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1 Introduction world has witnessed in recent times con-

The worldwide Islamic resurgence in
recent decades has captured the attention
and imagination of both the media and
populations in the West. This Western ob-
servation of, and at times preoccupation
with, the seeming rise of Islam after a pe-
riod of relative dormancy has been fo-
cused very much on events in the Middle
East. The ongoing conflict and more re-
cent moves towards peace between Isracl
and its Arab neighbours is a major focus
of attention, as are events within the Arab
world related to the clash between rising
Islamic radicalism and governments of a
more nationalist, secular bent, such as
Egypt and Algeria.

The attention of the Muslim world it-
self has also been focused on such events.
Indeed, the Islamic world may be seen as
a large arena, with the spectators aligned
in rows at ever increasing distances from
the centre, but with the attention of all fo-
cused on that central stage ie the Middle
East. This has the effect of placing certain
actors, such as the Israelis and the Pales-
tinians, under continuous scrutiny, while
other member groups, such as the Muslim
communities on the geographical periph-
ery of thie Muslim world, receive consider-
ably less attention from their Muslim
confreres or the world at large.

Yet there is much to be learned from
events on that periphery. Indeed, the Is-
lamic revival in recent decades has not
limited itself to the Middle East. The

flict between governing authorities and
radical Muslim groups in areas as distant
from the Middle East as Malaysia and the
Southem Philippines. However one Mus-
lim region which continues to rest in the
shadows of international attention is repre-
sented by those areas of the People’s Re-
public of China (PRC) where Muslims
are found in significant numbers.!
1.1 Brief Historical Background to
Islam in China
Islam reached China from the Middle

East and Central Asia in the early centu-
ries of Islam. A number of military
clashes occurred between Muslim armies
from the Middle East and forces of the
Tang Dynasty (7th - 10th centuries CE),
including the defeat of the Tangs at Talas
in 751 CE. The entry of Islam to Western
China was facilitated by the existence of
the Silk Road, a trade route which had
been established much earlier in the first
centuries of the first millennium CE and
which stretched from the area covered by
the present day city of Xi’an in the East to
Rome in the West. This trade route
wound its way through the rugged terrain
of Central Asia, to Persia, the Fertile Cres-
cent, leading to the shores of Asia Minor
and on to various points in the Roman
Empire. This route had been established
during the Han dynasty (206 BCE - 220
CE). Such trading contacts facilitated the
entry of Islam to the region of China, and
one can tracc influcnces upon Chinese Is-
lam in examining archacological artefacts
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uncovered in Western China. Museums in
this region, such as that housing an excel-
lent collection in Guyuan, present an ar-
ray of artefacts from the early Islamic
world, including swords, gold-plated sil-
ver goblets, gold wedding rings, coins

and other items deriving from Islamic Per-
sia, Afghanistan, and other areas of Cen-
tral Asia.

By the time of the late Tang Dynasty,
the overseas trade of China was largely in
the hands of Muslim Persians and >chu,
and the later Mongols who dominated
China also engaged foreigners, including
many Middle Eastern Muslims, in a type
of international civil service to govern the
OE:%% . Religious pluralism was al-
lowed to flourish under the Mongols and
religious establishments, including those
of the Muslims, were granted exemption
from Sxmmoza. Foreign trade for China
continued to be carried out largely by
Central Asian Muslims engaged by the
Mongol overlords, and Ibn Battuta, the fa-
mous Arab.traveller and writer, recorded
that mid-14th century China contained
significant numbers of Arabs resident in
that nocsam. These influences led to a
substantial process of conversion during
the first half of the second millennium
CE, especially during the period of the
Ming Dynasty (1368 -1644)°.

Relationships between the minority
Muslim community and other Chinese
communities were not always to be har-
monious, however. There were several pe-
riods of open revolt, especially during the
centuries of the Qing Dynasty (1644-
1911), such as the abortive Muslim revolt
in Chinese Turkestan in 1758-59, the re-
bellion in Gansu in 1781, and the wide-
spread sporadic Muslim revolts against
the Qings in Sinkiang during the period
1855-1873.

Thus by the time of the establishment
of the PRC in 1949, Muslim communi-
ties, though comparatively small in
number, had been firmly established as
part of the Chinese multicultural scene for
almost one thousand years. The commu-
nist authorities were concemed to estab-
lish national stability and to avoid the
communal disputes which had plagued re-
lations between the State and minority
groups in the past. In this context, the
communist authorities took a range of
steps, including the establishment of the
Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region inits
provincial planning, with this region be-
ing accorded a measure of autonomy in
recognition of the fact that it housed a sig-
nificant minority group; i.e. the Muslim
Huis.

1.2 Population Distribution

The Chinese Government conducted a
nationwide census in 1990, which re-
vealed important information about the
size of the various Muslim minority
groups in the PRC. Ten of China’s minor-
ity nationalities arc predominantly Mus-
lim. The census provided the following
numbers for each of these groups: Hui
(8.6 million); Uygur (7.2 million);
Kazakhs (1.1 million); Dongxiang
(375,000); Kyrgyz (375,000); Salar
(88,000); Tajik (33,500); Uzbek G@moov..
Bonan (12,000); and Tatars (4,873) .
Thus Muslim nationalities accounted for
17.6 million people, or approximately
1.75% of China’s population.

With regard to the most populous of
the various Muslim groups, the Huis,
their numbers are spread throughout
China, though a substantial group resides
in the Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region.
In 1988, the population of Ningxia stood
at 4,150,000. Of this number, approxi-
mately thirty-two percent (1,238,000)
were Muslim, around sixty-seven percent
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(2,731,000) were majority Han Chinese,
and the remainder comprised various
other minority mnocvmm.

The Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region
is divided into two prefectures and six-
teen counties. The Muslim population is
more concentrated in the central and
southern counties of Ningxia; i.e.
Jingyuan (where they represent around
97% of the county population), Haiyuan
(approximately 70%), Xiji, Guyuan and
Tongxin counties.

2. Islamic Practice in Ningxia

The Hui emergence as a distinct group
was consolidated during the Yuan dy-
nasty (1271-1368) and subsequent Ming
period. During this period, the Hui spoke
a variety of languages - Arabic, Persian,
and the Mandarin language of the major-
ity Han Chinese - but gradually the Hui
assimilated to the ways of the Han, espe-
cially in the area of language, with the re-
sult that eventually the Hui came to speak
Mandarin as their mother Snmc%. This
tendency towards assimilation to Han
ways has been a cause of criticism of the
Hui by their co-religionists among other
minority nationalities in China. Neverthe-
less, it has also enabled the Hui to act on
many occasions as a mediator between
Han China and the various Muslim mi-
norities.

Like the majority of Chinese Muslims,
the Hui are predominantly Sunni, though
Shi’ite influences can at times manifest
themselves'’. Moreover, Sufi mystical or-
ders have exerted a strong attraction for
Chinese Muslims, including the Hui. The
most influential of these orders have been
the Nagshbandiyya, Qadariyya and
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Though the Hui represent a part of the
Islamic mosaic of China, their practice of
the faith, and the social context in which
they locate Islam, makes their Islamic pro-
file distinctive in both Chinese and world
Islamic terms.

‘2.1 Mosques: Form and Function

Mosques in Ningxia exist in abun-
dance. Whether found in County capital
cities, townships or in remote villages,
there are certain characteristic features
which mark Chinese mosques as unique.

The roofs of mosques typically repre-
sent a range of architectural styles. All dis-
play the characteristic Islamic crescent,
usually placed on the most prominent
point of the roof. Many also include a
dome or domes, creating the Islamic roof
profile so characteristic of the Middle
East. However, all will also include the
pointed roof-ends reminiscent of Bud-
dhist pagodas which are so typical of Chi-
nese architecture. This serves to remind
the faithful that although the origins of
the religion lie elsewhere, the framework
in which they worship is firmly grounded
in Chinese tradition.

Mosque walls are typically made of
brick, or mud-brick in the case of village
mosques. These walls will often include
engraved inscriptions, sometimes in Ara-
bic but usually in Chinese. The walls are
often also adorned with the beautiful
wooden lattice work which typifies other
Chinese architecture.

Within the prayer hall of the mosque it-
self one is again struck by the combina-
tion of styles. The walls usually display
an array of wall hangings, made of woven
material or paper. These depict exhorta-
tions to action by the faithful, may be
either in Arabic or Chinese, and include
messages such as the Islamic smSommS
and calls to spread the faith around the
world. The floors are covered by a combi-
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nation of rattan mats and woven carpets;
the latter may be particularly prized by
the local community. Such is the case
with the beautiful carpet placed just in
front of the mihrab 1%in the Great
Mosque in Tongxin County Centre. The
local community proudly points out to the
visitor that this carpet is valued at
170,000 Renminbi'* and was presented
as a gift to the mosque by the Govern-
ment of Saudi Arabia.

The Great Mosque in Tongxin is un-
doubtedly one of the principal Islamic
landmarks in Ningxia. Built during the
Ming dynasty and renovated during the
Qing dynasty, it is the largest and oldest
mosque in Ningxia. It is located within a
compound which is elevated above the
surrounding countryside and which there-
fore captures the attention of Tongxin resi-
dents both as they arrive in the city and as
they move within the city precincts. The
compound itself consists of three parts:
the mosque with the adjacent student dor-
mitory and religious leader’s residence,
the yard of the compound and the area
where the ritual ablutions are performed
prior to prayer. Just outside the compound
is found the Muslim cemetery, which it-
self contains an impressive shrine amidst
the various graves. The Tongxin mosque
serves as a prime focal point for all
Ningxia Muslims, as well as an important
centre for study of the Hanafi school of Is-
lamic Law which predominates in
Ningxia.

In addition to the large mosques situ-
ated in the cities, one finds mosques of
varying degrees of beauty even in the
most remote villages in Ningxia. An ex-
ample is that found in the village of Bai
Tang in Guyuan County. Though the vil-
lage itself is very poor and lacks some of
the most basic civic and health services,
the community has devoted a significant

portion of its meagre resources to con-
structing a small but beautiful mosque,
with adjacent residential quarters for the
local religious leader. The mosque and its
surrounding area is kept meticulously
clean, and represents the most splendid
building in the village. The mihrab is be-
decked above with various signs, includ-
ing a large sign in Chinese calling for
Islam to be spread throughout the globe.
The floor is covered by a collection of rat-
tan mats and beautifully woven carpets.

Similarly, the village mosque in the
very poor village of Qingyangquan in
Tongxin County has received priority in
the community’s allocation of its limited
resources, though it is much simpler than
that in Bai Tang. The floors are covered
mainly by rattan mats, and few signs are
displayed on the walls. Nevertheless, it oc-
cupies a position of prominence within
the village location, and resources have
been devoted to constructing residential
quarters adjoining the mosque to allow
for the stationing of a religious leader in
the community.

The prioritising of the mosque in re-
ceiving meagre village resources reflects
the fact that the mosque is the centre of
each Hui community. The religious com-
munity, or Jiaofang, is the basic unit of
Hui society, and is organised around the
mosque, which functions as both a site for
worship, and also as a venue for signifi-
cant public gatherings of many varieties,
be they economic or social in nature. This
is a characteristic feature of Hui society.

2.2 Community Participation and
Support

Community support is vital for both
the establishment and maintenance of the
local mosque and its services, whether at
city, township or village level in Ningxia.
Each family in village communities and
also those members of the Muslim com-
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munity in larger centres are expected to
contribute to the upkeep of the mosque
and its religious leader. In some communi-
ties, this takes the form of a cash contribu-
tion; in some instances this may be a$
high as thirty Renminbi per family mem-
ber at intervals according to the need of
the mosque and its religious leader. In
other instances in village settings, commu-
nity support for the mosque and its relig-
ious leader may be in the form of a grain
contribution of one kilogram of grain per
family member per annum or very poor
families may be able to meet their obliga-
tion towards the maintenance of the relig-
ious leader by hosting him to dinner on a
monthly basis, or more frequently if possi-
ble. At the village and township level,
mosques thus receive a significant propor-
tion of their funding from the community.
In return for these contributions from
limited resources, community members
receive a range of services from the
mosque and its religious leader. These
services include instruction in the Islamic
sciences, guidance and counselling, and
of course organisation of worship serv-
ices. The principal service, the Friday
noon prayers, receives the full participa-
tion of men in the respective community,
though women also attend as observers.
In the case of the larger mosques, the Fri-
day prayers thus provide a venue for the
gathering of large numbers of Muslims.
The Great Mosque in Tongxin attracts
around six hundred worshippers to its Fri-
day prayers, with even larger numbers at-
tending services held to commemorate
the special feast days, such as the end of
the fasting month of Ramadan and the
feast of the Sacrifice™. Nevertheless, it is
in the village communities that worship
services can be considered to attract the
highest proportion of local Muslims. In
the larger urban centres, where popula-

tions are more mixed between Han and
Hui Chinese, the level of observance
among Muslims is lower due to a greater
level of secularisation among urban Chi-
nese.

2.3 The Religious Leader

Thus the Islamic leader, or Ahung
(Imam), attached to mosques in Ningxia
is dependent for his sustenance to a large
degree upon the local Muslim commu-
nity. While there are significant numbers
of Ahungs available for the Ningxia Mus-
lim community, in certain areas Muslim
communities are served by itinerant
Ahungs, owing to the unavailability of a
resident religious leader or the inability of
the community to fund a full-time Ahung.
In remote areas, there is an average of
one mosque per administrative i:mmoﬁ
Where a mosque does not have its own
resident Ahung it will draw on the serv-
ices of an Ahung who is responsible for
covering a number of different areas.

The Ahung must be sufficiently versed
in Arabic to lead the worship services in
that language. However, for the benefit of
his constituency, he often translates the
prayers into Chinese after initially pro-
nouncing them in Arabic. This is espe-
cially the case in remote areas of Ningxia.
Apart from his responsibilities in leading
worship, the Ahung devotes a significant
proportion of his time to providing in-
struction to children who are sent by their
parents to the mosque to learn the Qur’an.
This study may take several forms. It may
be individual; one informant related that
as a child he had received individual in-
struction for three months in reading the
Qur’an from his local village Ahung. The
Ahung’s teaching methods were of inter-
est: using the scapula bone of a cow in
place of a blackboard, the Ahung would
write a verse of the Qur’an which the stu-
dent was then required to memorise.
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When the student had successfully mas- by the local Ahung free of or»nmo;.
tered the verse in this way, the writing In addition to providing religious in-
was erased from the bone and replaced by  struction and leading in worship services,
another verse which in tum the student re-  the village Ahung has a range of other
peated after the Ahung. Though both boys  functions, both in the religious domain,
and girls studied with this particular but also in overseeing aspects of general

Ahung in this way, the ratio of boys to community welfare. He witnesses Hui

girls was heavily weighted towards the weddings and presides over funerals,

former!’. where the Ahung ensures that the body of
The Ahung resident

among the Qingy-

angquan community in-
dicated in interview
that he himself had ac-
quired his knowledge
of Arabic and the
Qur’an by studying at
the mosque in the Hai-
yuan County centre un-
der the resident Ahung
there. The Qingy-
angquan Ahung, a
young man in his twen-
ties, reported that he
provided instruction in
the Qur’an and Arabic
to a group of twenty
children from the vil-
lage for eight hours per
day. Many students
would study with him
for several years, with
this instruction repre-
senting an alternative
system of education
available to children
whose parents could
not afford to pay the tui-
tion fees levied by the
mainstream education
system. The tuition in
Arabic and the Qur’an
at the Qingyangquan
mosque was provided Fig.3. Ningxia muslim boy preparing for lessons in
qur’anic recitation at Qingyangquan mosque
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the deceased is wrapped in a white cloth
and buried promptly without a coffin'®,
The Ahung is also responsible for giving

a name to newborn children soon after
birth®.

Though there is some inter-county
movement by the Ahungs in Ningxia,
mosques in Ningxia especially in remote
locations are typically staffed by an
Ahung who comes from the local region.
However, at the provincial level and even
at the level of the county urban centre,
some Ahungs are not native to Ningxia
but have come from the broader Chinese
Muslim community.

2.4 Education Programs

With regard to the educational process
which Ahungs must go through in order
to be properly qualified to practise their
profession, the first step occurs with train-
ing during childhood in Arabic and the
Qur’an, as described above. At this stage,
the child may not know he wishes to be-
come an Ahung, but when this latter deci-
sion is made, the path is quite clearly
defined.

The aspiring student will attach him-
self to one of the principal mosques in
Ningxia, such as the Great Mosque in
Tongxin, This mosque includes dormitory
facilities for around fifteen students, who
undertake a course of study lasting at
least four years, but in some cases extend-
ing up to seven, in order to gain a qualifi-
cation as an Ahung. Days are spent in
study and reflection; the day commences
with a period of worship, and is followed
by many hours of tuition in Arabic and -
Persian languages and the Islamic sci-
ences, with a special emphasis on the
Qur’an and its commentaries. A facility
with Persian is required in order to be
able to access some of the principal
Qur’anic commentaries written in that lan-
guage. In order to gain entry to this pro-

gram of study, students should have al-
ready completed a period of secondary
studies and demonstrated their capacity
for further education.

At the Tongxin mosque, the teaching
staff are most commeonly drawn from Chi-
nese specialists, though guest teachers
pay occasional visits from countries as far
afield as Iran, Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, Ja-
pan, and the USA. The duration of the:
study program is determined by the indi-
vidual progress of each student. Upon suc-
cessful completion of the end of course
examination, the student graduates and
has several options available to him. He
may choose to take up a position as an
Ahung in a village mosque, and is now
qualified to do so. Alternatively, if a stu-
dent has performed satisfactorily in his
study program at the mosque, and has
good Chinese, Arabic and Persian lan-
guage skills, this study program may
serve as a pre-requisite for further studies
in a specialist tertiary institution, such as
the Arabic Language College in the
Tongxin County centre. This College of-
fers intensive preparation in Arabic, Per-
sian and Islamic sciences, and after four
years of study, the graduate is entitled to
automatic employment in the Govemn-
ment bureaucracy as an interpreter or in
other specialist functions. Altematively, a
graduate from this College may seek a po-
sition as a religious leader in one of the
more prestigious mosques in one of the
larger urban centres in Ningxia or else-
where in China.

2.5 Religious Obligations and Cus-
toms

With regard to observance of religious
obligations among Muslims, the instruc-
tion which many Ningxia Muslims re-
ceive during childhood includes a focus
upon the five basic duties of Istam?!. Nev-
ertheless, observance of these five duties
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as a central part of daily life does not ap-
pear to be widespread among the Muslim
community at large in Ningxia. Non-spe-
cialist Muslims in the community con-
sulted were not able to identify the five
duties beyond the first two relating to wit-
ness and prayer which they listed as the
principle obligations which a Muslim
must fulfil. Nevertheless, there is an in-
creasing consciousness of the significance
of the pilgrimage to Mecca. However, its
cost is prohibitive for most Muslims in
Ningxia, especially the large numbers liv-
ing in rural locations, and thus it is not
foregrounded as a concept in their percep-
tion of their faith??, Though there has
been a significant increase in numbers of
Chinese Muslims undertaking the pilgrim-
age, from 19 in 1979 to 6,000 in 1992

the proportion of the total Muslim popula-
tion involved is minuscule.

- In the area of more general custom, Is-
lamic practice in Ningxia closely parallels
that followed in other parts of the Muslim
world. For example, in mixed marriages,
it is expected that the non-Muslim will
adopt Islam, rather than the reverse. The
convert is expected to participate in pre-
paratory courses for becoming a Muslim,
which include studying basic Islamic be-
liefs and practices with the local Ahung,

As is the case with other agrarian com-
munities elsewhere in the Muslim world,
gender roles tend to be very clearly de-
fined amongst the Chinese Muslims of
Ningxia. Women’s participation in wor-
ship during the Friday prayers is more as
observers, as described previously. Even
with regard to participation in the health
system, women's roles are largely deter-
mined by religious factors. For example,
deliveries of newborn babies tend to be
performed among the Muslim communi-
ties by the village midwives, rather than
the village doctor, who is more com-

monly male. This is less common among
majority Han Chinese communities, who
are less resistant to male village doctors
performing this particular task. The same
constraint prevents many Muslim women
residents in villages from choosing to
give birth in better equipped township
hospitals, because of the lack of control
they will have over selecting the gender
of the hospital staff delivering the baby.

Muslim communities in villages are
very open and hospitable towards foreign
visitors, and typically react quite openly
to questions about their faith. Likewise,
foreign visitors are welcome to view and
photograph mosques. Though this is also
the case in other parts of the Muslim
world, Chinese Muslims, especially those
in the more remote areas, are either un-
aware about or unconcemed with certain
constraints existing in other parts of the
Muslim world, such as that requiring en-
trants to the mosque to take off their
shoes before entering the worship hall®*,

2.6 Islamic Materials and Resources
in Ningxia

The student of Islam, whether an aspir-
ing Abung or student destined for other
appointments, depends for his Islamic ma-
terials and resources upon a range of gen-
eralist shops dealing in Islamic matters at
various points throughout Ningxia. A pe-
rusal of several of these shops revealed
that a range of materials were held, as fol-
lows:

a. Books. As would be expected, each
collection contained copious quantities in
several editions of the Qur’an. This was
available both in all Arabic format as well
as 5~w=5m:& editions, in Arabic and Chi-
nese™ . In addition to the text of the
Qur’an, the shops examined also con-
tained sets of complete recordings of the
Qur’an on cassette.
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To complement this central work, vari-
ous commentaries upon the Qur’an were
available for purchase. These included the
multi-volume commentary entitled F7
zilal al-qur’ an (Under the Shade of the
Qur’an) written by the twentieth century
radical theologian Sayyid Qutb, who was
executed for subversion by the Egyptian
Government of Gamal Abdel Nasser in
1966. Another commentary which ap-
peared to be popular was Tafs7r HussainT.

In addition, there were various books
in Arabic devoted to other Islamic sci-
ences, including Kitdb al-ma’ anT (The
Book of Meanings), Qisas al-nabi Mu-
hammad (Stories of the Prophet Muham-
mad), Durrat al-nashaz (Pearls of the
Heights), Kitab al-kaba' ir (The Book of
Sins), and Asds al-’ ulim (The Founda-
tions of Knowledge). These holdings dem-
onstrate an interest on the part of the local
Muslim population, particularly the spe-
cialists, with works addressing the three
principal focuses of the Islamic sciences:
theology, law and narrative. These works
in Arabic were supplemented by various
works in Chinese also dealing with mat-
ters such as the basics of Islam and the
four schools of law in Islam.

Finally, the shops consulted all con-
tained within their collections a three part
series on Arabic language, a locally pro-
duced bilingual work with exercises in
Arabic and grammatical explanations in
Chinese which appears to be a standard
text used in Arabic language classes
throughout the autonomous region. One
shop in Guyuan County centre indicated
that it regularly provided copies of this
text for use in classes in the Arabic Lan-
guage College in Tongxin.

b. Other materials. In addition to book
holdings, which appear to be drawn upon
more by specialists among the Chinese
Muslim community, the shops in question

also sold other items of more general in-
terest among the Ningxia community.
These included the characteristic white
hats wom by both male and female Mus-
lims in Ningxia; posters of various

shapes, sizes and motifs of the type on dis-
play in mosques but also visible in private
homes; woven prayer carpets; pieces of
crockery, such as teapots, bearing Islamic
phrases in Arabic; knives with Arabic in-

* scriptions on the handles, and a range of

other assorted items.

Thus these shops serve as general
stores, providing a wide range of materi-
als for use among both the specialists in
the Ningxia Muslim community as well
as the broader society itself. Staff in the
shops indicated that members of the gen-
eral community provided a continuous
supply of clientele, especially for the as-
sorted items, but also for some of the
books, particularly the Qur’an, a-copy of
which was reportedly held by most
Ningxia Muslim households.

3. Ningxia and the World Islamic
Resurgence

3.1 The Nexus between Islam and
Communism

The relationship between the Muslim
community and the Communist authori-
ties of the PRC since 1949 has been char-
acterised by periods of stability
interspersed with periods of communal
strife. During its forty-five years of exist-
ence, the Communist gavernment has
from time to time expressed a desire to
preserve the rights of the more than fifty
minority groups in China and to provide
them with certain advantages (o ensure
that they do not suffcr from their mincrity
status. In the casc of Hui Muslims, the
Chinese Government cstablished the
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Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region as a de-
vice to protect them from being sub-
merged within the much larger Han
community. It also took specific measures
designed to win Muslim support, not only
among the residents of Ningxia but also
among Chinese Muslims in other loca-
tions. The authorities stimulated the for-
mation in 1957 of the China Islamic
Association, an officially sanctioned um-
brella body which has served as an inter-
face between the government and the
Islamic Community, and which has offi-
cial endorsement to oversee Muslim af-
fairs, co-ordinate publication of Islamic
literature, and arrange for the training of
Muslim leaders and Ahungs. In this latter
context, the government, through the Is-
lamic Association, has provided assis-
tance to the Chinese Institute of Islamic
Theology, which has as its principle pur-
pose the training of Islamic scholars who
will serve Muslim communities around
China®®,

An autonomous region in the PRC,
such as Ningxia, derives certain advan-
tages from this status not accorded to
fully fledged PRC provinces. The advan-
tages available to minorities in such re-
gions include the following:

a. They are free to have up to three
children, whereas majority Han Chinese
are limited to the one child per family
Rmimmow@ determined by the national gov-
emment”’;

b. They can gain entry to Chinese uni-
versities with a lower entry mark than that
set for Han chamomm“

c. They benefit from a tax waiver dur-
ing the first five years in establishing pri-
vate enterprises;

d. They are given tax relief on agricul-
tural an:oawo.

With regard to the interface between
the Communist authorities and the Is-

lamic worship community, the national
govermnment allows a measure of auton-
omy, up to a point. There are no restric-
tion on the number of mosques within a
given area; the number will depend upon
the respective community’s wishes and
its capacity to support the mosques and at-
tached Ahungs. Though it is largely the
community’s responsibility to provide the
sustenance for the Ahungs, in the case of
some Islamic leaders in the larger cities in
Ningxia, the government contributes to
their salary. Moreover, as seen pre-
viously, the government guarantees em-
ployment for graduates from the Islamic
stream of education in Ningxia, such as
the program at the Tongxin Mosque fol-
lowed by the Arabic Language College,
in the same way that employment is guar-
anteed to university graduates from the
mainstream education system.
Nevertheless, the government main-
tains a watchful eye on the activities of
the Muslim community and its leaders, es-
peciaily with regard to the level of mate-
rial and financial support expected of the
community by its religious leaders. The
govermnment has created coordinating com-
mittees at the county level to monitor the
level of support exacted from peasants by
Islamic leaders, as a device to erisure that
the religious institutions do not squeeze
the peasants too hard by expecting unrea-
sonable or burdensome contributions,
Indeed, many Muslims are also mem-
bers of the Communist Party, and in order
to advance within the ccamcogov\. mem-
bership of the Party is virtually manda-
tory. This parallel membership in what
appear to be two mutually exclusive -
groups suggests several factors:
a. Those Muslims with dual member-
ship see no clash in such an arrangement,
which itself suggests that their under-
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standing of the basic duties and beliefs of
Islam is superficial;

b. Islamic revivalism from outside
China, which would be opposed to basic
tenets of the Communist ideology, is still
slow to filter in at this stage of the devel-
opment of the PRC;

c. The government still maintains a
tight control over Muslim activity at the
macro level to ensure that it operates in a
way which is consistent with general na-
tional government policies and ideolo-
mmo%o.

3.2 Recent Problems Among Chinese
Muslims

The relationship between the commu-
nist authorities of the PRC and its Muslim
subjects has had a chequered history, and
it would be useful to briefly examine a se-
ries of incidents since 1990 which point
to the changing nature of the relationship
between Chinese Muslims and their com-
munist govermnment.

In 1990 a series of riots occurred in
the Province of Xinjiang, which borders
the Islamic republics of central Asia, for-
merly belonging to the now defunct

USSR. Reports in the media indicated
that this trouble in Xinjiang was aided
and abetted by activists based in Turkey,
with'the riots being directed against eth-
nic Han Chinese resident in Xinjiang. The
problems in Xinjiang in 1990 were evi-
dently not resolved, as it has continued to
represent a hot bed of resistance to com-
munist authority. Reports from diplomats
indicate that around one dozen bombs
were detonated in various parts of Xin-
jiang during the summer of 1993, with
these bombings killing a number of Han
Chinese. Responsibility for these inci-
dents was laid at the feet of the East
Turkestan Party (ETP), a separatist group
which wishes to break away from the
PRC. The government of the PRC cx-

pressed concem at what they termed “hos-
tile foreign forces™ which had infiltrated
the region; this referred to accusations
that the ETP was based in Turkey and
funded by sympathisers in neighbouring
Kazakhstan. During 1993 the government
of China approached Turkish and Kazakh
authorities in an attempt to contain the ac-
tivities of the ETP, evidently without suc-
cess. Media reports indicate that the
government of the PRC is concerned at
likely connections between the ETP and
international Mujahedeen groups which
have provided arms to Chinese Muslim re-
sistance groups. During 1993, the commu-
nist authorities responded to the
emergency in Xinjiang by sending troops
to that region to protect Han Chinese
from attacks by local Muslims.
The year 1993 also wimessed distur-
bances among Muslim groups in the west-
ern province of Qinghai. Massive street
protests by thousands of Muslims in Xin-
ing, the capital of Qinghai, resulted from
the illegal publishing by a local publisher,
the China Times Publishing Company, of
a comic book from Taiwan entitled A
Swift Turn in Thinking. This book de-
picted Muslims in prayer beside a pig.
The protests in Qinghai overflowed to
neighbouring regions, including the
Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region, Gansu,
Shaanxi and Sichuan. In response (o these
events, Muslims in Qinghai formed them-
selves into a group called the Qinghai
Muslim Anti-Humiliation Committec
which was promptly banned by provincial
authorities in carly September 1993.
These authoritics followed up this ban-
ning with raids on mosques, and there
were violent clashcs between police and
rioters. The authorities in the province ac-
cused the Committce of illegal fundrais-
ing and incitement to protest. Although
the provincial authoritics issued a public
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apology, arranged for the dismissal of the
head and deputy head of the publishing
company and banned the book, the situ-
ation remained tense for some time.

In mid-November 1993, matters came
to a head once again with the publication
of a newspaper article in Qinghai’s capi-
tal which was entitled “The Woman Who
Recites the Scripture and the Dog Who
Listens to It”. This precipitated a public
demonstration which disbursed after po-
lice and army warnings. The licence of
the newspaper containing this article was
withdrawn and the editors were interro-
gated by police.

In response to these ongoing prob-
lems, the President of the China Islamic
Association, Ilyas Shen Xiaxi, who was
China’s most senior Muslim, spoke out
against the unrest by Muslims, blaming it
upon agitators. He wamed Muslims
mmmw.ﬁ cmm:m.m:oﬁcom to oppose the com-
munist party” .

These events point to the tenuous na-
ture of relationships between certain
groups of Chinese Muslims and the com-
munist authorities. Nevertheless the de-
gree of resistance to communist control
does not appear to be uniform throughout
the Chinese Muslim community. It would
appear that separatist tendencies are much
more pronounced in the western prov-
inces which border the Islamic republics
of the former Soviet Union, while commu-
nities in regions such as Ningxia which
are somewhat more remote from external
Muslim groups may be less prone to com-
munal problems at this stage. Neverthe-
less, the problems centred upon the
provinces of Xinjiang and Qinghai in re-
cent years did overflow to the southern
counties in Ningxia, with several being
closed to foreigners for several months in
late 1993 during the height of the distur-
bances.

4. Conclusions

Islam has been a part of the Chinese
multicultural landscape for around one
thousand years. Unlike the case of the
Moghul emperors in India, Chinese Mus-
lims were never strong enough to consti-
tute 3 governing dynasty in their own
mmr% . Nevertheless, Muslims in China
were an integral part of the worldwide Is-
lamic community through trade and relig-
ious contacts for centuries, until the
period of relative isolation after the estab-
lishment of the PRC in 1949,

It has been seen that Chinese Islam is
distinctive in certain ways. This is well
demonstrated in the architecture of the
many mosques which exist throughout
the Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region.
The Muslim community has become
largely self-sufficient through its relative
isolation from the rest of the Muslim
world during the last forty-five years. It
has developed an active education system
both for young children and adults which
ensures a minimal level of understanding
of the faith among members of the gen-
eral community, and provides a degree of
specialist training for those wishing to be-
come religious leaders. Community sup-
port for this education process, and
indeed for the broad activities carried out
by the mosque, is essential.

Chinese government policy has effec-
tively served as a type of cocoon to pre-
vent Chinese Muslims from experiencing
the same degree of instability which has
characterised certain Middle Eastern Mus-
lim communities, such as Iran, Egypt and
Algeria during the last twenty years. Nev-
ertheless, the early signs are there that
this cocoon-like environment will not en-
dure forever. The troubles experienced in
various parts of Muslim China in late
1993 point to Muslim sensitivity which is
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reminiscent of that found elsewhere in the
Muslim world. The existence of the writ-
ings of leading radicals of the modemn era,
such as Sayyid Qutb, for sale among the
general Muslim community also suggests
the beginning of a process which may
lead to instability in the future. Moreover,
the Chinese government’s own policy of
slowly opening the county to economic
and social reforms suggests that though
Chinese Muslims have been somewhat
sheltered from the dynamic of Islamic re-
vivalism elsewhere in the Muslim world
until now, the future may bring substan-
tial changes and may lead to a reintegra-
tion of Chinese Muslims within the
broader Islamic world in terms of relig-
ious and political currents and counter-
currents.
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