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“The Silk Road” is an ancient overland 
trade route that connects China with 
Europe. Originally a caravan route and 
used from c. 100 BC, the 4,000-mi 
(6,400-km) route began in Xi’an, China, 
followed the Great Wall to the northwest, 
climbed the Pamir Mountains, crossed 
Afghanistan, and went on to the eastern 
Mediterranean Sea, where goods were 
taken by ship to Venice and other 
European cities. Silk and other items 
were carried westward, while such 
goods as wool, gold, and silver were 
carried eastward.
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Religion in a country like China – how does that work? 
Imagine how Muslims would cope in this country with it’s 
restricted regime?  How do they live and who are these 
Muslim people? How did Islam come to China and what 
are the possibilities for Muslim people to practice their re-
ligion? What can be seen of Islam in the public sphere? 
These are a few topics that will be covered in this book. 

As Impressions of Islam in China is intended as an accessible read for anybody who is 
slightly interested in Islam in China, it will not go into theoretical or political issues in great 
depth.  Rather it observes what can be seen from a neutral point of view. Of course like 
anything, Islam in China is a product of its history and circumstances. To understand a 
little about what we see, the book will briefly cover this history and circumstances. Further-
more, it is important to note that the given information will be far from complete. A specific 
religion in a country so big that it needs five hours to fly from West to East and four and 
a half from North to South, with a population of 1.3 billion people, cannot be comprehen-
sively covered in an easy reader. As a result, Impressions of Islam in China gives only a 
broad overview of the theme. On top of that, some facts were put together about Islam in 
Shanghai, as both author and photographer are based in this big city. I thought it would 
be interesting enough to share with our readers.

A last comment I would like to make is that we were advised to publish this book 
outside of China and not to get into politically sensitive issues. This is why in the part 
dealing with history, only the periods before 1965 and after the 1990’s are described. The 

PREFACE

uyghur Men

Uyghur men in Kashgar, 
Xinjiang Province.



12



13

period of the Cultural Revolution is not to be discussed in China and therefore I do not wish 
to jeopardize any personal situation. 

With this book I hope that many people, Muslims and non-Muslims, Chinese and 
non-Chinese, will be able to get a picture of what Islam can be like in a country far from 
the Middle East or the West. That it can be seen as a religious tradition which has been 
influenced by so many factors, and to see that Muslims in China are that diverse because 
of these different circumstances. Hope you have a pleasant read!

Yvonne Moonen 
Shanghai, February 2015

hui Man

Young Hui man from Qinghai 
Province in front of his family run 
noodle restaurant in Shanghai.

JiangWan MosQue
A Chinese flag on Jiangwan 
Mosque, Shanghai.
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Muslims in china
To start with the overall picture, it is necessary to know that China with a population of 1.3 
billion, consists of 56 ethnic groups. Of these minzu, the Han Chinese are the majority with 
some 91%. The other 55 so-called ethnic minorities make up  9% of the total. Ten of these 
ethnic groups are identified as mainly Muslims. They are approximately 25 million people 
in total and represent almost 2% of the total Chinese population. 

The ten Muslim minority groups are the Hui, Uyghur, Kazakh, Kirgiz, Dongxian, 
Salar, Tajik, Uzbek, Tartar and Bonan. Only the Tajik (0.01%) adhere to Shi’a Islam. The 
other groups are Sunni. They live predominantly in the North Western provinces of China: 
Xinjiang, Gansu, Qinghai and Ningxia. These provinces are rich in natural resources such 
as jade and produce abundant crops of wheat and good quality rice.  Also significant 
groups are found in the provinces of Yunnan in the South West and of Henan, in central 
China. Other than this, Chinese Muslims are found in China’s big cities, mainly on the East 
Coast, Xi’an and Beijing. 

Of these 25 million Chinese Muslims, the Hui are the majority, with approximately 
10.5 million people. They are the descendants of former immigrants who brought their 
religion with them and who assimilated through intermarriage. They are spread through-
out China and are Chinese in physical appearance and in language. Although they are 
categorized as ‘Muslim’, this does not mean that they all practice their religion. They could 
be secularized and only know that Islam is part of their identity. 

The other nine ethnic minorities are predominantly Turkish people from Central 
Asia. They live on their ancestors’ land in remote mountainous areas, around vast deserts 
and in oasis towns in the North West of China. They keep to their own culture, tradition 
and language. The Uyghur are one of these Turkish people and are the second largest 
Muslim group in China, with a population of approximately 10 million people. They live in 
the North Western province of Xinjiang. 

VarieTy of MusliM PeoPle

Clockwise from top left: Hui 
women in Xi’an; Uyghur men 
in Shanghai; Hui men in Linxia, 
‘Small Mecca’, Gansu; Uyghur 
men in Turpan, Xinjiang.

Muslim People 
in China & their 
history
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1 Beijing and shanghai
Hui Muslims are found in all large cities in China. Both Beijing and Shanghai have tens of 
thousands of Muslims.

2 gansu
Hui Muslims comprise 8% of the population of Gansu. It also includes Linxia Hui Autono-
mous Prefecture which has strong Muslim influences.

3 ningxia hui autonomous region
Hui Muslims are the majority group in Ningxia.

4 yunnan
Muslims comprise only 2% of the population of Yunnan, but historically Yunnan has had 
major Muslim influences.

5 Xinjiang uyghur autonomous region
A little over 50% of people in Xinjiang are Muslims and 90% of them belong to the Uy-
ghur ethnic group who are Turkish in origin. There is a small number of Kazakh, Kirgiz, 
Dongxiang, Salar and Hui Muslim, who account for 5% of the total population.

Regions in China
with large 
numbers of 
Muslims
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history of islam in china
It is debated when Islam first came to China, but it is said that in Guangzhou, South China, a mosque was found dating from the 7th century. 
Knowing that Islam started in 622 AD, and that Arabic Muslims have travelled all over the world to spread Islam since 632 AD, this must be one 
of the very first mosques in China. In China, Buddhism, Taoism and Confucianism were the most practiced religions and philosophies at this time. 

Contacts between Arab and Persian people and China have existed since the Silk Route, which was in use in 40 BC, thus during the pre-
Islamic era. Chinese silk was the major trade item brought from China to the Mediterranean countries. Arabs, Persians and Chinese were among 
the main traders. Also other goods, technologies, religions and philosophies travelled along this route until about 1453, by which time it had disin-
tegrated due to anti-Western Ottoman sentiments. 

Further, records in the Tang Dynasty show that Arabs sent a convoy to China in 651 AD to make a first contact.  In 756 AD China asked 
Arabic countries and Persia for military help to assist in putting down the An Shi Rebellion, a civil war. From this time on Arab and Persian traders 
and military staff have been travelling to China, bringing their religion with them. 

However, the first Islamic settlements, consisting of traders and soldiers, date only from the beginning of the 10th century. First, traders 
settled down on the East coast and along the rivers, the main means of trade transportation. Then secondly soldiers settled in strategic places. 
That is why large communities of Muslims can still be found in some of China’s important cities such as Beijing and Xi’an. Thirdly, these Arabs and 
Persians settled along the Grand Canal, running from Hangzhou to Beijing over a length of some 1,300 kilometres, on garrison duty. The Grand 
Canal was a lifeline to the emperors in Beijing, as it provided them and the northern Chinese population with rice, which was grown in the south. 
The Grand Canal was a military project. Battles were going on between different parts of the country and so protection by good soldiers, Arabsand 
Persian, was needed.

There were many influential Muslims under the Mongol Empire (1206-1368) due to their excellent fighting and financial skills. These first 
Muslims, now belonging to the Hui ethnic minority, assimilated well into Chinese society through intermarriage with Han Chinese and other minori-
ties. As both Islam and the teachings of Confucius are patriarch oriented, these two cultures went pretty well together. Under the Ming Empire 
(1368-1644) the relationship between the Hui and the country’s leaders was still good. In this period they underwent acculturation, for it was a 
period of cultural and psychological change, where behavior patterns of the Han were adopted. During the Qing dynasty (1644-1911) however, 
the position of these Muslims deteriorated. There were many rebellions against the Manchu emperors, which eventually ended in oppression and 
the death of many Chinese Muslims. In this period, the so called Han Kitab, in which Islam is explained by using the terminology of Confucianism, 
Taoism and Buddhism. This can be seen as well in the art of calligraphy, where the Arabic and classical Chinese styles come together. The Han Kitab 
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saved Islam in this period in Mid China. Because of these developments, the Hui developed 
a strong sense of community, living in segregated areas around a mosque. From the 19th 
century onwards the Hui were forced to assimilate into Chinese society. At the same time 
though, a new religious and political awareness was created by Islamic literature, which did 
not have a positive effect on living together with the Han majority. Ever since, it has been 
the task of the Hui, as the largest Muslim ethnic minority and the best assimilated, to ac-
commodate Islam into Chinese society.

The other 9 Muslim minorities, living in the North-Western Province of Xinjiang (New 
Territory), have belonged to China since 1759, when China took over power from Turkestan. 
From the 14th century onwards Islam has gradually been broadly accepted in this Eastern 
part of Turkestan. China had long regarded Turkestan as a strategic border area and conse-
quently developed trading and political relationships with those in power. Since China took 
this power in 1759, the new Chinese Muslim population was not forced to assimilate with the 
Han, as the Hui were. As a result they could keep their own culture and traditions, but they 
have never accepted belonging to China. Even to the present day, they do not assimilate 
well into Chinese society. 

silk rouTe

Painting of travellers on Silk 
Route, XiaoTaoYuan Mosque, 
Shanghai.
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china and religion
The relationship between the political powers and religion has always been complex in 
China. Emperors used to try to incorporate religious rituals in order to legitimize their 
power and at the same time control religion itself. Folk religion in local communities how-
ever, continued to develop, influenced by folklore. 

Since the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, a so-called religious 
reform took place. The Communist Party became stricter on religious leaders and land and 
real estate belonging to religious communities was nationalized. In the era between 1966 
and 1978, religion was first partly restricted and later on not allowed at all. 

Since the 1980s the regime has chosen a more pragmatic policy. It sees religion 
as a personal matter, and officially there is freedom of religion. At the same time though, 
religion is still being controlled by the state. It emphasizes the right not to have religious 
beliefs but rather to believe in atheism and materialism. The country’s leaders’ main objec-
tive is that the people should adhere to the leadership of the Party in order to maintain 
social stability and national unity in the country. Religion could be a threat to this.

Control of religion manifests itself in various ways. First of all, places of worship 
have to be registered and are being inspected annually. They cannot be used for gather-
ings that would endanger the social stability or national unity or go against the education 
system. Secondly religious academies must implement the Party policy and have to have 
their curricula approved by the government. Recruitment of believers amongst students of 
primary and secondary schools is forbidden. 

Furthermore, it should be said that China is a rapidly changing country. It has a vast 
diversity in social and political respects. It varies from very orthodox communism to pro 
western cultural groups; there are the extremes of capitalism to very authoritarian leader-
ship. There are great gaps between rich and poor; between rural and urban; officials and 
commoners, faithful and immoral people.  It is  said that the Chinese are experiencing a 

Contemporary
China & Islam

calligraPhy coMBining 
araBic and chinese ele-
MenTs

In both Muslim and Chinese 
culture calligraphy is a very highly 
valued form of art. Both photos 
have the same meaning - “Praise 
to God”, XiaoTao Yuan Mosque, 
Shanghai.
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spiritual crisis in this era, due to the changes in society. Everything is about materialism and 
economic growth. People have to deal with unfair competition, because of bloodlines, inner 
circles of relationships, guanxi, and loyalties to the Chinese Communist Party. This leads to 
mutual mistrust, corruption and crime, and right there is the impact of the imbalance. This 
is the context in which all people, including Chinese Muslims live. 

         
   

china and islam
Where the relationship between religion and China is complex; the relationship between 
Islam and China might be even more interesting. There are three main issues that influence 
China’s state policy towards Muslims. First is the issue of the Uyghur, the people who live in 
Xinjiang, who strive for their independence and who have gained more international support 
throughout the years because of the harsh way China treats the separatists. China is trying 
to convince the world that they are dealing with an international terrorist threat. The ‘war 
on terror’ since 9/11 helps to justify this. 

The second issue is about oil imports. Bad treatment of Muslims in China will not be 
highly regarded by the Islamic oil exporting countries. China even promotes the relationship 
between Chinese Muslims and the Middle East, partly to create strong partners in trade and 
partly because China sees itself as leader of the Third World. 

The third aspect regards China’s wish to take part in international organizations. For 
the Chinese leadership it is important to show that they stick to their principles when foreign 
countries interfere in the Tibetan and Uyghur issues.

Coming down to daily life there is the issue of a preferential policy towards Muslim 
minorities. Muslims on one hand feel controlled; not always free and discriminated against; 
on the other hand they enjoy a less strict one-child policy; they have lower barriers to enter 
university and they get easier promotions in many levels of society. The latter only applies 
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for the Hui, who are the most assimilated with Han Chinese and often secularized. These 
differences build up tensions between the majority of Han Chinese and the Muslim minori-
ties and amongst the different Muslim minorities, as they may not all be treated equally.  

Muslims in china
Of course we cannot generalize about Muslims in China, in the same way as we cannot 
generalize about any specific group of people in any country. The same can be said about 
the religion of Islam itself, which has developed in various ways depending on the different 
social and geographical contexts. Even so, we shall try to give a short impression of spe-
cific issues and developments that might have had an influence on Muslims living in China.

First is that some Chinese Muslims feel that they are different from Han Chinese. 
They have different rituals, eating and clothing habits; sometimes even a different lan-
guage and culture depending on which ethnic minority they belong to and where they 
live. Sometimes they do not send their children to school, because halal food is not be-
ing provided in schools. According to where they live and how well they are assimilated, 
they feel discriminated against in applying for jobs, getting a taxi or in travel restrictions. 
Many Muslims in China live in a cross contact zone. They have different pieces of identity 
that come together in one person: They are both Muslim and Chinese and belong to both 
communities. The Muslim people have to be flexible and ready to compromise as a Muslim 
community, living amidst an overwhelming Han majority.  One main aspect that might 
apply to many Muslims is the pressure from Chinese society to adapt and assimilate. An 
example of this is that many Muslims use their Muslim names when in their own commu-
nity, but when in public they use their Chinese names. In fact, this is not strange in Chinese 
society as many Chinese working with foreigners often use an English name as well. 

The second is the development of Islam itself. Islam in the old China has been 

calligraPhy

Vase with calligraphy in Great 
Mosque in Xi’an, saying “Truly you 
have a strong character” (opposite 
page).

uyghur language

Wall painting in Turpan, Xinjiang 
Province, in Uyghur language: 
“Democratic elections make more 
trust” (above). 
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greatly influenced by Sufism, the mystical dimension of Islam and by Confucianism, Tao-
ism and the dominant Han society. Then, since China’s opening up in the 1980s, there has 
been a revival of Islam. As there was no religion allowed in the years from 1966 to 1978, 
it was the first time in twenty years that people were able to practice their religion again. 
As part of the more pragmatic policy, China loosened their rigid ban on people travelling 
outside of China and Chinese media now report happenings in the Islamic world. So from 
this time onwards there is the influence of an increasing amount of people who are able to 
make the pilgrimage, the hajj, to Mecca. These hajjis come home with ‘new’ ideas about 
how Islam should be ‘properly’ understood. Also extremist movements such as Wahibi and 
Salafiyya from Saudi-Arabia and Central Asian countries have their influence, especially on 
the Uyghur living in the North West. As China is trying to understand the Arab and Islamic 
world for economic and political reasons, they are welcoming scholars from Iran, Saudi-
Arabia, Egypt and other Middle Eastern countries. One of the effects of this is that typical 
Islamic disputes, like Sunnism versus Shi’ism enter China and have an influence on local 
Muslim communities.

A third factor that influences Chinese Muslims is the highly secularized and per-
ceived increasingly immoral society people live in. This development can go two ways: 
either Muslims secularize as well, as can be seen in big cities; or they hold on to their 
tradition, which can be seen more often in rural areas. Another reaction is that it leads to 
the wish of ‘returning to the Arab tradition and culture’, which can be seen by the newly 
built mosques in Arabian style.

A fourth aspect is the relatively new influence of ‘the war on terror’ after 9/11 in-
cluding its whole aftermath and the attention on Islam in our globalizing world.  After 9/11 
Islam has been demonized as promoting terrorism and violence. This has had a great im-
pact on Muslims, who feel discriminated against and as a reaction turn to Islam in search 
of their identity. This as a consequence has led to a revival of Islam.

MusliM food

Clockwise from top left: Hui man 
preparing kebab on food street, 
Dunhuang, Gansu Province; Uyghur 
couple on weekly food street near 
Huxi Mosque, Shanghai; Uyghur 
woman on weekly food street near 
Huxi Mosque, Shanghai; Uyghur 
man selling dried fruits in Kashgar, 
Xinjiang Province.
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relationship amongst the Muslim Minorities
Resulting from the differences in the rights and privileges the different Muslim minorities 
enjoy, there can be some rivalry among them. Uyghur people in Xinjiang for example have 
many more restrictions than other Muslim minorities to practice and learn about their reli-
gion. Policemen attend their Friday prayers; they have restrictions on mosque repairs and 
permissions for hajj, the pilgrimage to Mecca. This leads to the logical result that tensions 
arise between the different Muslim minorities, which is especially the case between the 
Uyghur from Xinjiang and the Hui. As many secularized Hui hold high positions in various 
governmental positions, including religious departments, the Uyghur feel that the Hui are 
the eyes and ears of the Han and therefore do not trust them. 

Also there are ‘clashes’ between radical Muslims and the moderate, or between im-
migrants and natives. In Shanghai for example an ‘immigrant’ is everybody who comes in 
from another province. Many Muslim ‘immigrants’ in Shanghai come from Gansu, Qinghai 
or Xinjiang and have a more traditional lifestyle than the Shanghainese. Their cultures are 
not the same, which could cause unease, because they lack the knowledge about each 
other or they hold negative opinions about each other. On the other hand, the ‘umma’ 
feeling, the sense of belonging to one community is strong between the various Muslim 
minorities, especially when this feeling is directed towards others. 

The strength of Muslim networks
Even if Muslims live widely scattered throughout China, they have strong mutual ties and 
are well organized through their networks. These networks exist through marriage; trade; 
religious festivals; rotation of imams; Islamic education; the pilgrimage to Mecca and life 
around the mosque. Strong ties give Muslims local power to deal and negotiate with local 
governments and to stand up for their rights. 

coMMercial acTiViTies

Clockwise from top left: Islamic 
dress sold to Middle Eastern 
countries in the commodity 
markets of Yiwu, near to Shanghai; 
Uyghur men in Urumqi, Xinjiang 
Province, trading sheep for Eid 
Al-Adha, the annual ‘Feast of 
Sacrifice’. People who have 
enough means, buy a sheep to 
share it with their relatives and the 
poor. This is one way to fulfill the 
Islamic duty to give to charity.  
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Another benefit of these strong ties is a whole range of Islamic economic activities 
going on in China. First of all there is the financial support for the local Islamic communi-
ties, to support the mosques and religious education. Often mosques own their own land 
which they rent out. Further, many mosques have shops on their premises who sell halal 
meat, books and jewellery. 

Other than this, Muslims engage in many commercial activities. There is a lot of 
trading, which some Muslims regard as being in the footsteps of their Prophet Muham-
mad, who was engaged in trade as well. A great example is a grand commodity market in 
Yiwu, 300 kilometres from Shanghai. Here trading is being done between Middle Eastern 
traders and Chinese Muslims. More than 50,000 foreign Muslims engage in trade with the 
Chinese, where the skills and knowledge of the Hui come in handy. Then there is a huge 
export of cheap labour to Middle Eastern countries. Chinese Muslims work on construction 
projects in these countries; build roads, bridges and harbours. Finally, there are many res-
taurants owned and operated by Muslims. Depending on where you are, they sell typical 
local dishes. Even in Shanghai there are more than 10,000 noodle restaurants, owned by 
Hui and operated as family businesses. They attract not only Muslims, but a wide variety 
of people as their customers. The word is that they have higher standards of hygiene than 
the Han Chinese. 

Mecca is The sPiriTual 
hoMe

Uyghur man in a dedicated room 
for praying in his home in Turpan, 
Xinjiang.
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Mosques
There are 40,000 mosques in China, varying from huge ones like the Id Kah mosque in 
Kashgar, Xinjiang that can accommodate up to 20,000 worshippers to very small ones of 
only 100 square metres. One reason for this great amount of mosques is a rule in Islamic 
tradition: If there are more than 40 male believers, a mosque should be built. Another 
reason is international funding from Arab countries and the fact that China allows this. This 
has to do with China’s strategy to make Chinese Islam look good because of its ties with 
the Middle East. 

Mosques serve as the centre for Muslim communities. They first of all function as a 
house of worship and a community centre. They are used as well for the important passages 
in life such as birth, weddings and death and for religious festivals. Most mosques have 
restaurant facilities, used for guests and visitors, but also for joint meals on Fridays before 
the main afternoon prayer. Some mosques have a hotel function or have dorms for religious 
students; hold a library, a museum, a place for Islamic education and administration; have 
courtyards, gardens and graveyards and small shops that sell Islamic literature, head scarfs 
and jewellery; sometimes fruit and halal meat. Most of them have ablution facilities, as ritual 
purification before prayer is compulsory in Islam. 

Mosques in China can vary in style. Some are built in a traditional Chinese architec-
ture, incorporating some typical Arabic Islamic style details, like the Great Mosque in Xi’an. 
Others can be built in typical Arabic style, like many mosques in the West of China. And 
there is a whole variety in between, often depending on local heritage, funding and permis-
sions given by local governments. 

MosQue coMBining 
araBic and chinese 

archiTecTure

Yiwu Mosque in Arabic style.

MosQue inTerior

‘Mihrab’ - niche in wall in direction 
if Mecca - in Songjiang Mosque, 
Shanghai.
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MosQue eXTeriors

Opposite page clockwise from top 
left: Yiwu Mosque; Guangji street 
mosque, Xi’an; Linxia Mosque; an 
old mosque in Kashgar, Xinjiang.

MosQue inTerior

‘Mihrab’ – Yiwu 
Mosque.
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imams, or ahongs 
Imams in China are often called ahong. Ahong is the Persian word for teacher, which 
shows the Persian heritage of Chinese Islam. An ahong is a person who is knowledgeable 
in Islamic law. He is educated in typical Islamic subjects such as Islamic theology, Quran 
interpretation, Islamic law and Arabic. The ahong stands at the centre of the local com-
munity. He is in charge of the religious affairs of the community; he holds the community 
together and protects it from the outside; deals with the neighbours and in cooperation 
with the mosque manager he has to guarantee peacefulness to the local government. The 
ahong must find a way to accommodate the demands of the central government on one 
hand and strive to survive on the other. He also deals with social problems, such as the 
one-child policy and welcomes policemen into the mosque to teach about traffic laws. If 
he does all this well, he might attract foreign funders, as these funders are interested in 
sponsoring mosques of strong communities. Normally he also leads the prayers and Friday 
sermons in the mosque. These sermons are done in Chinese. Recitation from the Quran is 
in Arabic, as it is across the whole world, even though the majority of the Chinese Muslims 
do not know this language. The Islamic Association China provides the sermons in the khu-
tub, the preacher’s book. This book contains some 55-56 chapters, so approximately one 
for every week. Mostly they speak about peace and tolerance, keeping away from alcohol, 
following China’s law and harmonious relations with all. Also it is mentioned to stay away 
from killing and terrorist attacks.

In order to be appointed as an imam, the person in question has to be invited 
by the specific mosque. Therefore he needs to have a good reputation and morality. He 
should be a leading example for his community. The appointment of the ahong is made 
through general consensus by the majority of the election committee of the mosque, but 
has to be approved by local authorities. Normally imams are appointed for a period of 3, 
maximum 6 years, to one mosque. After this they rotate to other communities. China has 
more than 50,000 ahong.

iMaMs

Ahong of Jiangwan Mosque, Shanghai 
(far left); Ahong of XiaoTaoYuan 
Mosque, Shanghai (left)
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religious Beliefs and Practices
As mentioned before Islamic beliefs, practices and knowledge in China are very diverse, 
due to different local contexts and heritage. Many assimilated Hui for example do not 
know much about their religion. They know they are Muslim and therefore they do not 
eat pork. The Uyghur on the other hand with their Turkish roots are more influenced by 
Central Asian beliefs and customs. This can be seen for example by the way women dress 
and cover their face in the streets. Other Muslims might belong to a Sufi order who em-
phasize their inner relationship with God. These believers venerate their saints and look 
for inspiration at their tombs. Also there is the difference between the clergy and the com-
mon people. The latter’s beliefs and practices are influenced by folklore, such as the use 
of amulets and praying to more than one God. 

Despite these differences, the five pillars that are central to Islam exist in China 
as well, where the majority adhere to the Sunni Islam. First, the Shahada, to declare that 
there is no god but God, and that Muhammad is his Prophet. In practice, Muslims in China 
generally know this, as this is the basis of Islam and it is an important part of upbringing to 
know this testimony of faith. It is often stated at the beginning of important events, and it 
is often recited. Second, the Salat, the ritual prayer five times a day. In China rural Muslims 
pray more often than people in big cities. The latter would only attend the Friday afternoon 
prayer in the mosque, as they live more scattered and not in the area around a mosque. 
In rural areas, life is more traditional; Muslims live in closer communities and more often 
in the neighbourhood of a mosque. Third, the Zhakat, is the practice of charitable giving to 
the poor and the needy. It strives towards eliminating inequality. Officially there is a 10% 
almsgiving for agricultural work and 2.5% for commercial work. Except where they are 
given to the poor and needy, these alms go to the preservation of mosques. In practice 
though these alms are not always given. Or Muslim immigrants, people from other prov-
inces who live in big cities, prefer to send their money to their hometown. Fourth is the 

riTuals

Clockwise from left: XiaoTao 
Yuan Mosque, Shanghai; Shoes 
outside Xiao Tao Yuan Mosque; 
Coffin being brought inside a Hui 
mosque, Urumqi, Xinjiang.

riTuals

Tombs at the Great Qubba 
(above), a religious shrine of 
Qadarayya, a Sufi order, Linxia, 
Gansu.
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fasting and self-control in the holy month of Ramadan. In the whole country Muslims try 
to adhere to this ritual. In Xinjiang however, Muslims working for the government and also 
students in schools and universities are restricted in doing so, because of the perceived 
continual threat of independence. Fifth is the pilgrimage, the Hajj, to Mecca. Every Muslim 
should do this once in a lifetime if he or she has the financial means, is in good physical 
condition and if there is no war on the way to Mecca. For many Muslims the identifica-
tion with Mecca is important. Mecca is perceived as their spiritual home. This hajj is a 
prestigious undertaking in Islam. People who have returned, the hajjies, are shown a lot 
of respect. Since 1980, more than 10,000 Chinese Muslims a year have been allowed to 
undertake this pilgrimage. The Islamic Organization, which is controlled by Beijing, grants 
people permission to go. Theoretically the chosen amount of people is equally divided over 
the provinces, but negative exceptions here are again made for the people of Xinjiang. On 
top of this, the Uyghur first need to take a political exam before they are allowed to go.  

religious education
Religious education is a difficult matter as it stands precisely between what Chinese Mus-
lims want and what China’s government wants. Since the opening up of China in the 
1980’s, Chinese Muslims have been seeking ways to increase Islamic identity and to en-
hance cohesion in the Islamic society. China’s government is averse to this development, 
as they want to maintain national safety and security. The government rather wants Mus-
lims to assimilate, not to maintain their Muslim identity and uphold their traditions.

Religious education in Islam starts with knowing about the Quran. What does it say 
and what does it mean? Responsible for Quran education in China are the scholars. They 
translate and interpret the Quran and other Islamic sources, from Arabic into Chinese or 
Uyghur. These books and articles rotate in a closed system. Officially they are not allowed 
to circulate, as too much knowledge could be a threat to the national cohesion. On the 
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Friday afternoon prayer in 
XiaoTaoYuan Mosque, Shanghai.
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other hand, because of positive relationships with Islamic countries, a blind eye is being 
turned to this. 

Religious education is organized in various ways, depending on ethnic minority and 
local governments. For the Uyghur in Xinjiang there is a much more restrictive policy on 
the freedom of religion. For them for example, it is forbidden for young people under the 
age of 18 to learn about Islam or to even enter the mosque. Also students and state em-
ployees there who practice Islam and study the Quran are being banned. In Shanghai as 
another example, mosques would like to organize Quran classes, but the local government 
has not granted any permissions in the last 10 years. Only just before the World Expo in 
2010, held in Shanghai, some basic Arabic language was taught in the mosques, in order 
to welcome the many visitors from the Middle East. After this period of time, the classes 
were stopped again.

In some cases men and women come together, separately, and talk about upcom-
ing events, such as the monthly feast of Ramadan and the rituals that go along with this. 
The content may also focus on behaviour and morality. These gatherings are led by the 
imam or his wife and take place in the mosques on Fridays mornings. After these meet-
ings, food is served and lunch is enjoyed together, after which Friday prayer time starts.

Other, bigger examples of religious education are the summer camps in the north-
ern provinces. These summer camps are set up for young students from ‘weaker’ Islamic 
parts, such as Hui communities in the big cities. They have been influenced by material-
ism, atheism and declining morality and so they go to the ‘stronger’ Islamic parts of China, 
the so-called ‘Little Meccas’.  Lingxia in Gansu province is a good example of this and 
also Changzhi in Shanxi province. For these students there are no travel restrictions. This 
means that although the government is not in favour of these training camps, they allow 
the students to go.

religious educaTion

Clockwise from top left: Islamic 
books in Arabic, Jiangwan 
Mosque, Shanghai; Well-known 
Imam Ma Hongzhang of Khaliyya 
Order, Linxia, Gansu; Women 
having lunch in XiaoTaoYuan 
Mosque, Shanghai; Prayer room 
women, TV screen to connect with 
imam downstairs in men prayer 
room, XiaoTaoYuan Mosque, 
Shanghai.



42



43

In these 3-days training camps basic knowledge is taught. To start with the sha-
hada, the basis of Islamic belief that there is no god but God and that Mohammad is his 
Prophet. Students learn when to apply which Quran verse, when to apply which rituals; 
they learn some Arabic and about their Prophet Mohammad. On the other hand, slogans 
are being taught such as ‘to love your country and love your authorities’; not to use any 
drugs, not to use alcohol nor to smoke; no pornography and no gambling and not to 
strive for separatism. They learn about the proper meaning of jihad. That this is about 
the struggle to improve your own personal life, to make yourself a better person by not 
using any bad language, gossiping and or making any accusations. It is about taking care 
of your mouth, ears, eyes and hands. Also taught is that the Quran teaches that people 
should search for peace, not violence. In 2001 in Hebei province, some 26,000 students 
participated in such a 3-day or longer summer camp.

Other than weekly Quran lessons in and around the mosques and the summer 
camps in ‘Little Mecca’ are the new types of madrassas, Islamic colleges.  In China there 
are a total of 11 state directed madrassas, which can be found for example in Beijing and 
in Lingxia, in Gansu province. In this new type of madrassa the usual Islamic subjects 
are being taught as Quran and its interpretation, Islamic theology and Arabic. New to 
this classical programme is that English, computer science, sports and Chinese language, 
culture and philosophy, including Marxism have been added. There is a saying of the 
Prophet Muhammad: “Study has no limitations” and “Study from the cradle to the grave”, 
which support these study programmes. Further than this, students are engaged in drama 
performance in the Arabic language and in calligraphy competitions. These madrassas are 
sponsored by local Islamic communities. Students pay no tuition fees, and also accommo-
dation is free. Poor students even have free meals. In return the students, both girls and 
boys, clean the streets to do good works for the community. These students, who study 
here for 4-6 years, are educated to become future Muslim clerics. Other than this they 

diVersiTy in archiTecTure

Clockwise from top left: Mosque 
door, Songjiang Mosque, 
Shanghai; inside the Great Qubba, 
a religious shrine of Qadarayya, 
a Sufi order, Linxia, Gansu; Hui 
mosque in Chinese style, Linxia, 
Gansu; Mosque door, Turpan, 
Xinjiang.
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can do business with the Middle Eastern countries or become a translator in the relation-
ship with Middle Eastern countries. There are approximately 200,000 young students who 
study in these state sponsored Islamic colleges. It is clear that there is a wide influence 
going out from these religious education centres into the widely spread Muslim communities 
throughout China. 

revival of islam
So we see from all this that the new freedom of religion, internal as well as global develop-
ments such as secularization, a decline of morality in society and the attention on Islam in 
general, have increased the Islamic consciousness with many Chinese Muslims. The Uyghur 
always have had strong nationalistic feelings, but now also the well assimilated Hui are ex-
periencing increasing nationalistic sentiments and feelings of being Muslim. 

It could also be called a great awakening movement. As Han Chinese choose more 
and more to live their modern lives in a western style, many Chinese Muslims return to a 
more traditional lifestyle. This can be seen from the Islam at grassroots level. New mosques 
are often Arabized, rather than being built in traditional Chinese architecture, as they were 
before. Chinese Muslims have accumulated and mobilized more resources to organize and 
assert themselves. Islamic organizations are raising money and training people to prepare 
them to go on hajj, the pilgrimage to Mecca.  Islamic education is increasing, networks are 
enlarging and religious consciousness is being enriched. 

The revival of Islam in China is not always easy. Between the younger and older 
imams for example there is the difference in interpretation about the ‘true idea of Islam’. 
This has economic consequences. The more followers an imam has, the more funding from 
countries such as Saudi Arabia the community will get to build new Arabic style mosques. 
There are more confrontations as well between the Hui and the Han. For instance about re-
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ligious matters. The Han have become more indifferent, due to rapid economic and social 
change in the whole country. Also they are afraid because they see the Islamic ties be-
coming stronger, where the Han are becoming more individualized. As a consequence they 
make fun of the Prophet Muhammad, which is not appreciated by the Muslim population.

As maintaining social harmony is a prime objective of the Chinese government, this 
poses a serious challenge.

MosQue in araBic sTyle

Mosque in Yiwu.
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shanghai in a nutshell
In order to get to know about Islam in Shanghai, we should take a look at this city first, as 
this is the local context of Muslims in this huge metropolis. 

Shanghai is China’s biggest city, with 23 million inhabitants. It is the most popu-
lated, most commercial and most modern city of China. It has plans to be an even bigger 
financial centre than Hong Kong and it has the first free trade zone in China. The city of 
Shanghai has changed dramatically over the last 30 years and has enormous diversity, 
in all senses. Historically it has a tremendous western influence, which dates back from 
the period of the British, French and American settlements between 1843 and 1941. Two 
hundred years ago Shanghai was only a small fishing village. In this respect Shanghai can 
be seen as a reflection of China’s rapid economic growth.  

history of islam in shanghai
Islam came to Shanghai in the year 1314, in the period when the Mongols ruled China. 
Many Hui served the Mongol empire, as they were known for their good skills as tax collec-
tors, administrative employees, soldiers and officials. The Mongol emperors subsequently 
sent some Muslims to Huating, as so-called ‘seal belt officials’ - high officials and chiefs. 
This meant that they had been given the right to rule in that region in the emperor’s name. 
These Muslims built their mosque there in 1314 AD, in what is now known as the Shang-
hainese suburb of Songjiang. 

Another period that brought many Muslims to Shanghai was after the Opium Wars 
(1840-1858), when Shanghai had to open up for foreign trade. In these days many Muslim 
traders came from eastern China to Shanghai and made a good living. They travelled and 
traded, which was in contrast with the Han, who stayed in their villages and worked on 
the land. From a Confucius perspective, to work in agriculture was highly respected and 
trade was looked down on. 

In Focus:
Islam in 
Shanghai

shanghai old and neW

Shanghai skyline (opposite page); 
Shanghai as small fishing village 
some 200 years ago (above).



48



49

life of shanghai Muslims in earlier days
In the period before 1949, Muslims owned approximately 50% of the shops selling jewel-
lery, antiques, tea, cotton, marble, jade and calligraphy. As the Hui were united and had 
good networks throughout China and within Shanghai, they could easily get hold of these 
products from other parts of the country. They controlled the market: they set the prices 
and established a monopoly. Their shops were centrally located, close to the Yu Yuan Gar-
dens. The result was that these wealthy Hui built three mosques in the centre of Shanghai. 
Nowadays only two of them are left in the ‘old town’: the Fu You Lu mosque, built in 1870 
and the nearby Xiao Tiao Yuan mosque, founded in the 1920s.

As Shanghai grew and flourished, it also attracted many so-called ‘immigrants’, 
people from other provinces, including Muslims. Muslims from Shandong brought their 
horses from northern China to the British Concession (1843-1941) for horse races, at 
that time held in People’s Square. Less educated and poor people from the neighbouring 
provinces of Anhui and Henan came to work in the textile factories, as they still do. These 
people built their own mosques as well, such as the Putuo mosque, around the area where 
they lived. Hence we can see that wherever Muslims congregated, they built a mosque and 
had their social and religious life around it. In total there were more than 20 mosques in 
Shanghai until 1949, including 6 female departments.

In these earlier days Muslims in Shanghai were very influential and Shanghai was 
one of the Chinese Islamic Centres. Books were printed here and the Quran was trans-
lated. In 1910 the Mosque Trust Committee was set up, with departments including edu-
cation, finance, Islamic festivals and funerals. It was a body led by wealthy, influential 
merchants, in a democratic  - ’one person, one vote’ - way. MosQue in chinese sTyle

The mosque of Songjiang, 
Shanghai (pictured opposite page 
and above). It is the oldest mosque 
of the city, built in 1314 AD.
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Muslims in shanghai
Nowadays there are some 300,000 Muslims in Shanghai. Of a total population of 23 mil-
lion, this is 1.3%. These 300,000 in total can be divided into 70,000 Shanghai citizens; 
200,000 permanent residents, that means people originally from other parts of China; and 
30,000 for seasonal labour and travel. These latter two groups, approximately 230,000, 
are the so-called ‘migrant Muslims’. A migrant in Shanghai is everybody coming from a dif-
ferent province. Most of these Muslim migrants in Shanghai come from the North-West of 
China, from the provinces of Xinjiang, Gansu and Qinghai. The majority of them are Hui; 
approximately 10,000 are Uyghur.  As Shanghai has set up economic ties with the prov-
ince of Xinjiang in the North West of China, the numbers of Uyghur coming to Shanghai 
are increasing. Most of these immigrants have come to Shanghai to seek opportunities 
to improve their living standards. Their intention is hardly ever to stay in Shanghai; they 
come here to make some money and they intend to go home again after a few years. 
Further there are foreign Muslims, diplomats, businessmen and students who live or stay 
in Shanghai temporarily.

Shanghai has eight mosques and twenty-one imams. Approximately two thirds of 
the imams, or ahongs, come from other provinces, like Ningxia, Henan and Shandong. 
Most of them have graduated from madrassas, Islamic colleges, in Beijing or in the North-
West of China. A few have studied at the prestigious Al-Azhar University in Cairo. They all 
know Arabic and a few have completed the hajj, the pilgrimage to Mecca.

challenges
As the Muslims in Shanghai live scattered around the city and there are only eight mosques 
– one for every 37,500 Muslims, where as in the whole of China there is an average of one 

islaM in shanghai

Clockwise from left: Hui women 
near Huxi Mosque; Uyghur 
women selling dried fruit on street; 
XiaoTaoYuan mosque amidst other 
buildings.

Contemporary 
Muslim Daily Life 
in Shanghai
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mosque per 625 Muslims - it is difficult for them to have a sense of belonging to a Muslim 
community and to practise their religion. People work up to 55-60 years old, and daily life 
is about meeting ends meet at the end of the day. If these people do not live close to a 
mosque, it would take them at least one hour by bus to get to the nearest one, which is 
impossible for most of them. When talking to Muslims in Shanghai, this is one of the most 
discussed topics.

Another aspect that worries them is that halal food is not always easy to obtain. In 
some mosques, there are halal butchers, but then again, people who do not live close to a 
mosque have difficulties. For many Muslims, the fact that they are Muslim means that they 
cannot eat pork and food is an important issue. In a pork eating country such as China, this 
is sometimes very difficult. It means that for Muslim people it is not easy to enjoy food to-
gether with the Han, which stands in the way of integration, as eating and drinking together 
is a very important cultural element of Chinese society. Also the use of alcohol, especially 
in doing business, is an issue. It depends very much on the pragmatic attitude of the indi-
vidual, how they cope with this. Some hold on to their tradition and refrain from pork and 
alcohol. Others, who are eager to succeed in their careers in Han society must adapt and 
put their religious rules aside. 

The same argument applies for schooling of their children. In Shanghai there are 
special schools for immigrant children, that is for children originally from other provinces. 
After 5 years these children will get the right to move on to a Shanghai school. In both 
cases, halal food is not always being provided, which could be a reason for not sending their 
children to school. At universities though, many canteens have separate halal food depart-
ments, for Muslim students. 

The fact that there is no such thing as a real Muslim community in Shanghai makes 
it difficult for the immigrants to find marriage partners for their children. In China it is still 
common that parents intervene with searching for the right marriage candidate, so this is 
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not only an Islamic tradition. In any case, Muslims would like to find a Muslim partner for 
their child, which they find is not easy in Shanghai. This is also one of the reasons that 
immigrants return to their home provinces when their children have grown older. 

life around the Mosques
On the other hand though, people who live near a mosque, enjoy the sense of belong-
ing to a Muslim community. This can be seen especially on  Fridays, which is the most 
important day for Muslims to come to the mosque for prayer. Many men, young and old, 
frequent the Friday prayer and depending on their free time gather and socialise before 
or after this weekly ritual. If the mosques are too small, they will even do their prayers on 
the adjacent parking place.  

Women as well, gather on Friday mornings in the mosques where there is a sepa-
rate female department. Here, it is mostly women older than 55 years, as this is the 
Chinese retirement age. Younger women do not have time to join. In these gatherings, 
they talk about upcoming religious events or the daily news. These meetings are led by 
the imam’s wife. After this meeting, a lunch is provided, which they enjoy together. At 
the moment the Friday afternoon prayer starts, the women go to a separate room, from 
where they can follow the imam’s sermon on a TV screen from the males’ department. The 
sermon is spoken in Chinese, but recitation from the Quran is in Arabic.

The mosques attract Uyghur salesmen selling dried fruit and nuts from Xinjiang 
province. Also Hui or Ughur with a vehicle selling kebabs join around the mosques. Around 
the corner of Shanghai’s busiest Mosque, the Huxi mosque, there is a weekly Muslim food 
street market. It is filled with Hui and Uyghur stands selling typical local dishes, such as 
kebab, naan bread and dried fruit. It is a very lively market that attracts many people and 
not only Muslims. 

islaMic sTyle PaTTerns

Tiles in Islamic style in XiaoTaoYuan 
Mosque, Shanghai (pictured above) 
and tiles in Jiangwan Mosque, 
Shanghai (pictured opposite).
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islam in Public sphere
As we have seen above, Muslim people are free to exercise their religion in Shanghai and 
take their space in the public sphere. Even so, compared to the overwhelming rest of the 
city, this is just a small proportion.

If we look at some mosques, such as the Xiao Tiao Yuan mosque, built in Turkish 
style or the Pudong mosque and the Jiangwan mosque both built in Arabic style, with their 
high minarets, they are big buildings. But, as the majority of buildings are high and huge 
in Shanghai, they are no exception and they do not stand out in the public sphere. They 
might not even be noticed in the concrete jungle. 

The same applies to the Muslim people. Many of the immigrants in Shanghai come 
here to open up a Muslim Noodle restaurant. There are approximately 10,000 of these 
family run restaurants in the more than 5,000 streets of Shanghai. Women working in 
these restaurants wear their headscarves and men their little white caps. It is a nice way of 
recognition, but here again, in the crowds of Shanghai life, they can easily be overlooked. 
On the other hand, not all Muslims in Shanghai wear their typical Islamic accessories. They 
choose to be pragmatic and want to adapt to the majority of Han life style. They wish to 
keep their religion in their hearts.

MusliMs in shanghai

Clockwise from top left: Around 
Huxi mosque, Shanghai at Friday 
afternoon; Muslim Foodstreet on 
Fridays, near Huxi Mosque.
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friday Prayer TiMe

Man praying on parking lot at Huxi 
Mosque, Shanghai.
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Thanks
For being able to write about Islam in China and Shanghai, I wish to express my great grat-
itude to Dr. Wang Jianping, Professor in Islamic Studies at the Shanghai Normal University. 
I am very grateful for the precious time he spent on teaching me about this subject. Also 
I would like to thank my good friend Annette O’Riordan very much, who has spent a lot of 
time visiting Islamic sites with me, for taking most of the beautiful pictures that are shown 
in this book. Special thanks as well for the warm welcome we have enjoyed from several 
ahong when visiting Shanghai mosques; for their patience when talking with us, with our 
basic knowledge of Mandarin, about Shanghai Muslim life. Then I would like to thank my 
friend Lily Zhang for helping me with the Chinese-English translation when talking to local 
Muslim people and imams. I’d like to thank my auntie Mary Gallyer, who has corrected my 
Dutch English into British English. Further special thanks go to Fatih OkumuŞ who helped 
me with the meaning of the calligraphy and the Uyghur translations. Last but not least 
a great appreciation for Richard Restell who helped us with the final and very important 
part of the process, the layout. Thank you all for the good cooperation, to have made this 
book come true. 

Thanks

Pictured from left to right: Annette 
O’Riordan, Yvonne Moonen and 
Dr. Wang Jianping
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ISLAM IN CHINA is something that you would hardly consider exists but it does. Persian and Arab soldiers and 
traders came to China more than 1400 years ago and brought their religion with them. Their offspring make up 
one of the Chinese minorities of today. In this book you will read about who the Muslims in China are and how 
they are able to keep to their traditions. It is a book of impressions accompanied by beautiful pictures.


