Confucian 
moral ity of Islam. The Qadiriyya alternative represents res olution of 
this tension through ascetic withdrawal from the world. Qi Jingyi ad-
vocated an inner mystical journey where the dualism of Islam and the 
Chinese world is absolved through grasping the one ness of Allah found 
inside every believer. These various approaches in Chinese Islam rep-
resent sociohistorical attempts to deal with the relationship of relating 
the world religion of Islam with the local Chinese realm.

Figure 3

Muslim Minorities and Chinese Culture
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Another way to examine this range of alternatives is to generalize about 
the Ui-
ghur can be seen to be much more resistant to accepting integration 
into Chinese society than other Muslims groups, in that they are the 
only Muslim minority in China expressing strong desires for a separate 

Uighur desire 
independence. At the other extreme, it could be argued that of all the 
Muslim minorities the Hui are the most integrated into Chinese soci-
ety and culture. This is both an advantage and a disadvantage in that 
they often have greater access to power and resources within Chinese 
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society, but at the same time risk either the loss of their identity or the 
rejection of other Muslim groups in China as being too assimilated into 
Chinese society to the detriment of Islam. In between there are a range 
of Muslim nationalities who are closer to the Uighur in terms of resist-
ing Chinese culture and maintaining a distinct language and identity 
(Uzbeks, Kazakh, Kyrgyz, and 
to the Hui in terms of accommodation to Chinese culture (Dongxiang, 

can be a heuristic way of examining the challenges faced by each Mus-
lim minority in their daily expression of identity and Islam in Chinese 
society. Here it must be clearly noted, however, that there are many ex-
ceptions to this overly generalized pattern, e.g., Uighur (such as Party 

and Hui (such as religious 
lives in strident resistance to Chinese culture. 

The Fourth Tide: Ethnic Nationalism in an Age of Globalization

China is not immune from the new tide of ethnic nationalism and “pri-
mordial politics” sweeping Europe, Africa and Asia in the post-Cold 
War period. Much of this is clearly due to a response to globalization 
in terms of localization: increasing nationalism arising from the or-
ganization 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 Jürgen 
characteristic of civil society in the modern nation-state.  In most of 
these nationalist movements, religion, culture, and racialization play a 

perhaps much of Muslim Asia, Islam will continue to play an important 

ethnicity (i.e., China, Malaysia, Indone-
Muslim activism in China cannot but 

be nationalistic, but a nationalism that may often transcend the bound-
aries of the contemporary nation-state via mass communications, in-
creased travel, and the internet. 

The three previous “tides” of Islam in China, according to Fletcher, 
were precipitated by China’s opening to the outside world. A new tide 



 

is now washing across China’s terrain. No matter what conservative 
leaders in the government might wish, China’s Muslim politics have 
reached a new stage of openness. If China wants to participate in the 
international political sphere of the nation-states, this is unavoidable. 
With the opening to the West in recent years, travel to and from the 

Muslims left China to go on the hajj. This number increased to 

Hui students are presently en rolled in Islamic and Arabic studies at the 

a Hui elder in Xi’an who had just returned from the hajj. He was es-
corted home from the airport in a procession of over a hundred taxis, 
all owned and operated privately by Hui. -
cal Hui, 
northwest Hui Islamic Society in Beijing. The 
Islamic Society arranged his travel to Pakistan, where his visa was 
arranged at the Saudi Embassy (at the time of his trip China had no 
formal diplomatic relations with 

Upon his return he traveled throughout the northwest, preaching and 
lecturing about his pilgrimage experiences and the need to reform Is-

he had since returned three times on the hajj and engaged in frequent 
business-related travel to the Middle East. His trips to the Middle East 
were often sponsored by local and national government organizations.

Encouraged by the Chinese state, relations between Muslims in Chi-
na and the Middle East are becoming stronger and more frequent, part-
ly from a desire to establish trading partners for arms, commodities, 
and currency exchanges, and partly by China’s traditional view of itself 
as a leader of the Third World. Delegations of foreign Muslims 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 donat-
ed to the rebuilding of Islamic mosques, schools, and hospitals. As Hui 
in China are further exposed to Islamic internationalism, and as they 
return from studies and pilgrimages abroad, traditional Hui identities 
will once again be reshaped and called into question, giving rise to a 
fourth tide of Islam in China. Global Islam is thus localized into Hui Is-
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-
nese-ness and 

These accommodations of China’s Muslims are not unlike those 
made on a daily basis among other Muslim minorities in Asia. The only 
difference may be the increasingly post-modern contraction of time 
and space: accommodations that took over a millennia in China are now 
being required of Muslim diasporic communities in a matter of hours 
or days. For Hui in China, Pakistani and Bangladeshi workers in Tokyo 
and Seoul, and the other wider diaspora, Muslims may be becoming in-
creasingly “unfamiliar” strangers. This does not bode well for the fu-
ture integration of Muslims into the Chinese leviathan. 
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