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Raphael Israeli

Muslims vs. Chinese——A Study of Cultural Confrontation

An Abstract

This work is the first‘part of a larger project, designed
2 to suggest a social, religiuué, and political explanation for
the Muslim Rebellions which threw most of northwest and south-
west China into chaos during the nineteenth century. This part
consists of two phases:
Phase l--entitled "Uneasy Coexistence" centers nnmfhe socio-
histurical analysis of the'Huslim.cumnunity in China vs. the
_Chinesa majority. -ét;:entypes and contempt on the Chinese
side, and Muslim responses in social, cultural, religious, and
Pan—-Islamic terms, made the coexistence between the two communities
very precarious. The Muslim minority, which was the victim
of deep-rooted prejudices prevailing1amung the host culture,
f??f-. i ‘could nevertheless. evade persistent persecution, partly because

}ﬁ;ﬁi; % of their low-profile stance and their adoption of Chinese

‘material culture, and partly because of the protection. they

- : : %Enjnyad from the gnvernmant. Some cumparative remarks are

QEFWﬂgvelupmgnts in Indian Islam'which'may'have been instru-
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are also mentioned. This part 1s concluded by the assertion
that Muslim communities, under foreign rule, are bound, because

of the requirements of their religio-cultural heritage, to rebel

and attempt to disengage from the non-Muslim rule, whenever

the occasion arises or the oppression of their community

becomes unbearable.

Phase 2--entitled "Cunfruntatiun and Rebellion" focuses on the

changes which came about in the guﬁernment policy towards the
Hnslimsjunder'ﬁhnﬂhu rule. These changes, coupled with dynastic
decline and widespread rebeliian in China, and the Islamic
revivalist movement in India, Central Asia, and China itself,
gave rise to Muslim Chinese sectarianism, usually known as the
“"New Sect." The HE;#géct is analyzed as a millenarian movement,
which used the symbol of the Mahdi and the means of Jihad to

attain Muslim disengagement from the Chinese oppressive systen.

At this point, the latent cultural confrontation escalated into

a confrontation of strength, and local skirmishes blew into

a full-fledged rebellion both in the Northwest and the Southwest.
The Conclusion of this phase lays the groundwork for the

next part of this research project, in that it defines .the

@'1::*Yunnan Rebellinn (1856-1873) as the paradigm of Muslim rebellion
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Introduction

Islam, like Communism, insists on assumption of political

POWeT, as the will of God has to be worked on earth by a
political system. |

F. Rahmanl

Muslims are required to live in 2 Muslim state. The ninority

that fails to do so faces very serious problems of identity. Onm
the nne*ﬂand, they are aware of their belonging to the universal
Muslim community - the Umma - but on the other hand they lead g2
way of life (for Islam is essentially a way of life) that is
bound to alienate them from their environment and engender the
suspicion of, and at times confrontation with, the host culture.
Suspicion creates fear, and confrontation generates hﬁstility._ .

The Problem, which would be acute enough for any Muslim
minority in the Westerm world, becomes more serious in China, since
the estrangement between'Islaﬁ and Cunfuciénism is more tangible
and concrete than the abstract doctrical differences ﬁétwaen
Isiam and-Christianity. |

Christianity and Islam have been at each other's throats for
centuries, but while Christians may have cﬁnsidered the Prophet
Muhammad an impnater they still knew who he was. They may have
ridiculed ‘the Qur'anic version of Bib11cal narratives, but they

were aware of their mean1ng to the Muslim believer. At any rate,

{@Ag{?-ﬁ'bnth religiuns have been talking about the same God, whose favur
ARl L Lok e

. .'5- . _",'_L L |
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+¢,ha* Ehey have been dlsputing. In China, 21l this was not so. The
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' @hinese knEW'nu God, no Prophet, and no Qur'an. Chinese Muslim
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scholars had to use Confucian metaphors and terminology to ex-

Plain what Islam was all about to the Chinese, to the extent that '

they were willing to listen. To be sure, doctrinal countroversy

between two dogmas close to each other may generate more mutual

hatred than systems of thought totally alien to each other. But

in the first instance, the hatred is fed by religious indoctri-

nation and tailored stereotypes designed to discredit a rival

dogma, as in the case of European antisemitism. The Chinese
Muslinms, however, were discredited by the Chinese not Primarily

because they constituted a doctrinal threat to the Empire, but

because théy*w&re socially different in the eyes of the Chinese,

i.e., uncivilized and despicable.

It is true that doctrinal Islam does insist on assumption of
political power, and ds such it should have been regarded as

'undermining the Chinese political system, but there is no evi-

dence that the Chinese at large were aware of this "threat".

In any case, the Chinese Muslims have never envisaged toppling

the Chineselregime altogether. To the extent that they had po-
liticallaspiratinns, they expressed them in secessionist rather
than revulutiunary'ﬁovements.- Moreover, the sporadic outbursts:

of secessiﬁniét movements did not stem only from doctrinal con-
.?ictibn but from social necessity. In time of peace, survival
and.préservatiun of a way of life, not power and propagation of

A e -fhg_faith,'ware the driving forces behind their political struggles.

One of the major eﬁamples of these struggles was the Muslim

F “":':;:" .I"-' ;
o]

~ state in Yunnan, founded by Tu Wen-hsiu in 1856. Surviving for
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Chinese Muslims to assert their religious and cultural identity
by disengaging themselves from the psychological, and sometimes

physical, oppression of a greater Chinese order.

- The relationship between the Chinese majority and the Muslim
minority in China must be cnncaived in terms of interaction be-
tween two different’ groups, each with its own fears, suspiciuns;
stérentypes (real or imaginary), and way of life. The Chinese
Huslims,'by following their dietary laws, praying in their
separate mosques, holding on to their own calendar, and living
in their clbsel} knit communities, eo ipso set themselves apart
from the Chinese, confident of théir superiority and proud of
their distinctiveness."The Chinese, ignorant of the underlying
religious and cultural necessity for this self-imposed isolation,
could not help but despise and ridicule those who lived in the
heart of Civilization but were unwilling to partake of its bene-
fits. Ancestor worship, for example, the very pivot of Chinese
culture and tradition, was not practiced by the Muslims. Then
on what common ground could Muslim and Chinese meet?

The encounter in China of the enormously self-confident
Chinese and Islamic cultures on aumajnritj—minnrity basis and

the resulting problems, ranging from acculturation to confronta-

~ tion, can be analyzed as a three-phased process of cultural

- change. .

| :rsuiﬁ%.first phase is that in which "normal" conditioms prevail,

aﬂh side cnnfidant of its superiority, to be sure, but

ﬂa,; :
: ga'head—ﬂn collision. Due to the constant diffusion of

i 1"3"'!'
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Chinese cultural elements into the Islamic community on the

on¢ hand, and the exclusive nature of Islam on the other, Chincse

Muslims were subjected to two contradictory pressures: the
pressure of the assimilatory factor pushing them to acculturate
to the Chinese majority culture, and the pressure of the cul-

tural specific pulling them to preserve the core of their culture

and identity as Muslims. As long as the balance between the two

could be ﬁeintained,'Chineee Muslim society had adequate mecha-
nisms for keeping chronic stress at a tolerable level.

As a general rule, in contact between cultures, material

objects are taken over by the guest culture earlier than non-

material characteristics. Tools and clothing, for example, are

adopted by the recipient culture bafore religious ideas and

social organizationsy Chinese Muslims, under the stress of the

assimilatory factor, were responsive mainly to the Chinese

material culture but stopped short of spiritual or ideological

acculturation. Their mosques borrowed the outside appearance of
Chinese temples; their clothing, speech and manners became Chinese.
But the core of Muslim doctrine and practice seems to have re-

mained intact as far as the mainstream of Islam was concerned.,

To the extent that Muslim scholars attempted to present Islam to

the Chinese as a close relative of Confucianism, they did‘se

epelegetieelly,'net as a genuine expression of their own

idees and beliefs, but rather to ease the outside pressure by

bridging_the gap between themselves and the Chinese on the in-
-fu.ni
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In this setting, where cultural contact results in‘an
almost unidirectional diffusion from the dominant to the reéi—
pient ;ulture, and social interaction generates étrnng iuternal
pressures for self-identity, a peculiar pattern of behaviour
was édnpted‘hy the guest culture. Outwardly, they behaved
like Chinese, spoke Chinese, called each other by their Chinese
names and wore Chinese clothing. But inwardly they behaved iike
Muslims, put on special itéms of clothing for prayer, greeted
each other in Arabic, called each other by their Arabic names,
turned to Mecca for prayer and_maintained a high degree of
social cohesion. In short, their behaviour had an adapti?e sig—

nificance insofar as they attempted to be Chinese outdoors and
Muslim indoors. oot

The second phase set.in'when the intenéificatiﬁn uf*nutside
pressure on the part of the host culture was counteracted by a
parallél intensification of internal pressure within the guest
culture. This process was more likely to take place in areas
cuntaiping the largest proportions of minority groups. In these
regions discrimination and persecution against the minority were
more acute, for this group constituted a major threat to the
political, economic and social position of the majority. As a
result of mutual prejudice and discrimination, both the majority

- and the minnrity developed a heighteued awﬁreness of the minority's

rgsPnnses typically open to a minority group in this

o .|‘|:| d |l¥%‘"l k
= -'|

JE%*&ﬁ;-ﬁgrat Evuidanne of contact, acceptance of the situation,
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first possibility was not always feasible, due to the social inter—

dependence and the unavoidable Musliz dependence on the Chinese

political order and bureaucratic system. The second type of

response, acceptance of the situation, is prevalent in the

first phase and is exemplified in tne Muslim attempts at material
acculturation and outward accumudatipn with the host culture,

But when the stress of discrimination became intolerable, the
balance between inner and outer pressures was upset and the

minority resorted to the third type of response, aggression or

rebellion.

In this phase, which was characterized by violent antagonism

between the host and guest cultures, there developed an extreme

ideological polarization. In China, very significantly, the

Muslims turned to mysticist and messianic Islamic doctrines.
The rebellion.was not solely an outburst of rage or a mere
necessity of physical survival, but was the only way open to the
Hnslim'minﬁrity to reassert its cultural identlty, free from the
pressures of the dominant culture.

As in the case of Yunnan, the third phase was contingent
upon the at least temporary success of the reﬁellinn. With Muslim
autonomy won and a'Huslim.indepéndeut political entity established,
the Muslim minority became dominant over the Cﬁinese majority.
Islam, though still the minority culture, became the state reli-

~ gion and the culture of the ruling elite. In their attempt to re-

1;}??3};a&sert4fhe1r idéntity, the Muslims, now masters of their own fate,

e

5~t§nded“uvertly to return to their cultural roots and revive Muslim
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historical memory but could never be articulated in the midst of

an hostile cultural majority.

With the establishment of an Islamic state the Muslims were

confronted with dilemmas such as whether they should impose their

culture on the Chinese majority or, because of practical considera-
tions of government, they should seek to accomodate the Chinese

population in order to mitigate the antagonism of the past and

gain popular support. The solutions of P'ing-nan Kuo, Tu

Wen-hsiu's state in Yunnan, were reflected in the state's

—

religious symbols, the state administratiﬁﬁ?ﬁgﬂgéw stratifica-

tion of society, taxation, and the like. If the state were to

be Islamic, what role should the non-Muslims play in it? What

might be their status vis-a-vis their Muslim masters? What

law applied to them, the Chinese or the Islamic? Are they a

tnleratgd cultural group or should they be induced, if not com-
pelled, to embrace Islam? What part of the Chinese system of
law and admiqistratiun, if_aﬁy at all, should be preserved?
Should the traditional scholar bureaucracy be incorporated into
thﬂ new regime or should a novel elita-be substituted for it?
The inadequate sﬁluti;ns Eu these dilemmas cnntributed, in part,
to the collapse of the Muslim 1ndependent state in Yunnan in

the face nf the counter-attacks launched by the Ch'ing Dynasty

.'at the height of the T'ung-chih Restnra;iun.

The present work will deal only with the first two phases

;i@maﬁﬁjg§;5ﬂéséribEd abﬁve, leaving the issue of the Islamic state for

._”‘I‘

et fupure research. The first phase will deal with the position
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XV

and Chinese populations cast in terms of majurity—miﬁurity
groups and hnst—guest cultures. Although the socio-historical
analysis embraces the whole span oz the history of Chinese
~Islam, from the T'ang to the People's Republic, it puts a
special emphasis on the pre-19th ceatury periud; Some of the
evidence collected during the 20th cantury has been prﬁjected

onto earlier times because of lack of precise contemporary.

sociological data on matters of inter-group relationships in

China. So, while the analysis may at times look a-historical,

an effort has been made to synthesize historical flash-backs

into the material that will hopefully add to the coherence of

the story,

_Against this background, the second phase will analyze
18th and thh'centprg_develupmeqts in China which led to the
rise of Muslim secessionism and the outbreak of Muslim rebel-
lion. This part, much more solidly znchored in historical
documentation, Sh;:mld throw some light on the nature and
changing quality of Muslim-Chinese relations in this period

and on the furﬁes'which underlay the Muslim rebellions, par-
 ticularly the Muslim "New-Sect" which, as will be argued, was

the primary driving force behind the rebellions.
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CUAPTER T

:ﬂgjuriQyAHinuriQy Relations: A General Sociological Framework

If a group sets itself apart from others by a distinctive

culture and perpetuates itself in this isolated condition

long enough, the social distances between itself and
others may grow so great as to lead to the accumulation

of suspicion, and to non-intercourse which will make it
virtually impossible for members of these groups to
carry on a truly collective life.

Louis Wirthl
Man tends to associate culture with a group of people. People
are easier to see than their behaviour, and behaviour is easier to
see than the contingencies which generate it. Moreover, a cul-

tural group defined by religion does not require geographical

- - - kL d 2 = -
or racial isolation for its identification.” Chinese Muslims, for

example, although they live on the same territory as the Han and

do not differ racially from them, are a religio-cultural group

.. and were identified by the Chinese as non-Chinese. But not only

were they truly non-Chinese in some aspects of their life: as
such they were also grﬁssly misjudged by the Chinese. Misjudge-

ment and prejudgement .are both components of prejudice, the latter

being a misjudgement that one defends.3 Thus, when the victims

of prejudice rise to defend themselves, far from convincing any-

body of their'innocence" they cause, on the contrary, an

1. Wirth, "The Prnblem1uffﬁinuritf Grnuﬁs;" p. 350.
2. Skinner, Beyond Freedom and Dignity, pp. 125-6.
i3,

Vickery an&'Opler,."A.Redefinitinn of Prejudice for
Purposes of Social Science Research,' pp. 419-428.
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