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Abstract 

This dissertation explores the social and religious history and current conditions of 

communities of Muslims' descendants in Southeast China and Taiwan, and the mechanisms 

they apply to shape their own identity. It examines a process that occurred during the 

eleventh to fourteenth centuries, when Muslim merchants founded large communities in 

Southeast China, and that continues today. Therefore, this thesis is interdisciplinary, 

combining historical research with anthropological field-work conducted in Southeast 

China and Taiwan.  

 

Since the fourteenth century, Muslims gradually assimilated into the Han population. 

Today, while their descendants resemble their Han neighbors almost completely, many still 

commemorate their ancestors’ distinct origin. The dissertation endeavors to explore the 

mechanisms they have adopted for forming their unique identity, and their significance. 

 

So far scholars have tended to approach these communities in ethnic terms. Under current 

government policies, some Muslims’ descendants seek to create a distinct identity, and to 

obtain official recognition as members of the Chinese-Muslim minority (Hui). Therefore, 

most sources define these communities through parameters of a separate ethnic – Hui - 

identity and of affinity to Islam. This dissertation offers an alternative approach. It studies 

their self-perceived identity as part of the Chinese environment, not from an ethno–Hui 

perspective. It demonstrates that Islam is irrelevant for establishing their identity: it is rather 

Chinese religion and culture that play central roles.  

 

My inquiry focuses on social and ritual characteristics serving as markers of differentiation, 
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such as oral traditions, genealogical records and ancestral worship rituals which are central 

to the religious and spiritual environment of Southeast China. Like their Han neighbors, 

Muslims’ descendants in Southeast China perform these rituals meticulously. Nevertheless, 

their worship bears unique features, such as the taboo on offering pork to the ancestors. 

 

This work demonstrates how, even as they mark their foreign ancestry, the rituals conducted 

by Muslims’ descendants are performed by wider Chinese society. Rather than focusing on 

characteristics with affinity to Islam, my research examines the broader context of ritual and 

commemoration activities by Muslims’ descendants. My inquiry focuses on the worship 

system into which those “Islamic” traits were incorporated. Hence, more than a study of 

descendants of Muslims, this dissertation sheds light on Chinese social history in general: 

kinship organization, relations between lineage and religion, ethnic identity and the official 

approach towards ethnic minorities throughout late Imperial China and the twentieth 

century.  
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Introduction 

This dissertation explores the social and religious history as well as the current conditions of 

the communities of Muslims' descendants in the coastal regions of Southeast China and 

Taiwan, and the mechanisms they apply to shape their own identity. This research deals 

with a process that began between the eleventh and fourteenth centuries, when Muslim 

merchants founded large communities in Fujian Province in Southeast China, and is still 

continuing today. Therefore, this thesis is of an interdisciplinary nature, combining 

historical research, based on the analysis of extensive historical sources, and 

anthropological research based on field work conducted among communities of descendants 

of Muslims in Southeast China and Taiwan.  

 

The lineages examined in this dissertation do not practice Islam. Rather than being 

practicing Muslims, their members are descendants of Muslim merchants who settled on 

China's South-Eastern coast during the Song and Yuan dynasties. Since the fourteenth 

century, many of these merchants have intermarried with local residents, gradually 

assimilating into the rest of the Han population. Today, they resemble their Han neighbors 

in almost every aspect. Many of them, however, still commemorate their foreign origin and, 

in some cases, even claim a separate unique identity. The shaping of the descendants' 

identity throughout history could be described as a dynamic process from assimilation to 

dissimilation: a process that started with the wide-scale adoption of faiths and social norms, 

reaching almost complete assimilation. But later on, out of well-established existence in the 

heart of local Chinese society, certain social characteristics and ritual practices developed 

that serve as markers of differentiation. Prominent among them are the ritual practices of 
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ancestral worship, which are a central component of the religious and spiritual world of the 

population of Southeast China. The descendants of Muslims in Southeast China, like their 

Han neighbors, perform these rituals meticulously. Nevertheless, their worship has some 

unique features that include customs and taboos in the offerings they present to their 

Muslim ancestors, such as the avoidance of pork. This dissertation endeavors to explore the 

mechanisms that the Muslims' descendants adopted for the formation of their unique 

identity and their significance. 

 

So far scholars have tended to approach these communities in ethnic terms. This is because 

some of the descendants of Muslims are interested in creating a separate unique identity of 

their own. Under the current political and social circumstances, some Muslims' descendants 

choose to express this identity in ethnic terms, acting to obtain official recognition as 

members of the Chinese - Muslim minority (Hui 回).
1
  Since the establishment of the 

P.R.C., Islamic faith and ritual observances have been the most crucial criteria for 

determining affiliation to the Hui minority. Since most Muslims’ descendants in Fujian 

hardly maintain any religious observances, they have rarely been recognized as Hui. 
                                                           

 

1
 The Hui originated from Muslim immigrants who first arrived in China during the Tang dynasty and in far 

greater numbers at the time of the Mongol conquest of China (1279-1368). After a few centuries their 

descendants intermarried with local residents and adopted the Chinese language, customs dress and many 

other cultural characteristics. However, they retained other unique characteristics such as their religious 

Muslim belief. Currently the Hui minority numbers approximately 10,000,000 people, scattered throughout 

the country. For background information regarding the Hui minority in China, see: Dru C. Gladney, Muslim 

Chinese; Ethnic Nationalism in the People’s Republic, Cambridge; Harvard University Press, 1996 (first 

published 1991); Donald Daniel Leslie, Islam in Traditional China; A Short History To 1800. Canberra: 

Canberra College of Advanced Education, 1986; Jonathan N. Lipman, "Hyphenated Chinese: Sino - Muslim 

Identity in Modern China.” In Remapping China: Fissures in Historical Terrain, Hershatter, Honig, Lipman 

and Stross eds. Stanford, California: Stanford Univ. Press., 1996. pp. 97 - 112; Raphael Israeli, Muslims in 

China; A Study in Cultural Confrontation. London; Curzon, 1978; Michael Dillon, China’s Muslim Hui 

Community. Migration, Settlement and Sects. London: Curzon, 1999. 
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Nevertheless, beginning with the implementation of political reforms in 1979, the 

government granted Hui recognition to a few households of Muslim descent.
2
 Recognition 

was granted based on the families’ continuous evidence of ancestral worship with such 

special characteristics as pork-avoidance, as well as on family-genealogies proving Muslim 

ancestry. Therefore, in most sources dealing with those communities, the prevalent 

approach is to define them through parameters of a separate ethnic – Hui - identity and of 

affinity to Islam.
3

 This dissertation offers an alternative approach for examining the 

descendants of Muslims in Southeast China in general, and the issue of adoption of Hui 

identity in particular. It attempts to portray Muslims' descendants' identity as they perceive 

it, as part of the Chinese environment and not from the ethno – Hui perspective. Therefore, 

the objects of my research are not drawn only from those groups that achieved official 

                                                           

 

2
 In the Quanzhou area there was a small number of communities of descendants of Muslims that throughout 

the years continued to perform partial Muslim worship. Therefore, as early as the mid-1950’s, those groups 

were officially recognized as Hui. Alongside those who adhered to Muslim belief, were some exceptional 

cases such as that of the Guo Family of Baiqi, that did not maintain a Muslim lifestyle but nevertheless 

received official recognition as Hui from the new Communist government. Recognition was granted based on 

evidence they presented regarding their descent from Muslim immigrants who had settled in China over 600 

years previously. In the 1980’s they were joined by other lineages of Muslim descent from the Quanzhou 

vicinity.   

3
 On the descendents of Muslims in Fujian see: Quanzhou Foreign Maritime Museum eds., Quanzhou 

Yisilanjiao Yanjiu Lunwen Xuan 选文论究研教兰斯伊州泉 (Symposium on Quanzhou Islam). Quanzhou; 

Fujian People’s Publishing House, 1983; Chen Guoqiang 陈国强 ed. Chendai Huizushi Yanjiu 陈埭回族史研

究 (Research on Chendai Hui Nationality History).  Beijing: China Academy of Social Sciences Press, 1990; 

Chen Guoqiang and Chen Qingfa 陈国强, 陈清发, eds. Baiqi Huizu Yanjiu 究研回族研究 (Research of Baiqi 

Hui Nationality). Xiamen: Xiamen Univ. Press, 1993; Gladney “Muslim Tombs and Ethnic Folklore” Journal 

of Asian Studies Vol. 46, No. 3, (1987); "Economy and Ethnicity: The Revitalization of a Muslim Minority in 

Southeastern China" In The Waning of the Communist State: Economic Origins of Political Decline in China 

and Hungary. Andrew Walder (ed.). Berkeley; University of California Press, 1995. pp. 242-266; Muslim 

Chinese 1996. pp. 261-291; Fan Ke. "Traditionalism and Identity Politics among the Ding Hui Community in 

Southern Fujian,” in Tan Chee-Beng (ed.) Southern Fujian; Reproduction of Traditions in Post-Mao China. 

Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press, 2006. pp. 35-68; "Ethnic Evolvement in a South Fujian 

Community" Berliner China Hefte, 2004, pp. 1-23; "Ups and Downs: Local Muslim History in South China" 

Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs, Vol. 23, No. 1, 2003. pp. 63-87; "Maritime Muslims and Hui Identity: A 

South Fujian Case" Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs, Vol. 21, No. 2, 2001a. pp. 309-333; Identity Politics 

in South Fujian Hui Communities. Unpublished dissertation, University of Washington. 2001b.     
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recognition as Hui, or that aspire to achieve it. I will also examine groups and individuals 

that are not recognized as Hui and that, for various reasons, do not consider themselves as 

eligible candidates but that do consider themselves descended from foreign Muslims. I 

demonstrate that although they foster the memory of their ancestors' foreign origin, their 

sense of identity is derived from their kinship group affiliation and is based on, and defined 

by, traditional Han ideas and terms. In my dissertation I demonstrate that while the extent of 

Muslim religious faith has but marginal significance for establishing their identity, it is 

rather the Chinese religion and culture that play the central role. 

 

Finally, in this study I attempt to place the issue of adoption of Hui identity within a 

different context, examining the adoption of official categories of ethnic identity as 

evidence for the embracing of prevalent social and political world-views which are widely 

accepted within the current Chinese identity discourse. 

   

Therefore, rather than focusing only on those characteristics which bear an obvious affinity 

to Islam, my research is aimed at examining the wider context of the ritual and 

commemoration activities of the Muslim descendants. Thus my inquiry focuses on the ritual 

and worship routine into which these "Islamic" traits were incorporated. The wide array of 

materials on which this research is based may be roughly divided into two main types of 

sources:  

 

1) Fieldwork. Since 2002 I have undertaken several periods of field work in Southeast 

China and Taiwan, ranging from six weeks to seven months. The field work was aimed at 



 

 

 

5 

learning at first-hand about the local traditions and beliefs of Muslims' descendants and 

gathering further oral and written data regarding the various mechanisms they employ to 

define and express their special identity. My main emphasis was on exploring different 

rituals performed by members of these communities, and the social systems surrounding 

them, both in the private sphere - in their homes, and in the public sphere - in temples and 

ancestral halls. In this regard, the main stress is indeed on anthropological research. 

However, I have also examined historical evidence for the development of these ritual 

customs in the past.  

 

2) Family Texts. This study involved an extensive textual research of contemporary and 

ancient sources from the fourteenth century down to the present, such as official imperial 

histories, local gazetteers, stone inscriptions and genealogies. Relying on texts written by 

the descendants of Muslims, I have attempted to trace the way in which they portray their 

origin, their history and their identity, in the past and present. The most important of these 

family sources are the genealogies, known in Chinese as "Lineage Books" (zupu 族谱) or 

"Family Books" (jiapu 家谱). These rich and detailed manuscripts contain much more than 

a mere family tree. They include fascinating information regarding the family's history, 

special traditions and rituals, as well as biographies of key family members. Genealogies 

form a distinct genre in Chinese literature and historical documentation that is still awaiting 

wider scholarly attention.  

 

I have demonstrated that although at present many descendants of Muslims tend to refer to 

certain entries in their genealogies as evidence of their family's Muslim affinity, their 
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pattern of lineage documentation and the discourse and terms they employ are deeply rooted 

in the widely accepted Neo-Confucian ethics and principles related to such family 

compilations. Although here my emphasis is historical, it is supported by anthropological 

findings, as I have examined the current compilation of genealogies, and the custom of 

preserving old copies.  

 

In each of the above modes of research, my examination fluctuated between two poles: field 

research of current phenomena and historical research examining the source of these 

phenomena, their formation and significance throughout history. Following Marc Bloch's 

observation that: "Misunderstanding of the present is the inevitable consequence of 

ignorance of the past. But a man may wear himself out just as fruitlessly in seeking to 

understand the past, if he is totally ignorant of the present,"
4
 in this mode of examination 

history and anthropology complement each other in a linear process from the past down to 

the present. The methodological framework of this study is largely influenced by the work 

of Michael Szonyi who notes that: "contemporary accounts provide crucial evidence for the 

historical studies that follow."
5
  In the latter part of my thesis I advance further to examine 

the interrelations of historical knowledge and anthropological data and the way in which 

they shape each other, through the analysis of changing historical narratives related to the 

early ancestors of Muslims' descendants. These narratives are disseminated through 

genealogical texts, oral legends, various references within the ancestral worship and 

                                                           

 

4
 Marc Bloch, The Historian's Craft, Tr. Peter Putnam. New York; Vintage Books, 1953. p. 43. 

5
 Michael Szonyi, Practicing Kinship; Lineage & Descent in Late Imperial China. Stanford: Stanford 

University Press, 2002. pp. 21-22, 227 n. 17.   
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symbolic imageries in the family shrines. Through the analysis of such family narratives I 

have demonstrated how historical heritage constructs the Muslims' descendants' current 

identity; while on the other hand, these are contemporary social and political conditions that 

shape the historical narratives themselves.      

 

Even as they mark their foreign ancestry, the rituals conducted by the descendants of 

Muslims are common to Chinese society at large. Their unique ancestry is indicated by Han 

cultural tools. Pride in their foreign origins does not imply a return to them. The 

descendants of Muslims are not familiar with their religious or cultural origins. Hence, more 

than a study of the descendants of Muslims, my dissertation aims to shed light on Chinese 

social history at large: kinship organization and relations between lineage and religion, 

ethnic identity and the official approach towards ethnic minorities throughout late imperial 

China and the twentieth century.   

 

The best-known research into Fujian Muslims' descendants, and that brought their existence 

to the attention of western academic circles, was conducted during the 1980's by the most 

prominent ethnographer of the Hui in recent decades, Dru C. Gladney.
6
 In his book Muslim 

Chinese; Ethnic Nationalism in the People's Republic, Gladney surveys Hui communities in 

different locations throughout China and examines different expressions of their ethnic 

identity. In this work he demonstrates how the Hui identity bears varying significance and 

                                                           

 

6
 Dru C. Gladney, “Muslim Tombs and Ethnic Folklore” pp. 495 – 532; "Economy and Ethnicity. pp. 242-266; 

Dislocating China; Muslims, Minorities, and other Subaltern Subjects. Chicago; The University of Chicago 

Press, 2004; Muslim Chinese; Ethnic Nationalism in the People’s Republic. pp. 261-291. 
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content for different communities and individuals. A separate chapter is dedicated to the 

Hui of South Fujian. Gladney is the first non-Chinese researcher to have conducted 

significant field-work among Hui communities in China, and Fujian in particular. His 

research provides an important foundation for future, more detailed studies, dealing 

separately with each Hui community addressed in his book.   

 

The core questions of Gladney's research are based on the government's official ruling 

which declared some of the Muslims' descendants in Fujian to be members of the Hui 

minority. Within that framework, Gladney perceives the communities of Muslim descent in 

Fujian as one of many components in the diverse mosaic of communities and individuals 

forming the Hui ethnic minority. As the ethnographer of the whole Hui minority, Gladney 

chose not to elaborate on communities whose affinity to Islam is less clear-cut, or whose 

applications for official recognition as Hui were rejected by the government. His description 

and examination of groups and individuals who are descended from Fujian Muslims focuses 

primarily on those officially recognized as Hui. As a result, I believe, readers are liable to 

ascribe them far greater importance than their actual proportion within the population, and 

the extent of influence they exert on it.  

  

The most broad and detailed study of the Hui communities in Southeast China is the one 

conducted by Fan Ke.
7
 His work is a comprehensive research into the history and ethnic 

                                                           

 

7
 Fan Ke. "Traditionalism and Identity Politics among the Ding Hui Community in Southern Fujian.” pp. 35-

68; "Ethnic Evolvement in a South Fujian Community." pp. 1-23; "Ups and Downs.” pp. 63-87; "Maritime 

Muslims and Hui Identity.” pp. 309-333; Identity Politics in South Fujian Hui Communities. 
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identity of the Guo 郭 lineage of Baiqi 白奇 Township and Ding 丁 lineage of Chendai 陈

埭  town. Like Gladney - though with far more detail and a much deeper historical 

perspective – Fan Ke also focuses on the implications that the changing policies of the 

Chinese government towards minority groups have had on the Ding and Guo lineages. Fan 

Ke's examination of the identity changes of these two communities stretches back over a 

long period of time, beginning in the early Ming dynasty. Nevertheless, his analysis of both 

current and historical conditions and identity of the Ding and Guo lineages emphasizes the 

processes through which their Muslim heritage was transformed down to the present. He 

ultimately pays most attention to the way their Hui identity was formed during the 1980's 

and 1990's. His main concern is the interrelation between current government policies and 

the way it shapes their own sense of identity and adds new contents to it. Fan Ke's work 

consists of a comprehensive textual research, as well as field work among these two 

communities, but like Gladney, he also refrains from dealing with those groups in China 

and Taiwan which were not granted official Hui status, or with distant family sub-branches 

who are not active participants in the promotion of the newly introduced Hui legacy. 

Furthermore, his research does not deal with the heritage of other important families of 

Muslim descent in Southeast China such as Pu (蒲(, Jin (金  (  , Su (蘇) and Li (李). 

 

Chapter One of the dissertation consists of a historical overview of the settlement of 

Muslims in Quanzhou and the formation process of the communities of Muslim descent. It 

briefly reviews the earliest connections between China and the Muslim world along the 

Maritime Silk Route, beginning in the seventh century. It proceeds to examine the historical 

processes that transformed Quanzhou into becoming the largest and most prosperous port 
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city along the Chinese coastline during the Song and Yuan dynasties, and home to a large 

population of foreigners. This chapter examines the Muslims' dominant role in the region's 

politics and economy between 1086 and 1368. It discusses the profound changes in the 

social and political setting of the region following the Mongol takeover and the subsequent 

abrupt demise of their power after the Ming rose to power. This analysis will shed light on 

the factors and circumstances that distinguished the history of the Muslim population of 

Southeast China, as opposed to Muslim communities in other regions of China. Finally it 

will highlight the rift that occurred during the turbulent Yuan-Ming transition which deeply 

transformed the social setting of the region in general and that of the Muslim community in 

particular. This change is reflected in the different approach of the Muslims' descendants 

towards their historical heritage founded on events and persons of the Song and Yuan eras 

on the one hand, and the more intimate identification of later generations with their 

Sinicized Ming-era ancestors, who are the direct forefathers of the lineages in question in 

this research.  

 

The next two chapters examine religious and cultural traits presented by many 

commentators as unique identity markers of the Muslims' descendants. In these chapters I 

set out to examine these customs as practiced and perceived among the wider population of 

Southeast China. Chapter Two examines various facets of the ancestral worship practiced 

by descendants of Muslims, in the past and in the present. It analyzes the offering customs 

and some special features of the ancestral halls and graves which bear symbolic references 

to Islam. In this chapter I aim to present these special traits within the wider context of the 

local Han worship system in which they had developed. Thus I explore the ideological 
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background of presenting offerings and taboos associated with them, and the patterns of 

ritual cycle and organization as practiced among the Muslims' descendants. I will show that 

they are informed by principles and family values widely shared with the general Chinese 

population. Additionally, this chapter looks into the prevalent approach of members of 

lineages of Muslim descent towards offerings made to the dead during Chinese religious 

festivals such as the Ghost Festival or the Qingming Festival. Finally, I examine the 

Muslims' descendants' venues of ancestral worship set against the prevalent traditions of 

worship at graves and ancestral halls among the general Han population. Chapter Three 

examines the compilation of genealogies among lineages of Muslim descent. Genealogical 

records are referred to throughout the work in various contexts, serving as one of the most 

important primary sources of this research. However, this chapter aims to examine not 

merely the contents but also the significance of adopting the custom of genealogical 

compilations; the cultural and social ethics it entails, the political and social goals it serves, 

its historical foundations, and the general structure and outline of Chinese genealogies. 

Thus, this chapter will not include only a historical analysis of genealogical texts but also 

anthropological research into what Frank N. Pieke terms "The Genealogical Mentality" of 

China, referring to the customs and concerns associated with the compilation and 

preservation of genealogies.
8
  

 

                                                           

 

8
  Frank N. Pieke, "The Genealogical Mentality in Modern China,” The Journal of Asian Studies, no. 62.1. 

2003. pp. 101-128. 
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The historical and anthropological findings described in Chapters Two and Three portray a 

process occurring in a linear timeline, developing from the assimilation of Muslims into 

Chinese society, to their current dissimilation. The following two chapters, Four and Five, 

advance further to demonstrate the dynamic character of identity formation that is 

continuously shifting according to prevalent conditions. In these chapters I examine the 

interrelation of historical heritage and contemporary identity, as manifested in the family 

narratives extant among Muslims' descendants in Southeast China. The materials examined 

in these chapters evince the shifting motives and changing means by which families trace 

their origins back to famous historical figures.  

 

Chapter Four examines traditions regarding ancestors of the Fujian, Huian County Guo 

lineage in China, Taiwan and the Philippines, over six centuries. My analysis begins with 

the main Guo branch, in the P.R.C. Their narrative is one of forced assimilation in which 

their early ancestors falsely adopted Guo Ziyi (郭子儀 697-781), a Han-Chinese national 

hero, as their ancestor. Although its authenticity has recently been largely refuted, the 

tradition remains an important component of their identity, symbolizing their ancestors’ 

persecution. Current resurgence of their Muslim heritage has also encouraged the nurturing 

of traditions portraying close relations between their ancestors and the Muslim admiral 

Zheng He (郑和 1371 – 1433). In Taiwan, Guo Ziyi is still venerated both as an ancestor 

and as the community's tutelary god; while in the Philippines, the Guo Ziyi tradition has 

broadened to encompass four other Fujienese families of Muslim descent. There, Guo Ziyi 

is the principal figure in the creation myth of the multi-surname association they have 

established in Manila. This chapter sheds new light on these communities, on mechanisms 
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of assimilation and dissimilation, and on the role of historical narratives in identity 

construction. This chapter demonstrates how Muslims' descendants adopt or reject either 

Chinese or Muslim heroes as their ancestors, as a mechanism to foster a preferable identity. 

 

Chapter Five investigates historical evidence and family narratives associated with the 

Muslim Chinese merchant-official Pu Shougeng (蒲寿庚 ca. 1230- ca. 1290) and with the 

late-Yuan Muslim General Jin Ji (金金). This chapter focuses on two historical narratives 

which are at times tightly related, while on the other hand represent conflicting themes and 

sentiments. These narratives bore tremendous effects on the lives and fortunes of Muslims 

in Quanzhou at large and especially those of the Pu and Jin lineages whose descendants live 

to this day in Quanzhou and its surroundings. Pu Shougeng played a crucial political and 

military role in thirteenth-century Fujian but his historical influence continues to resonate in 

Southeast China to this day. According to Chinese tradition and official historical sources of 

later times, this official of foreign descent paved the way for the smooth Mongol takeover 

of Quanzhou, and led to the final collapse of the Song. This bore far-reaching consequences 

for his future descendants. Through a careful study of historical sources, contemporary 

written texts, and fieldwork among Pu's descendents I will show how, over a period of 

seven centuries, the narratives associated with the Muslim leader have reflected and shaped 

the shifting identity of his descendants. General Jin Ji was a political and military allay of 

the influential Pu lineage at the last decade of the Yuan era, almost a century after Pu 

Shougeng's alliance with the Mongols. However he is remembered mainly for taking a 

crucial action to put an end to a decade long regime of a Muslim militia headed by a Pu in-

law, which ravaged the city and its inhabitants for a decade. For this meritorious deed Jin Ji 
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won the admiration of his descendants as well as other later, Ming-time local literati 

commentators. In the present, in oral exchanges, the two families' historical narratives are 

sketched along similar lines. Under current political conditions, both emphasize their origin 

from foreign Muslims who gradually assimilated into local society. However, in the past 

they developed separate narratives emphasizing conflicting themes related to the same 

historical incidents, though serving different goals. The analysis of these traditions 

demonstrates how historical documentation, family traditions, genealogical records and 

literature were, and still are, utilized by family members to highlight certain themes in their 

own history and to play down others.  

 

The concluding chapter will address the widely accepted approach for analyzing the identity 

and special characteristics of Southeast China's communities of Muslims descent. By 

presenting a wide array of evidence from current fieldwork conducted among communities 

in Fujian, it attempts to contextualize the contemporary ethnic discourse which portrays 

their identity in terms of Hui ethnicity and affinity to Islam. In this chapter I offer a different 

framework of analysis, claiming the newly acquired Hui identity is but another, 

contemporary, variety of employing Chinese mechanisms for asserting their distinctiveness. 

I suggest that the adoption of principles and terms derived from the contemporary Chinese 

discourse regarding ethnic identities is indicative of the Muslims' descendants' integration 

into the local society and culture. 
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Chapter 1: Zaitun – Muslim Merchant Settlement 

in Imperial China 

When we had crossed the sea the first city to which we came was Zaitun […] It is a 

huge and important city in which are manufactured the fabrics of velvet, damask and 

satin which are known by its name and which are superior to those of Khansa 

(Hangzhou)  and Khan Baliq (Beijing). Its Harbour is among the biggest in the world, 

or rather is the biggest; I have seen about a hundred big junks there and innumerable 

little ones. […] The Muslims live in a separate city.  […] In every city of China is a 

quarter where the Muslims live separately and have mosques for their Friday prayers 

and other assemblies. They are highly regarded and treated with respect. The Chinese 

infidels eat the meat of pigs and dogs and sell it in the bazaars. 

Ibn Battuta.
1
 

 

With these words, Abu Abdullah Ibn Battuta (1304-1368), the Arab traveler from Tangier, 

described the city of Quanzhou (Zaitun) and its Muslim population’s lifestyle. Like many 

thousands of Muslim merchants who sailed to China throughout the three hundred years 

preceding his visit, Ibn Battuta arrived in 1345 travelling the Maritime Silk Route, from the 

Indian Ocean to the port of Quanzhou. Between the years 1087-1368 this port served as a 

main entry gate into China. Many of the Arab and Persian merchants settled in Quanzhou, 

and in time it became a large and thriving Muslim settlement.Ibn Battuta arrived to 

Quanzhou at a time in which the policies of the Mongol Yuan Dynasty (1368-1279) had 

brought great growth and prosperity to the Muslim community in the city. As early as the 

                                                           

 

1
 See:  H.A.R. Gibb, trans., The Travels of Ibn Battuta, A.D. 1325-1354 . Vol. 4. London;   Hakluyt Society, 

1994. pp. 894, 890.  
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11
th

 Century, the Muslims in Quanzhou enjoyed great autonomy in the administration of 

religious and communal life. During the Yuan Dynasty they even became a dominant power 

in the coastal region. From the mid 13
th

 century, the governor of the city and of the entire 

region was himself a Muslim resident. 

 

Quanzhou's Muslim inhabitants during the 11
th

 to 14
th

 centuries are the forefathers of the 

Muslims' descendants who are the focus of this study. This chapter reviews the formation 

process of the Muslim settlement in Quanzhou during that period, and of the communities 

of the descendants living today in different settlements along the coastal region of Fujian, 

and particularly around Quanzhou. This chapter examines the historical sequence between 

the 10
th

 and 15
th

 centuries, an important period in the history of Fujian, when the activity of 

Arab and Persian merchants along the Maritime Silk Route reached its peak. The 

descendants of those merchants who reside there today preserve traditions that are based on 

those historical events.  

 

In this part of the study I attempt, among other things, to point out the factors and 

circumstances that distinguished the history of the Muslim population of Fujian, and 

particularly of Quanzhou, as opposed to Muslim communities in other regions of China. 

This may provide an explanation, even if partial, to the changing identity of the Muslim 

descendants of Fujian and to the unique nature of their religious world.  
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Foreigners in Southeast China before the Song Period 

The emergence of Muslim communities in Southeast China occurred with the earliest 

contacts formed between the Muslim world and China, at the beginning of the Tang 

Dynasty Era (618-907). Merchants and diplomatic delegations from the Middle East had 

frequented the shores of China long before the birth of Islam, as early as the Han Dynasty 

period (202 BC – 221 AD). However, during the Tang Era, the relationship between China 

and the Middle East was highly developed. In that period, Tang China and the Arab empire 

of the Umayyad Caliphate (661-750) and its successor, the Abbasid Caliphate (750-1258), 

were two major world powers. In the economic arena, they had overland ties through the 

“Silk Route,” and the “Maritime Silk Route” that connected the Persian Gulf through the 

Indian Ocean to the ports of Southeast China. There were occasionally military ties between 

both Empires. As a result, although the journey from the Arabian Peninsula to China took 

more than two years, merchants, mercenaries and many political representatives from the 

Muslim world arrived in China both by land and by sea. These Middle Eastern visitors 

settled mainly in the ports of Guangzhou (Canton), Quanzhou, Hangzhou and Yangzhou 

and in the Imperial Capital, Changan. In these cities they built mosques and cemeteries and 

established different community services. It is difficult to determine from Chinese sources 

the precise origin of the Muslim merchants, and it is only possible to determine that they 

sailed eastward from the Persian Gulf or from the Arabian Peninsula and arrived via the 

Indian Ocean to Southeast China.
2
  

                                                           

 

2
 Michael Dillon, China’s Muslim Hui Community. Migration, Settlement and Sects, U.K.; Curzon, 1999. p. 

11-13; John Chaffee, “At the Intersection of Empire and World Trade: The Chinese Port City of Quanzhou 
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In his book Quanzhou Yisilanjiao Shike 泉州伊斯兰教石刻  (Islamic Inscriptions In 

Quanzhou), Chen Dasheng claims that analyzing hundreds of headstones and ancient stone 

inscriptions in Chinese and Arabic, discovered in and around Quanzhou, shows that most 

Muslims arrived from cities located in today’s Yemen, Turkestan, Persia and Armenia.
3
 

Many of the visitors were either forced to stay or chose to of their own accord. Throughout 

the Tang Era, Five Dynasties (907-960) and the Song (960-1279), they were strongly 

influential in the economy and commerce of China. However, until the 13
th

 century, they 

did not take part in the political or social life of China. They remained “barbarian guests,” 

complete foreigners who enjoyed great autonomy within their separate living quarters in the 

port cities of Southeast China. Although their population had been constantly growing, they 

did not assimilate with the local inhabitants. The Muslims did not strive for integration and 

assimilation with the locals, nor did their Chinese hosts. Throughout that period the local 

authorities considered them temporary rather than permanent residents
4
   

 

As mentioned, this work focuses on the Muslim community that developed in the city of 

Quanzhou. In many aspects, Fujian in general and Quanzhou in particular may be 

                                                                                                                                                                      

 

(Zaitun), Eleventh-Fifteenth Centuries.” In Hall Kenneth R. ed., Secondary Cities and Urban Networking in 

the Indian Ocean Realm, c. 1400-1800. Lanham: Lexington Books, 2008. pp. 102-103; Hugh R. Clark, 

Community Trade and Networks; Southern Fujian Province from the Third to the Thirteenth Century. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991. pp. 19-70.   

3
 Chen Dasheng 陈达生 , ed. Quanzhou Yisilanjiao Shike 泉州伊斯兰教石刻  (Islamic Inscriptions In 

Quanzhou). Tr. Chen Enming. Quanzhou: Fujian People’s Publishing Society, 1984. p. 16 of Foreword. 

4
 Jonathan N. Lipman, “Hui Hui: An Ethnohistory of the Chinese-Speaking Muslims,” Journal of South Asian 

and Middle Eastern studies, Vol. 11, No. 1+2, (1987), pp. 115-116. 
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considered the last significant port of destination (to those coming from outside China) 

along the Maritime Silk Route.  

 

The Tang Era was an important turning point in the development of Fujian province as a 

center of international commercial activity, among other things, because that is when its 

administrative structure was designed. The port city of Fuzhou served as a provincial 

capital, as well as its economical and political center, and during the Tang Era it had lively 

commercial and economic activity. In the beginning of the 8
th

 century, a new prefecture was 

established under the name of Quanzhou, to the south of Fuzhou, in the Jin River estuary 

region. During the Tang Era, Quanzhou’s economy was still agrarian, with a local 

orientation and limited scope. Only after a few hundred years did the city become the most 

central and important among the cities of southern Fujian.
5
 In 834 AD, the Tang emperor, 

Wen Zong (827-840) issued an edict to assist and protect foreign merchants living in Fujian 

province and in other cities of southern China. The order stated in part:  

 

The foreign ships from south sea came here out of admiration for our culture, so we 

must treat them kindly […]. I would like to show my sympathy and consideration for 

them. As for the foreigners in Lingnan [Guangzhou], Fujian and Yangzhou, it is 

better to assign special officials to look after them. Besides the fee for shipment, 

                                                           

 

5
 Billy K. L. So, Prosperity, Region, and Institutions in Maritime China. The South Fukian Pattern, 946-136. 

Cambridge & London: Harvard University Asia Center, 2000. pp. 12-13, 23; Clark, Community, Trade, and 

Networks. pp. 19-70.   
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market tax and tribute, it is forbidden to levy other taxes. Let them come and go and 

trade freely.
6
   

   

The existence of the tombs of two Muslim sages on Lingshan Hill (“Miracle Hill”), located 

to the northeast of Quanzhou, constitutes important evidence for the early relationship 

between Quanzhou and Muslim merchants. This site is considered the third in importance 

among the sacred Muslim sites in China. Although researchers debate the authenticity of the 

tombs’ dates, according to tradition these tombs belong to two Muslim sages: Imam Sayid 

and Imam Waggas from Medina, on the Arabian Peninsula. According to popular belief, 

they both left for China at the beginning of the Tang Era (Wu De Reign Period 618-626), 

sent by the Prophet Muhammad, with the purpose of spreading the word of Islam in the 

East. They died and were buried on the hill – which was, and is to this day, considered 

sacred and auspicious to Muslims, as well as many Chinese.
7

 The numerous stone 

inscriptions on the hill attest to the great importance pilgrims and Muslim dignitaries 

ascribed to it throughout history and to this day.
8
  

 

In the period of decline and disintegration of the Tang Dynasty at the end of the 9
th

 century, 

a leader of an army of bandits from Hunan Province took over the region and established 

the short-lived Min Kingdom (893-946). Quanzhou was the kingdom’s political center at 

                                                           

 

6
 Chen Dasheng 陈达生, Quanzhou Yisilanjiao Shike, p.13, 19 (note no. 2) of Foreword. 

7
 Dru C. Gladney, Muslim Chinese: Ethnic Nationalism in the People’s Republic. Cambridge Mass and 

London: 1996. (first edition: 1991). pp. 266-268; “Muslim Tombs and Ethnic Folklore,” p. 498.  Two other 

sages of the same group are buried in Guangzhou (Guangdong) and Yangzhou (Jiangsu).   

8
 Chen Dasheng, Quanzhou Yisilanjiao Shike, pp. 95 - 102. 
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the beginning, but the capital was later moved back to Fuzhou in the north. Although the 

Min Kingdom only survived for a few decades until its conquest in 945 by the Southern 

Tang Dynasty (937-975
9
) its existence had long term effects on the economic and social 

structure of the region: the creation of a local governmental elite and attempts to implement 

an independent economy prompted the Min rulers to adopt a policy encouraging and 

developing maritime trade from Fuzhou and from Quanzhou. Foreign trade became one of 

the main sources of income for the Min court. However, even during this era, the main 

economic activity was still concentrated in Fuzhou.
10

  

 

 

 

                                                           

 

9
 One of the “Ten Kingdoms” (902-979) that ruled over southern China after the fall of the Tang Dynasty.     

10
 So, Prosperity, Region, and Institutions in Maritime China, pp. 24-26. For a detailed discussion of the effect 

of the Min Kingdom on the economical development of Fujian see: Clark, Community, Trade, and Networks, 

pp. 38-51.    
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The Development of the Foreign Settlement in Quanzhou 

During the Song Dynasty (960-1279), Fujian became an important economic center, and the 

city of Quanzhou became one of the world’s largest port cities. An increasing volume of 

International trade had a crucial role in stimulating the economic development of Quanzhou 

and its surroundings. Written sources from the Song era describe Fujian as a region with 

few workable lands. This, among other factors, created demographic pressures that drove 

many of the inhabitants to get involved in commerce.  
11

Meanwhile, a growing flow of 

foreign merchants arrived in the city; many of them were Muslims who began forming an 

active and organized community.  

 

The process of Quanzhou's rise to prominence among the important port cities in Fujian 

began in the mid-10
th

 Century. In this period, Fuzhou’s status suffered a gradual decline. 

The regional economic center began to move southward to Quanzhou, and as a result 

foreign tribute missions began to frequent its port. In addition to the official missions, the 

Chinese rulers encouraged the development of international maritime trade. Most of the 

foreign merchants who came to Quanzhou were from East and Southeast Asia. However, 

there were also ships coming in from distant destinations such as Persia and the Arab world 

(Da Shi Guo 大食国 ).
12

 The establishment of the Ashab mosque in the city in 1009 

                                                           

 

11
 Zheng Zhenman, Family Lineage Organization and Social Change in Ming and Qing Fujian. Honolulu: 

University of Hawaii Press, 2001. p. 13.  

12
 In many Chinese sources of the seventh to the thirteenth centuries, Muslims from the Middle East are 

referred to as people of Da Shi. It is widely agreed upon that Da Shi stood for the Umayyad Arab Caliphate 

(661-750) and its successor, the Abbasid Caliphate (750-1258). However, in many instances this name was a 

general term for the Muslim world, regardless of the separate political units or ethnic groups. Bai Shouyi, 
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indicates that a significant number of foreign Muslims settled there. Nevertheless, in the 

early Song era, Chinese foreign trade and most of the foreign delegations arriving at its 

ports still concentrated in other provinces, mainly in Guangzhou (Canton) in the south, and 

in the cities of Lina'n (Hangzhou which later became the Southern Song capital) and 

Mingzhou (Ningbo) in the Yangzi valley.
13

 

 

One of the factors that delayed Quanzhou from becoming a leading port city was the 

government’s tight control over maritime trade. The Song rulers developed an institution 

which had originated in the Tang era for this purpose: The Office of Maritime Affairs (市舶

司  Shi Bo Si), headed by a high-ranking government official. The government placed 

inspectors of this sort only in Guangzhou, Hangzhou and Mingzhou. The office was in 

charge of managing China’s connections with other countries: receiving foreign tribute 

missions, checking incoming merchandise, assessing its value and charging a 10 percent 

custom tax. The government had a right of first refusal on merchandise, and private 

merchants could only buy what the government passed on. Individual trade with foreign 

merchants prior to the official process was strictly forbidden. Only the foreign merchants 

who went through this official process were allowed to trade freely along the Chinese coast. 

                                                                                                                                                                      

 

“Preface 1.” In, Quanzhou Yisilanjiao Shike, Chen Dasheng ed. p. 9; Pang Baogang Nuer Hassan, “The Hui: A 

Chinese Muslim Nationality,” Journal Institute of Muslim Minority Affairs, Vol. II, No. 2, (1990) p. 257; 

Dillon, China’s Muslim Hui Community, pp. 12-13.  
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So, Prosperity, Region, and Institutions in Maritime China, pp. 33-37.  
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Similarly, the Office of Maritime Affairs was also in charge of purchasing all the Chinese 

products in order to sell them collectively to the foreign merchants.
14

 

 

There is a large amount of evidence showing that most foreign merchants who arrived at 

Quanzhou in the 10th and 11th centuries passed first through one of the three previously 

mentioned cities. Maritime trade was allowed in all coastal cities of China, but all incoming 

and outgoing ships were required to go through one of the Maritime Affairs Offices first. 

The lack of this bureau in southern Fujian undoubtedly posed an obstacle for the 

development of a large scale maritime trade.
15

 

 

The sharp change in southern Fujian’s economical activity began in 1087 with the opening 

of the Maritime Affairs Office in Quanzhou. As soon as it became a legitimate access port 

into China, the number of foreign merchants entering and even settling in Quanzhou 

increased significantly. In the early stages, the dominant foreign merchants in the city were 

from the Srivijaya kingdom (located in today’s Eastern Sumatra) and from Champa (a 

kingdom in today's Vietnam). However, Persian and Arab merchants from Western Asia 

and the Arabian Peninsula gradually became dominant in Quanzhou’s trade.
16

 Foreign 

                                                           

 

14
 So, ibid, pp.  42-44, 46-47; Chaffee, “Diasporic Identities in the Historical Development of the Maritime 

Muslim Communities of Song-Yuan China,” Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient. 49 (4). 

2006 pp. 403-404; Clark, Community Trade and Networks. pp. 121-127; “Overseas Trade and Social Change 

in Quanzhou through the Song.” In, The Emporium of the World; Maritime Quanzhou, 1000-1400. 

Schottenhammer Angela ed. Leiden; Brill, 2001. pp. 50-52 

15
 So, ibid, pp. 38-40, 47.  

 
16

So, ibid, pp. 48-49; Chaffee, “At the Intersection of Empire and World Trade;” pp. 103, 108.  



 

 

 

25 

merchants came to Quanzhou in order to sell products to China and buy merchandise for 

markets in their countries of origin or in other stops en route.
17

 

 

Following the fall of the Northern Song Dynasty and the conquest of Northern China by the 

Jurchens in 1127, the capital city of the Southern Song (1127-1279) was moved south to 

Hangzhou. This contributed to the development of the economy and commerce in Southern 

China and particularly in Southern Fujian. Merchants and local businessmen enjoyed many 

new financial opportunities. A sharp increase in foreign and domestic trade was registered 

and the Southern ports became the main commercial centers of the Southern Song Empire. 

From the Twelfth Century on, Quanzhou gradually became the main entry port to China and 

the first stop for most of the visiting official delegations and foreign representatives.
18

 

Consequently, many of the Muslim merchants who used to arrive at the port of Guangzhou 

moved their activities to Quanzhou. Evidence to this is found in one of the remaining 

inscriptions in Quanzhou's ancient mosque, which describes the construction of another 

mosque in the city in 1131 by a Muslim from the Persian city of Siraf. Stone inscriptions 

and other archaeological findings suggest that there were between three and seven mosques 

in Quanzhou during the Song Era.
19

 

 

                                                           

 

17
 The most desired exchange for the goods was the Song’s copper coins, though incense, pearls, silk fabrics, 

ceramics, ivory, sugar, wine, salt, tortoiseshell, amber and corals brought from the shores of China and Japan, 

were also common. Merchants mainly brought cotton fabrics, steel for the weapon industry, and indigo for the 

textile industry from their countries of origin. So, ibid, pp. 62-65.  

18
 So, ibid, pp, 50-53. 

19
 ibid. p. 57, 328 n. 38, 172, 357 n. 36. For the date of the construction of the Mosque see: Chen Dasheng, 

Quanzhou Yisilanjiao Shike. pp.16-18. See detailed explanation in note 36. 
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The foreigners in the port cities of Southeast China settled for the most part in designated 

neighborhoods known as fanfang 蕃坊  (foreign street). Recent studies show that in 

Quanzhou they were apparently not forced to live separately from the Chinese population. 

Their neighborhood was rather a cluster of alleys in which they chose to congregate while 

receiving support and aid from the Chinese authorities. Historical documentations and 

archeological discoveries reveal that Quanzhou's foreign quarter was located beyond the 

city's southern wall, close to the lower reaches of the Jinjiang River, allowing convenient 

access to the incoming and outgoing ships. Alongside local merchants and several 

thousands of government officials and members of the Royal Dynasty who moved to the 

city, these foreign merchants became an important part of the social and economical elite 

that flourished in Quanzhou.
20

  

 

One of the earliest Chinese sources which tells us about the freedom of worship and cultural 

pluralism that the Muslims enjoyed in Quanzhou at that time is an essay by a local scholar 

named Lin Zhiqi, who served as an inspector of trade in Quanzhou. Lin wrote a detailed 

article about the Muslims' burial customs and described the cemetery built for the foreign 

merchants of Quanzhou between the years 1162-1163.
21

 Hundreds of tombstones of 

foreigners, in fact, have been found in the last decades around Quanzhou. The majority of 

these stone inscriptions belong to Muslims. This supplies further evidence for the Muslims' 
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 So, ibid. pp. 54-55, 59; Chaffee, “Diasporic Identities in the Historical Development of the Maritime 

Muslim Communities of Song-Yuan China,” pp. 404-406; Fan Ke, Identity Politics in South Fujian Hui 

Communities. Unpublished dissertation, University of Washington. 2001b. pp. 30-31.   

21
 Chen Dasheng, Quanzhou Yisilanjiao Shike. pp.xiv, xx-xxi (note 13) of Foreword. 
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dominance in China's maritime trade relations. Many of the tombstones display Arabic 

inscriptions and others are written in Persian or in Turkish. Some of the Arabic or Persian 

inscriptions have adjacent Chinese translations. Apart from the details of the Muslim 

community in Quanzhou and its history, the tombstones also offer interesting insights on 

the way the Muslim immigrants learned Chinese, used the Chinese calendar, married locals 

and assimilated in many ways to the local community and culture.
22
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From Guests to Rulers – The Muslims of ‘Zaitun’ during the Yuan Dynasty 

In the last decades of the Southern Song Dynasty, approximately 1200-1280, the 

commercial activity in Fujian began to slow down considerably. This was due, among other 

things, to corrupt management by the authorities and piracy and political instability in 

Southeast Asia. As a result, Fujian’s economy declined.
23

 A resurgence of maritime 

commerce and especially that of the foreign merchants' trade activity took place following 

the conquest of Southern China by the Mongols in 1279 and the consolidation of the Yuan 

Dynasty rule (1279-1368) over the entirety of China. Prior to the conquest of China, the 

Mongol Empire took over vast territories in Central and Western Asia. The period of 

Mongol hegemony in Asia brought a new and different wave of Arab and Persian 

immigrants to China. From the beginning of the conquest of Muslim Western Asia, the 

Mongol leaders ordered to spare the lives of artisans and other various professionals, who 

were then sent eastward to China to work for the government in different construction 

projects. In addition, many men were forced to serve in the Mongol army in China and 

many women and children were taken to China as slaves. Eastward immigration continued 

also after the fighting was over. China’s conquest and temporary addition to the huge 

Mongol Empire created a continuous territorial link between China and countries in Central 

and Western Asia. Commercial ties between the territories flourished and many Central and 

West Asian Muslim merchants traveled to China, this time voluntarily.
24
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 So, ibid. pp. 87-106.  
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 Dillon, China’s Muslim Hui Community. pp. 13-21; Morris Rossabi, “The Muslims in the Early Yuan 
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With the establishment of the Yuan Dynasty, the new rulers adopted a policy that brought 

tremendous changes to the integration of Muslim visitors in China. The Mongols were 

reluctant to allow their new Han Chinese subjects to manage state affairs so they created a 

quadripartite social class system; The Mongols themselves were obviously placed at the top. 

Afterwards came a new class named semu ren (色目人). This term means “various kinds,” 

but may be translated also as "special status".
25

 The semu were composed of non-Chinese 

officials, mostly from regions to the west of China, and many of them were Muslims. The 

Mongol rulers assigned them the majority of the empire's administrative positions. Beneath 

came the Han Chinese from the North and at the bottom were the residents of Southern 

China, who remained under the Song Dynasty’s rule for the longest period. Apparently, 

during the Yuan era between two and three million Muslims from Western Asia were 

recruited to serve the Mongols in China. During that era the term ‘Hui’ (回) or ‘hui hui’ 

replaced the term "people of Dashi" as the designation for Muslims throughout China.
26

 

Over the years this became the official term for the Chinese Muslim minority descendant of 

the Muslim immigrants who arrived to China during the Song and Yuan periods. Under the 

                                                                                                                                                                      

 

pp. 257-295; Chaffee, “At the Intersection of Empire and World Trade…” p. 114, points out that the Mongol 

era marked a decline in the demographic and domestic conditions of the region.  
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 This term is often translated literally as “having colored eyes,” to indicate that they were immigrants from 
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Yuan policy the Muslims enjoyed preferential treatment in relation to the imperial exams 

for official appointments, less severe punitive regulations, and permits for carrying a 

weapon and owning horses. Many of them occupied key positions in the legal and political 

system. The Muslim merchants played an important role in foreign trade. A large part of the 

Yuan Dynasty’s tax and customs income depended on their commercial activity and 

therefore the Mongol regime granted them privileges in order to sustain their activities. 

Their special status and some of the positions they occupied, such as tax collectors and 

moneylenders, placed them in the problematic position of an intermediate class between 

foreign conquerors and the indigenous population. The hostility they provoked from the 

Chinese had profound implications in later times. 

 

The Yuan government's reliance on this social class was particularly salient in Southern 

Fujian where the Muslims held most of the administrative posts in the local government. 

One of the important positions held during most of the period by semu ren Muslims was 

that of ‘Commissioner of Maritime Affairs’. Since Southern Fujian’s economy was highly 

dependent on maritime trade, the officials in charge of it were usually considerably 

influential in many other aspects of the region's affairs. The Yuan government occasionally 

imposed varied restrictions on commerce in different regions of the Empire in an effort to 

monopolize it. However, in the case of Southern Fujian, even at times of tight government 

control on other regions of the empire, the foreign merchants' activities remained mostly 

undisturbed because in many cases their own representatives controlled the Office of 

Maritime Affairs. Moreover, Muslims from Central Asia managed the bureaus responsible 

for the Crown Treasure and the capital of the royal family and its closest dependents (泉府



 

 

 

31 

司  Quan Fu Si) and accordingly were responsible, amongst other things, for capital 

investment and administration. One of the investment categories was maritime trade 

activity, which produced sizeable profits.
27

  Their access to powerful institutions such as 

these certainly reinforced the foreigners' dominance in Southern Fujian. The Yuan 

authorities implemented policies designed to make as much profit as possible from 

maritime trade. However, as a result of their policies, the foreign merchants, whose position 

was already strong, were the ones who accrued the greatest benefits and whose influence in 

the regional economy grew.  

 

Thus, Southern Fujian’s financial prosperity in the Yuan Era was derived largely from a 

thriving maritime trade dominated by a small community of foreigners. This also had a long 

term negative effect, with the relationship between the port city’s economy and other parts 

of the region weakening. Although the region seemed to enjoy unprecedented economic 

growth, the financial basis for this growth gradually weakened as the economy became 

more dependent on trade and less on local manufacturing. The prosperity increasingly 

became the exclusive domain of a small minority. The general population dwindled 
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significantly due to a crisis in the rural economy in Quanzhou and its neighboring 

prefectures.
28

 

 

Several official sources from that era refer to the foreign residents' elevated status in 

Quanzhou and their close ties to the government. The Muslims living in the city gave the 

local government financial aid to reinforce and repair the city walls and to build warships.
29

 

Travelers and visitors from that period, both Chinese and foreign, would describe the wealth 

and the rich cosmopolitan nature of the city. Wu Cheng (1249-1333), a Yuan Dynasty 

scholar, wrote: 

Assembled in it [in Quanzhou] are huge amount of exotic goods and precious gems 

from afar, and numerous homes built for the millionaires of foreign origins. In these 

respects, it is considered the pre-eminent city in China.
30

 

 

Marco Polo claims to have visited Quanzhou in 1291. He too described the city's wealth in 

detail: 

At the end of the five days, one reaches a very large and noble city, called Zaitun. 

Here is the harbour whither all the ships of India come, with much costly 

merchandise, quantities of precious stones of great value, and many fine large pearls. 

[…] in this port there is such traffic of merchandise, precious stones, and pearls, that 

it is truly a wondrous sight. […] for one shipload of pepper that goes to Alexandria or 

elsewhere to be taken to Christian lands, there come a hundred to this port of Zaitun. 
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For you must know that it is one of the two greatest harbours in the world for the 

amount of its trade.
31
  

 

Less controversial evidence is extracted from reports of the Catholic Church representatives 

who were sent to Quanzhou in the 14
th

 Century. The letters of Andrew of Perugia, a 

Franciscan friar who served as the bishop of Zaitun in the years 1323-1332, contain 

evidence of the pluralism that characterized Quanzhou, where many foreigners from 

different lands and faiths lived and enjoyed religious and cultural freedom.
32

 In a letter he 

sent from Quanzhou in 1326 he describes the Catholic center in the city and the support 

received from the Emperor: 

There is a certain large city by the ocean called Zaitun in the Persian Tongue. In this 

city a rich Armenian lady has built a church, fair and large enough, which she has 

given […] to the Bishop and our brethren.   

 

Andrew of Perugia continues describing his move to Zaitun and the financial support 

provided to him by the Emperor:  

I traveled there very honourably with a train of eight horses allowed me by the 

emperor. […] I live on the bounty of the emperor […] which, according to the 

estimate of the Genoese merchants, may amount to the value of a hundred gold 

florins…    
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However, the most telling description of the setting in which the Muslim community of 

Quanzhou flourished appears at the end of the letter: 

 […] there are verily men of every nation under heaven and of every sect; and each 

and all are allowed to live according to their own sect. […] And we can preach freely 

and securely, but of the Jews
33

 and the Saracens [Muslims] none is converted.
34

 

 

Approximately twenty years later, in 1345-1346, the famous Arab traveler, Ibn Battuta, 

arrived in Quanzhou and wrote an account of the port of Zaitun, claiming that it was one of 

the greatest ports in the world.Ibn Battuta described the separate quarters where Muslims 

lived and his contact with the community dignitaries living there. He was welcomed on his 

arrival by a local judge (qadi), the dean of the Muslim community (shaykh al-Islam) and 

important merchants. He stated that many of them were originally from Persia although 

there were also Arab Muslims from Egypt, Syria, Maghrib and so on. From his description 

it is evident that not only did the Muslims enjoy a rich community life with substantial 

cultural and institutional autonomy, they also had strong and close connections to high 

ranking officials in the local government.Ibn Battuta described, for example, how the Head 

of Customs heard of his visit through Muslim notables and sent some of his men to 

accompany him in his Southward journey to Guangzhou.
35
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Further evidence for the prosperity of the Muslim community in the 14
th

 Century can be 

found in the surviving structure of the ancient ‘Ashab’ Mosque, popularly known today as 

the ‘Qingjingsi’ 清静寺, in Quanzhou's city center. It was built during the Northern Song in 

1009, and is the most ancient mosque still active in China today. This structure was 

designed in the typical Arabian style of mosques built in the same period.
36

 The inscription 

engraved on the Northern wall of the mosque, describing the mosque’s first renovation in 

the Yuan Dynasty Era, reads as follows: 

This is the first local mosque, and so is the oldest auspicious mosque named Ashab 

Mosque. […] Three hundred years later [after its establishment] Ahmad b. 

Muhammad Quds, i. e. the well-known Haji Rukah from Shiraz, repaired this mosque. 

[…] The renovation was completed in A. H. 710 (A. D. 1310-1311)…     

 

The information in the inscription confirms what Ibn Battuta wrote 35 years later: Most of 

the Muslims in Quanzhou during the Yuan Dynasty were of Persian origin. They enjoyed 

complete religious and cultural autonomy and their presence in the city was well 

                                                           

 

36
 According to Chen Dasheng it was possibly modeled on fourteenth-century mosques in Cairo. For sources 

on the history of the Mosque see: Quanzhou Qingjingsi Guan Wei Hui (Quanzhou Qingjing Mosque 

Management Committee), Qingjing Mosque of Quanzhou. Quanzhou; A pamphlet about the Qingjing 

Mosque. Chen Dasheng, Quanzhou Yisilanjiao Shike. p. xv of Foreword.  Chen Dasheng claims that “Ashab,” 

another name for the mosque, is the original and correct name, while “Qingjing Si” was the name of a 

different mosque that used to be in Quanzhou. At the present nothing remains of that mosque except the stone 

inscription which was apparently installed in the Ashab Mosque during the Ming - and thus the confusion 

between the two. See: Chen Dasheng, ibid, pp.16-18; Chaffee, “Diasporic Identities…” 2006. p. 415; “At the 

Intersection of Empire and World Trade…” 2008. p. 113. 



 

 

 

36 

established. At the height of their prosperity under the Yuan government, there were at least 

seven different mosques in Quanzhou.
37

 

 

The Yuan Dynasty caused a sharp change in the nature of China’s Muslim community, in 

comparison to the Tang and the Song eras. Despite the existence of long time established 

communities of merchants who arrived by sea to cities in Southeast China, the Muslims of 

previous eras remained mostly disconnected from the Chinese and did not consider 

themselves an integral part of the local society. In contrast, a short period after they settled 

in China, the Muslims of the Yuan period considered China to be their permanent home. 

Before the Mongol conquest the Muslim merchants were allowed to travel throughout 

China but to reside only in a few cities on China’s East Coast. These constraints were 

removed by the Yuan authorities. At first they created close ties mainly with the oldest 

Muslim communities from the Song and Tang eras, but then quickly built relations with 

other communities throughout the whole empire.
38

 The Muslims, for the first time, left the 

confines of their sequestered living quarters in the large trading centers. Despite the 

conquered Han's animosity towards them, they became more involved in local affairs, 

created direct ties with the Chinese and adopted the Chinese language, traditions and 

culture. The Chinese throughout the Empire began simultaneously to become familiar with 

Islamic traditions, with mosques and with the actual existence of those foreign 
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communities.
39

 However, in spite of the deep change in the conditions of the Muslims' 

residence in China, actual assimilation into local society did not occur in a significant 

number until the fall of the Yuan Dynasty. John Chaffee notes that: "whereas in the Song 

office-holding worked to integrate leading Muslims into the Chinese elite, in the Yuan it 

served to accentuate Muslim-Chinese differences."
40

   

 

The account of the Mongol takeover of Quanzhou—and the crucial role played by a local 

lineage of Muslim merchants in administrating the city’s financial  and political affairs 

before, during and after the conquest—may well illustrate the transformation of the 

Muslims' standing in the city from the end of the Song to the Yuan era. Hangzhou, the 

capital of Southern Song, succumbed in 1276 to the Mongol forces, which by then had 

already conquered Northern China. The center of Song resistance, headed by one of the 

Song princes, shifted to Fujian. At first, the Song loyalists set up their base in the city of 

Fuzhou within Northern Fujian. After it was captured, the prince and his followers moved 

to Quanzhou and from then on it played an important role in the resistance. In 1276-1277 

Quanzhou was the center of internal battles between Song allies and Mongol supporters. 

Quanzhou’s social and political Elite was divided between local nobility, officials, scholars 

and the imperial garrison that stayed loyal to Song, and a different group which included 

wealthy merchants, locals and foreigners, and a different faction of local scholars and 
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officials who supported the invaders. The latter had the upper hand and were the ones who 

eventually turned the city over to the Mongols.  

 

The dominant political and military leader in the city at that time was a senior official of 

Arabic or Persian origin named Pu Shougeng 蒲寿庚 (ca. 1230- ca. 1296). According to 

most scholars, Pu Shougeng’s ancestors were merchants who settled around the 10
th

 century 

in South East Asia. During the eleventh century they moved to the city of Guangzhou in 

Southeast China. In the 13
th

 century Pu Shougeng's father immigrated with his family to 

Quanzhou. From then on the family's elevated social and political position continually 

grew. Pu Shougeng and his brother Pu Shoucheng 蒲寿宬 occupied a number of official 

administrative and military positions and established close relations with scholars and local 

officials. In 1274 Pu Shougeng was appointed to be in charge of Maritime affairs and was 

later granted additional military and administrative authority, granting him control over a 

substantial naval force. 

 

When the retreating Song loyalists arrived in Quanzhou in an attempt to reorganize the 

resistance against the Mongols, they were disappointed to learn that Pu Shougeng shifted 

his allegiance to the Mongols, denying them entrance to the city and depriving them of the 

naval assistance they so desperately needed. With the help of his supporters, Pu Shougeng 

prevented the Song allies from gaining control of the city and, while awaiting the arrival of 

the Mongols, massacred dozens of Song imperial clansmen who resided in the city. These 
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events and the local oral and written traditions related to them will be extensively discussed 

in Chapter 5.
41

  

 

Following the overthrow of the Song Dynasty, a profound change in Quanzhou's social 

structure occurred. The Song loyalists, who until then occupied central positions in the 

city’s economic and political administration, were adversely affected by the internal 

struggle. They endured brutal persecutions from the Mongols and their local allies. 

Thousands of Song officials and imperial clan members who lived in Quanzhou were 

slaughtered and many others went into hiding
42

. All this resulted in a transformation of the 

social, political and economic structure of Quanzhou, in which the foreign merchants, who 

were already very powerful during the Southern Song era, now enjoyed almost complete 

dominance over the city’s finances and administration. Not only was the Yuan a foreign 

regime but, as described above, the policy of the Yuan government was to grant key 

positions to foreigners, making them instrumental in controlling the local Han population.  

Thus, merchants such as the Pu family members—foreigners who lived in China for several 

generations and went through a process of social and cultural assimilation—were now 
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granted an even higher status and more favorable conditions than ever before. During the 

Song Era, the Pu family’s main power depended on the local Han elite. Now, with the Yuan 

takeover, they enjoyed a wider range of official and professional options. Pu Shougeng was 

repaid generously by the New Yuan regime for his support. Between 1279 and 1297 he was 

appointed to a series of key positions and enjoyed a flourishing military and political career 

which established his hegemony over Quanzhou's affairs. Some sources even claim that at 

that time, his military and political influence was exerted over the entire coastline of 

Southeast China.
43

 Pu Shougeng's long career and his widespread connections solidified the 

position of his whole family, which became one of the most powerful lineages on the South 

China coast during most of the Yuan period. Pu Shougeng's son served as the Vice 

Governor of Fujian; his grandson was the inspector of maritime affairs and of the 

administering and trafficking of salt and other products on which there was a state 

monopoly; one of his sons-in-law was a wealthy foreign Muslim who owned a large trade 

fleet comprised of over eighty vessels.
44

 

 

The elevated status that Muslim merchants enjoyed at the time is also reflected in the 

attitude of local Chinese families towards them. Thanks to the foreign merchant’s special 

status in that period, many local Han sought their company and were even inclined to adopt 

their religion and marry into their families. By doing so they hoped to benefit from the 

privileges bestowed on those foreign semu ren. The Su family (苏) provides an interesting 
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example for this phenomenon. Next to a small house in an old alley in the center of 

Quanzhou, at walking distance from the Ashab mosque, there is a newly erected stone tablet 

with an inscription declaring the Su family house and the adjacent ancestral hall as an 

official historical landmark designated for conservation. One of the senior members of the 

Quanzhou Su family has been working for many years to document the family’s history. On 

the basis of evidence gathered and presented to the local government, he managed to spark 

an interest in the chronicles of the Su family and its importance to Quanzhou’s historical 

heritage. Alongside the inscription, the local government ordered the renovation of the 

family’s ancient hall.
45

 In the early Song period the Su family held great power and 

influence in Southern Fujian. Following the Yuan takeover they moved from the city to 

rural areas west of Quanzhou and in the beginning of the 14
th

 Century they completely lost 

their assets as well as their eminent standing. Only one family branch managed to maintain 

its status and its members remained for the most part influential land owners. The founding 

ancestor of this branch was Su Tangshe 苏唐社, who returned to Quanzhou, married an 

Arab Muslim, converted to Islam himself and even changed his name to A He Mo (阿合抹 

– Chinese transliteration of the Arabic name: Ahmed). From then through the present, the 

Su family lives in the same street where Su Tangshe established his home. His sons and two 

of his grandsons also married Muslim women of the Pu family. In 1351, at the time of Su 

Tangshe's death, he owned lands, groves and a formidable fortune. This suggests that the 

recovery of that branch of the Su family can be attributed to their involvement in maritime 
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trade and their association with foreign merchants, mainly of the influential Pu lineage. The 

history of the Su family illustrates the shifting positions that members of the foreign 

community in Southern Fujian had occupied, their dominance over long periods of time and 

their close ties to distinguished Chinese families in the region.
46

 

 

The only city in which there was an older and more continuous settlement of foreign 

merchants than Quanzhou was Guangzhou (Canton). However, it is interesting to note that 

despite its much earlier historical roots, the Guangzhou community was far more enclosed 

and separated from the rest of the population. The foreigners in Guangzhou mostly did not 

integrate into the local society or occupy key roles in the political system in the same way 

as the foreigners in Quanzhou did. Billy K. L. So uses the term “business base” to describe 

the way in which the foreign merchants operated and integrated in Quanzhou:  

A merchant's business base is determined not by his major theatre of operations but 

by his native roots. In Sung legal terms, this was his registered household, which 

theoretically possessed all the property employed in the businesses as well as any 

property derived therefrom. That defined his business base. In social terms, the 

business base was also the home for which the merchant bore enormous social and 

economic responsibilities and to which he would aim to return at the end of the 

business venture.
47
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According to So, the historical evidence shows that Southern Fujian attracted more 

foreigners to build their business base ultimately leading them to settle there and consider it 

their home. Despite the intensive relationships between the foreigners and the Hans, each 

group preserved its identity and the assimilation of the foreigners remained limited. 

However, according to So, beyond the separate ethnic identities, a general sense of a South 

Fujianese merchant identity developed among local merchants, foreigners and Han people 

over the years—a shared identity of those operating within a common ‘business base’. So 

presents figures such as Pu Shougeng and his family to illustrate his point. Pu Shougeng 

was a distinguished representative of the foreign merchant community, but at the same time 

he was also fully involved in the political and economic affairs of the indigenous society 

and completely identified with Southern Fujian. All the sources establish that he was a 

Muslim of foreign origin but there is no indication as to his precise country of origin. 

Contrary to the myth that developed among Song Dynasty supporters and became 

widespread during the Ming era, even in the transition period between Song and Yuan 

dynasties the local elite was divided according to political orientation and individual 

interests and not according to ethnicity. The group who had the upper hand can be defined 

only as South Fujianese, foreigners and Chinese as one. Pu Shougeng was first and 

foremost a Southern Fujian merchant who represents the varied occupational and socio-

political characteristics of that faction.  

 

In the same context it is worth noting that official documents and other writings from that 

period widely employed the terms ‘overseas merchants’ (‘bo shang’舶商 ) or ‘foreign 

merchants’ (‘fan shang’蕃商). These terms usually referred to foreign merchants who were 
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involved in overseas trade. However, there is evidence that the terms were also given to 

Chinese merchants who operated in foreign countries. This fact presents further evidence to 

the local identity of the foreign merchants of Fujian, who at least in certain contexts were 

categorized according to their trade and not their place of origin.
48

 

 

It was the new Mongol regime, an external factor, which emphasized and stressed the 

distinctions between different ethnic groups. However, as I will illustrate in the following 

pages, by the end of the Yuan Era, the Muslim community was already deeply rooted in 

Fujian to the extent that even a dramatic change in the political circumstances and in 

government attitudes towards them did not result in their disappearance. Instead of 

abandoning Fujian, many of them chose to downplay or even conceal their separate identity 

and to further deepen their association with the local society. 

 

Quanzhou during the End of the Yuan Dynasty 

The Muslim dominance in Quanzhou reached its abrupt end shortly before the fall of the 

Yuan Dynasty, following a violent and destructive uprising by the local garrison, composed 

mainly of members of the city’s Persian community. In the last decades of the Yuan regime, 

the central government’s grip over the peripheral areas gradually weakened and many 

rebellions broke out across the empire, including the Fujian Province. In 1352 several 
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popular uprisings broke out in the area of Quanzhou. In an attempt to cope with the 

rebellions, the central government organized thousands of Quanzhou's foreign residents into 

military units. Since the vast majority of these soldiers were of Persian origin, this local 

military force was called ‘Ispah' (Yisibaxi' 亦斯巴系). The term apparently comes from the 

Persian word ‘Ispah’ which means ‘military,’ or 'sipahi' meaning a ‘soldier’ or ‘knight.’
49

 

But in the year 1357 the Persian garrison itself, headed by two of the Persian merchant 

leaders in Quanzhou, rose in rebellion (‘The Ispah Rebellion’ 1357-1366). Without 

encountering much resistance, they managed to gain control over the Quanzhou Prefecture. 

During the next five years, the Persian militia enjoyed regional hegemony and, taking 

advantage of the central government’s weakness, easily managed to take over additional 

territories North of Quanzhou, including the provincial capital of Fuzhou. The second phase 

of the rebellion began in 1362. Na Wu Na 纳兀那50
, a Persian who married a daughter of 

the Pu family and who also inherited the position of Supervisor of Maritime Affairs, ousted 

the leader of the Southern faction of the rebellion and took his place as the Acting Ruler of 

the city of Quanzhou. Meanwhile, the Provincial Government forces managed to defeat the 

northern faction of the Persian troops in Fuzhou. Nonetheless, in Quanzhou, Na Wu Na and 

his army still remained strong enough to repel the provincial army. For four years the Ispah 
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forces continued to raid regions to the North of the city, to interfere in local military 

conflicts and to maintain an independent regime in Quanzhou. The Ispah uprising was 

eventually quashed in 1366 by a combined force of the provincial army and a strong militia 

of local Chinese families. First they lost a crucial battle in Xinghua, north of Quanzhou, 

where they suffered severe losses; many rebel commanders and leaders of the foreign 

community were killed. Muslim soldiers who managed to escape from the battlefield were 

then slaughtered at the hands of Chinese peasants, who took their anger and frustration out 

on them. After defeating the Ispah force in Xinghua the provincial army placed the city of 

Quanzhou under siege. Upon arriving at the outskirts of the city, they forged a secret pact 

with one of the local Muslim commanders. That commander, a Muslim general named Jin 

Ji 金金, opened the city gates for the Yuan loyalists, allowing a smooth takeover of the city 

and bringing the Persian rebellion to an end (see the detailed discussion of these events in 

chapter 5).  

 

The decade of devastating fighting took a heavy toll on the economic and political status of 

Quanzhou. During that time the Muslims exerted strict control over the maritime trade, 

imposing restrictions and relentlessly harassing the local Chinese elite. But the violent war 

greatly affected also the city's foreign community. Many of the men were recruited to battle 

and therefore only a few could continue to foster trade relations. Furthermore, many 

wealthy merchants, both Chinese and foreign, chose to move to other regions in China and 

thus diminished the local capital reserves even more. The detachment of the port of 
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Quanzhou from the internal commercial system resulted in a sharp decrease in its 

importance and in its volume of activity. 
51

 

 

The years of fighting caused a decrease of the population and economic stagnation. Many 

branches of Muslim merchant lineages separated from the main group and emigrated away 

from their home in the city to remote towns and villages throughout the southeastern 

Chinese coastal regions. The case of the Ding 丁 lineage in Southern Fujian, which will be 

discussed at length in the following chapters, is a good example. The Ding is one of the 

most prominent lineages of Muslim descendants in Fujian. The lineage founder was a trader 

named Ding Jiezhai (丁節齋, 1251-1298, zi, Ding Jin 丁谨). In 1265, he migrated from 

Suzhou to Quanzhou, where he engaged in trade; thus he became the founder of the Fujian 

(Quanzhou) Ding lineage. When the Ispah rebellion began in the end of the Yuan era Ding 

Shuode (丁碩德), Jiezhai's grandson, was forced to emigrate once more with his son Ding 

Shan (丁善, studio name Ding Renan 丁仁俺, 1342-1241) and their families. This time they 

made their home in the isolated coastal region where the city of Chendai 陈埭  was 

eventually built and where the current settlement of the Dings remains to this day.
 52

  

 

Only two years after the rebellion ended, the city of Quanzhou and all of Fujian had already 

been conquered by the new Ming Dynasty which gained control over China.  
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The Muslims in Quanzhou after the fall of the Yuan Dynasty 

The last Mongol rulers were driven out of China in 1368 and the Ming Dynasty (1368-

1644) came to power. During these events some of the Muslims in China remained loyal to 

the Yuan government while others joined the Ming founder, Zhu Yuanzhang. 

Consequently, the new emperor instituted an ambivalent policy towards his Muslim 

subjects: alongside the persecution of those Muslims clearly identified with the notorious 

Mongol regime, the Muslim immigration to China was sustained in his days until the mid 

15
th

 Century. Many Muslim notables and officials received very favorable treatment from 

the government and were quickly incorporated into the newly established government 

institutions and army. Such was the case with the Imperial Ministry of Astronomy which 

employed only Muslim astronomers. The year he rose to power Zhu Yuanzhang issued a 

decree demanding to include eligible Mongols and semu ren in the government 

administration. As in all parts of the empire, this attitude towards foreigners was established 

in the Quanzhou area as well. Generals and officials of Muslim origin who proved their 

loyalty to the government and whose contribution was deemed valuable were recruited to 

serve in the imperial administration and received honors and key positions. However, these 

were usually Muslims who were deeply embedded in society and in Chinese culture and 

who did not assert their Muslim origins.
53
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Nonetheless, as mentioned, the new regime was not benevolent towards all Muslim 

descendants. The government took hostile measures towards Muslim families who were 

identified with the previous foreign regime and were an active part of the ‘semu ren’ class. 

The best known example is the Pu 蒲 family from Quanzhou, whose case will be discussed 

in detail in chapter 5. According to the widely accepted local tradition, on account of the 

dominant role the famous early ancestor Pu Shougeng had in surrendering the city and its 

defenders to the Mongols in the late Song era, the government persecuted the family 

members and banned them from taking part in exams for official positions. As a result, 

certain branches of the Pu family were forced to immigrate to rural areas far away from 

Quanzhou. There were even cases where entire branches of the family resorted to changing 

their surname from Pu to Wu 吴 , Yang 楊  or other names in order to disguise their 

identity.
54

 

 

With its rise to power the Ming founder issued an order that prohibited Muslims to marry 

within, and forced them to intermarry with non-Muslims. This order apparently intended to 

minimize and mitigate the power of the Muslims as a separate group by integrating them 

into Chinese society.
55

 The increase in mixed marriages brought a decrease in the 

dominance of Persian and Arabic languages and the local language replaced them as the 
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spoken tongue among the communities of Muslim descendants throughout China. Evidence 

dated as early as the 16
th

 Century indicates that most members of those communities could 

not read the Quran in Arabic anymore. Yet in most of China’s territories the consequences 

of this order were in fact different than what the government expected to achieve: the mixed 

marriages became very common but in many cases, especially in Western and Northern 

China, the descendants of the mixed couples remained Muslim. The communities that were 

formed as a result on the one hand adopted many Chinese cultural characteristics while on 

the other kept their faith in Islam. These formed the basis of the ethnic group known today 

as ‘hui’ 回.  

 

The social process which the Muslim communities underwent in Fujian was different in that 

sense. There, a deeper assimilation of the Muslims' descendants in the local population had 

occurred. According to oral and written family traditions of Muslims' descendants in Fujian, 

the political circumstances in the beginning of the Ming Era brought about profound 

changes in the lives of the Muslim immigrants' descendants in Fujian: "The fourteenth 

century stands out sharply because of the radical discontinuities. Although the Quanzhou 

Muslims benefited initially from an expansion in numbers and heightened status under the 

Mongols, the end of the Yuan – coinciding as it did with the Persian Garrison interlude – 

resulted in massacre, migratory flight, and a period of lying low in the hope of social 

acceptance by the Han Chinese majority for those who remained."
56

     

 
                                                           

 

56
 Chaffee, “Muslim Merchants and Quanzhou in the Late Yuan – Early Ming.” p. 129. 



 

 

 

51 

The Chinese stone inscription carved on the Eastern part of the Ashab mosque (‘Qingjingsi’ 

Mosque. See above: “Muslims in Zaitun during the Yuan Dynasty”) provides insight into 

the delicate and distinctively different status of the Muslims in China in the beginning of the 

Ming era. This inscription is an imperial edict from 1407 which was intended to protect 

mosques and other Muslim centers throughout the empire. The decree is addressed to Miri 

Haji (Chinese transliteration of the titles “emir” and “haj”) who may have been an itinerant 

Muslim preacher but may also be a general term for mosque imams of that period.  

The emperor of the Great Ming instructs Miri Haji: I think he who is sincere and 

honest will revere God and serve the Emperor. […] Thereby I am giving you this 

imperial edict to protect your abode. No official, military or civilian personnel should 

despise, insult or bully them; whoever disobeys my order by doing so should bear the 

blame…         

 

An identical inscription from the same period was found in several places in China. Many 

mosques copied the inscription in order to use it as a protecting amulet. In some of those 

places the inscription is written in Chinese, Persian and Mongolian simultaneously. The 

decree apparently played an important role in protecting the mosques throughout the empire 

in the beginning of the Ming era. The contents of the inscription and the fact that it was 

used in different parts of China illustrate the dangers and challenges many of the Muslims 

in China were now faced with. 
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However, the most significant change in the status of Muslim merchants' communities in 

Southeast China occurred with the new policy that Ming governors imposed on foreign 

relations and maritime trade. The new Dynasty managed a conservative and withdrawn 

economical and political policy. China’s borders were blocked to foreign merchants and the 

government prohibited private parties to participate in international trade. Maritime trade 

was subject to numerous restrictions and was conducted in accordance with the Ming 

Dynasty's new foreign policy by which only foreign countries' delegations offering tribute 

to the Ming throne were allowed into Chinese ports. The Ming Dynasty rulers sought to 

return China’s relations with its neighboring countries to the traditional patterns that existed 

prior to the 10
th

 Century AC, in which the neighboring countries were considered to be 

protectorates obliged to raise tribute taxes for the Chinese emperor. This way he was 

recognized by them as superior and in exchange they received his support and protection.
58

 

These restrictions and prohibitions led to a dramatic decline in the economic activity along 

the coast of China in general, and in the Muslim merchants’ activity in particular. Many of 

the foreign merchants abandoned China for other places in Asia, or returned to their 

countries of origin.
59

 Others remained but were forced to look for other sources of income.  

The strict prohibition on overseas journeying lasted until 1567. During that period, the 

activity of foreign merchants in China’s ports was very limited. In 1474 the Chief 
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Supervision Office of Maritime Affairs of the Fujian region was moved from Quanzhou to 

Fuzhou. During the 16
th

 Century even this single regional office closed and opened 

intermittently and the maritime commercial activity in the region was reduced significantly.  

The slowing economic activity along the Fujian coast had a twofold outcome: since the 

central government lost its great interest in maritime trade, its grasp on coastal areas 

weakened. As a result there was a continuous increase in Japanese and Chinese pirate raids 

on the coastal settlements. This phenomenon reached its peak in 1555-1563 when dozens of 

military outposts and settlements along the Fujian coast were attacked and plundered and 

their inhabitants kidnapped by pirate gangs for ransom. These raids wreaked destruction and 

havoc on the coastal settlements. During this time, Quanzhou fell in the hands of pirates on 

three occasions. The social organization of local extended families and lineages 

disintegrated and collapsed.
60

 This had profound implications on the remnants of the 

Muslim community in the Quanzhou region. Then more than ever, the members of those 

communities felt insecure; many of them were forced to move far away from the coast and 

in so doing, disconnect from the social and economical systems that still preserved customs 

and cultural characteristics from their countries of origin. The Muslim forefathers of the 

Guo 郭 family (See details in chapters 2 and 4) had settled in the village of Baiqi (白奇), 

located in the Eastern side of the Quanzhou bay, in the 14
th

 Century. For hundreds of years, 

until the 16
th

 Century, all the descendants of the Guo family in Baiqi preserved their 

Muslim faith. One of the essays in their genealogy states that the disasters and hardships 
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that accompanied the pirate attacks of the Jia Jing period (1522-1566) brought an end to the 

regular observance of religious Muslim rituals.
61

 Similar testimonies appear in sources that 

describe the history of aforementioned Ding family. Between 1560-1561, almost two 

centuries after their forefathers moved their residence to the town of Chendai, Japanese 

pirates took over the town and ravaged it. Ding Yan Xia 丁衍夏, tenth generation to the 

Ding family in Chendai (1516-1597?) wrote an essay towards the end of the 16
th

 Century 

describing how the family members who resided in Chendai at the start of the Century still 

preserved their unique religious and cultural practices such as: praying to Allah, fasting 

during Ramadan, abstaining from eating pork and complying with the Muslim rules of 

slaughter and burial. Towards the end of the Century, after the pirate attacks, the 

assimilation process of the family members into the Han environment was accelerated. The 

town residents rarely prayed to Allah and completely ceased to fast during Ramadan. They 

also started to eat pork meat and to bury their dead according to the Han customs (see 

chapter 3).
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Along with the heightened pirate activity there was a sharp increase in smuggling and 

illegal trading along the coastal towns of Fujian. However, the focus of this commercial 

activity now shifted from Quanzhou southward to the city of Zhang Zhou 章州 . The 

middlemen position that Muslims and their descendants once held was now in the hands of 

sailors from Portugal as well as from Spain, which established its colony in Manila 

(Philippines) at that period.
63

 

 

Because of the processes mentioned above, this period constituted a crucial step in the final 

shaping of the heritage, the traditions and the religious rituals of the descendants of the 

Muslim community in Southeast China. In Fujian, more than in other places, the Muslim 

descendants adopted traditions and lifestyles that were similar to those of their Han 

neighbors. Many Muslims changed their names from Persian, Turkish or Arabic to Chinese 

names, a tradition that began throughout China in the Yuan period.  
64

The case of the 

aforementioned lineage of Muslim descendants named Guo 郭 is a typical example. Today, 

the vast majority of approximately 20,000 inhabitants of Baiqi Township, southwest of 

Quanzhou are part of the Guo lineage. According to their genealogy
65

, the founder of the 
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local lineage was Guo Deguang 郭德广, a Muslim merchant who immigrated to Quanzhou 

in the beginning of the 14
th

 Century (Yuan Dynasty). Among the many ancient tombstones 

displayed in the Museum of Maritime History in Quanzhou, there is one written in Persian 

(some claim it is Arabic) and Chinese which is believed to refer to Guo Deguang. 

According to Chen Dasheng the tombstone belongs to Guo Zihong 郭子洪 , a second 

generation ancestor of the Guo family in the Quanzhou region. The Persian inscription on 

the top of the tablet reads: “Ibn Qus Daqqaq Nam” which may be translated as "Son of the 

honorable Qus Daqqaq” and most likely refers to the person buried there. Chen Dasheng 

claims that ‘Qus Daqqaq’ was probably the original Persian name of the family’s early 

ancestor, Guo Deguang (the similarity between “Daqqaq” and “Deguang” should be 

noted).
66

 The Chinese inscription in the center only indicates that it is a tomb of a patriarch 

of the Guo family from Baiqi and from Puting (the two locations where the sons of 

Deguang immigrated to from Quanzhou). However, the actual name still does not appear in 

Chinese. The mention of the term “tomb of patriarchs” indicates that the stone inscription 

was placed by the descendants of the head of the Guo family.
67

 In 1376, shortly after the 

Ming rose to power, Guo Zhongyuan 郭仲远, third generation of the Guo family, grandson 
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of the aforementioned Guo Deguang, was forced to leave Quanzhou and thus he decided to 

settle in Baiqi. All members of the Guo family living in the region today are his 

descendants. His tombstone no longer bears any name in a foreign script but is ornamented 

with decorative inscriptions of verses of the Quran in Arabic.
68

 Furthermore, on all the 

family members' tombstones from later generations the surname Guo appears only in 

Chinese script with no Arabic names or transliteration.
69

 

 

In the beginning of the Ming Dynasty an accelerated process of ‘sinicization’  – an 

assimilation of the Han’s cultural norms (a term known in Chinese literature as Han hua 汉 

化 -  occurred among the Muslims in China and those of Southeast China in particular. By 

the Qing Dynasty (1644-1911) most of those communities were fully transformed into 

lineages bearing local cultural and religious characteristics and were left with very little 

traces of their original foreign identity. However, one historical process that further affected 

most communities along the southeastern Chinese coast in that period is worth mentioning 

in this context: Shortly after the Qing Dynasty rose to power, life along the coastline was 

severely interrupted due to the coast evacuation order (1662-1669) issued by the Kangxi 

emperor (1662-1722). This evacuation order of all the coastal settlements along a stretch of 

15-25 kilometers was intended to make communication difficult between the Ming 
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loyalists, who built their base in Taiwan, and their allies on the continent.
 70
The evacuation 

order led to a deeper separation and division between the remnants of the Muslim 

communities in Fujian and to further isolation of subgroups that were disconnected from the 

main family branches.       

 

One can assume that this kind of intense and deep integration into local community was 

typical of Muslim communities that had suffered persecution and discrimination and that 

had been more isolated than the newer and larger communities which formed along the land 

routes towards Central Asia. Raphael Israeli claims that alongside the mainstream 

institutionalized Islam in China, different variations of Muslim communities developed 

which he calls “syncretic communities” or “marginal communities”. These communities 

also adopted ideological aspects of the Chinese culture, and not only its external and 

material features. One of the outcomes of this tendency were communities or individuals 

that were physically remote or cutoff from the rest of the Muslim population in China, to 

the point where they gradually strayed completely from their origins and abandoned their 

religion. Israeli does not directly address the communities of the Muslim descendants in 

Fujian yet he states that missionaries’ testimonies from the beginning of the 19
th

 Century 

make apparent that this phenomenon was common mainly in places where the Muslim 

descendants lived in isolation from other Muslim communities. In such places, the 

preservation of unique characteristics was likely to be a constant source of embarrassment 
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and discomfort. These were, according to him, the cases in which Muslims began to 

worship local gods and to adopt the Chinese ancestral worship and mourning customs. 

Israeli also points out the existence of Muslims who still hold a number of beliefs or 

customs originated in Islam, unaware of their origins.
71

 Here, in my opinion, lies at least a 

partial explanation to the relatively deep and rapid assimilation process that Muslims in the 

Quanzhou region experienced after the rise of the Ming. The members of this community 

lived in China for centuries. Their origins lie in immigrants who arrived in China through 

the Maritime Silk Route and were therefore detached from the newer concentrations of 

Muslim immigrants that had arrived in China by land and settled in the Northwest. For 

generations they were disconnected from their countries of origin and maintained 

longstanding ties with their Chinese neighbors. Many of them assimilated into the local 

society and adopted Chinese names even before the rise of the Ming. Some of the Muslim 

communities fully assimilated into the local populations and completely lost their Muslim 

identity. Among other communities, only a few unique characteristics remained which they 

preserve to this day. The most prominent characteristics are different symbolic acts that 

members of these communities perform as part of the worship of ancestors' spirits. In the 

following chapter I will discuss these acts in detail and analyze their meaning.  

Many works regard the Ming period as a crucial stage in the shaping of Southeast China's 

social structure as it exists today. This social order is marked by the rise of large lineages 

organized along principles of patrilineal kinship and manifested through what Michael 
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Szonyi terms "kinship practice" – which includes elaborate ritual systems of venerating 

ancestors and marking distinctions and boundaries of descent lines and groups.
72

 Patricia 

Ebrey claims that the rituals of worship of ancestors' spirits were closely connected to the 

creation and consolidation of kinship groups like these in Southern China. These rituals 

today are still the focus of the kinship group’s organization in Southern China. 

73
Throughout centuries, local households preserved and nurtured traditions and rituals 

related to the forefathers who immigrated to Fujian or to their specific place of residence. 

From the beginning of the Ming Era the Muslim immigrants' descendants developed their 

own kinship groups as well, according to the Chinese model. In the Song and Yuan 

Dynasties (960-1368) belonging to a kinship group was still not a factor of critical 

importance in social life. Scholars and officials could take part in complex social, political, 

professional or academic systems that were not necessarily connected to their kinship 

groups and were certainly not connected to the ritual system to which they belonged.  
74

This 

is reflected in the historical figures of those Muslims who served in key military or political 

positions in Quanzhou up until the end of the Yuan era. The fact that they were foreigners 

and did not necessarily belong to kinship groups organized according to rituals and 

symbolic traditional Chinese principles did not prevent them from taking part in central 

social and professional networks in China. Only after the fall of the Yuan Dynasty were 
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they denied access to those social institutions. At that time the Chinese society as a whole 

was organized, more than in the past, according to patterns of kinship and so the 

descendants of Muslim immigrants found themselves adopting ritual elements which were 

part of the kinship organization accepted throughout China.  

 

A description of the assimilation of communities of Muslim descendants in Fujian is 

compatible with data collected from a wider research on the social processes that 

characterized the Muslim communities of Eastern China. Examination of the genealogies of 

Muslim Chinese families in Eastern China, south of the Yangtze River, show that among 

these communities the Muslim tradition was not as well preserved as it was among the 

communities in Northwest China. The Muslims in Eastern China were significantly 

influenced by the local Chinese tradition. From the beginning of the Ming period they 

participated to a much greater extent in official state institutions in general and in the 

examination system in particular.
75

 

 

Sources external to the Muslims' descendants' communities supply further insights on the 

process of assimilation and departure from Islam of the remnants of the Muslim community 

in Quanzhou. After approximately two hundred years during which China was for the most 

part completely sealed off from the outside world, it seems that the presence of Islam 

remains only as a vague recollection in the collective consciousness of Fujian residents. 

Another inscription placed in the Ashab mosque in 1609 records the mosque’s renovation 
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after an earthquake and a storm that hit Quanzhou in 1608. It was written by a local 

Confucian official who responded to an appeal for assistance from the local Imam, Ri Yie, 

who still worked in the mosque.
76

 The description given in the late Ming Dynasty supplies a 

very general outline of the main tenets of Islam and the former activity in the mosque. From 

the description it is apparent that at that time, the Muslim activity in Quanzhou was quite 

diminished in comparison to the past. The writer describes the Muslim rituals in the city in 

past tense and, rather surprisingly, explains the auspiciousness of the structure as a result, 

among other reasons, of it being built next to a Confucius temple. The writer claims that the 

structure was planned according to the traditional Chinese cosmological principles which 

have nothing to do with the principles of Islam. He elaborates on the architectural elements 

that symbolize the structure of the universe, the ying and the yang, the eight triagrams (ba 

gua 八卦) of the Book of Changes (Yi Jing 易经) and the twelve earthly branches and ten 

heavenly stems (gan zhi 干支). Only later does the writer comment that: There is no record 

left from past dynasties telling how this religious edifice went through its prosperity and 

adversity…"
77

 and finally he writes that: "Many families who have embraced Islam for 

generations have now turned proselytes. This is the reason why the religion has declined 

and its temple became a shamble.  

    

It seems that the main objective of the renovation project itself was not to renew the Muslim 

worship; rather, it served as an initiative of senior officials and local notables and scholars 
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who asserted that a great affinity existed between the mosque and the neighboring 

Confucius temple.
78

 

 

Throughout the 17
th

 century many changes took place in Fujian’s economy. The order of 

evacuation from coastal regions (1662) was removed by 1669, but now the government 

reinforced rules and regulations to limit foreign trade. In the transition period between the 

Ming and Qing Dynasties, Quanzhou’s standing as a center for maritime trade experienced 

its final decline. From then until the 18
th

 Century, the city of Amoy, known today as 

Xiamen, gradually became the center for the local maritime activity. However, even at its 

peak during the Qing era, the part it played in the economy of the Empire was not as central 

and significant as the part Quanzhou played in the Song and Yuan periods.  
79
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A Local Perspective of the History of Southeast China's Muslims 

In This chapter I have examined the history of the Muslim population of Southeast China 

over a span of more than 400 years, from the tenth to the fourteenth centuries. I have 

outlined the historical context of the Muslims' rise to dominance in the region's economy 

and politics, their ongoing assimilation process into local society, and the conditions which 

prevailed over the centuries that shaped their current identity and unique heritage. In this 

historical overview I have focused mainly on Quanzhou which was the center for the 

thriving Muslim population of Song and Yuan China as well as the home for many 

founding ancestors of the communities which will be addressed in the following chapters.  

 

The history of the Muslims in Southeast China between the early Song and early Ming 

corresponds in many respects to the history of the renowned Maritime Silk Route, which 

linked Southeast China and southern and western Asia through the Indian Ocean. Even 

more so, their history is tightly entwined with the rise and decline of Quanzhou as one of 

the greatest international port cities in the world, a status illustrated in the term modern 

researchers ascribed to it recently: "The Emporium of the World".
80

  

 

The ensuing chapters will deal with ritual practices and family traditions which refer to the 

origin of several lineages in Southeast China. Most families trace their origin to the Song –

Yuan era which witnessed the greatest prosperity of the Muslim settlement in Quanzhou. 

                                                           

 

80
  Angela Schottenhammer ed., The Emporium of the World: Maritime Quanzhou, 1000-1400. Leiden: Brill, 

2001    



 

 

 

65 

The evidence examined above shows that during the Song and to a greater extent, during 

the Yuan, the Muslim settlement in Quanzhou was well established and exerted a strong 

influence over the region's economy and politics. The Muslims maintained elaborate social, 

professional and religious systems and institutions which were described in great detail by 

Chinese as well as foreign travelers, visitors, officials and commentators. The study of this 

chapter of the history of the Muslim ancestors is crucial for understanding the contemporary 

identity, heritage and ritual practices of their descendants in Southeast China.  

 

This discussion brings forth two major points of important consideration: The above 

overview is compiled within consideration of the current living heritage of Islam in 

Southeast China, and from the point of view of contemporary communities which are the 

most vivid remnants of the past grandeur and dominance of Islam in the region. Here lies a 

different concern this study has regarding the history of Quanzhou and overseas trade. From 

the Muslim residents and their descendants’ point of view, Quanzhou's prosperity had 

reached its peak in the Yuan period, during which the biggest influx of Muslim settlers 

made Quanzhou their home and reached the highest political status, dominating Quanzhou 

and its hinterland. This perception of the region's history differs significantly from that of 

historians who maintain that although the culmination of the Muslim settlement in 

Quanzhou was undoubtedly during the Yuan Dynasty, the economy of the region in fact 

suffered setbacks that eventually resulted in the swift and final decline of the city in the late 

Yuan. Historical evidence shows that during the Southern Song Quanzhou was far more 

integrated into the Empire's economical system than during the Yuan and held a more 

balanced and substantial role in national commerce, both internal and external. Although 
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the Muslim traders already played an important role in local affairs they were operating 

within a local elite comprised mainly of local Chinese officials, scholars and imperial clan 

members. Their dominant position during the Yuan Dynasty was in fact symptomatic of the 

city's demographic and economic regression.
81

 

 

More significantly in the context of this work, I argue that although their unique identity 

relies to a great extent on the memory of their ancient origin from Persian and Arab 

sojourners of the Song-Yuan era, it is in fact more of a vague symbolic memory which lacks 

a sense of deep and authentic intimacy with the ancient ancestors. John Chaffee described 

Quanzhou's communities of Muslim descent which dispersed throughout Southeast Asia 

following the Ming takeover: "The fifteenth and sixteenth century Sino-Muslim groups 

described above can thus been seen as continuations of the Muslim trade diaspora, but this 

was their final chapter. Without the anchors of either the Middle East or China to help them 

maintain their cohesion and identity, the Chinese Muslims of Southeast Asia were settlers 

rather than sojourners…."
82

 In some cases the current lineage members hardly have any 

knowledge of their Song or Yuan ancestors. In others, the link to the ancestors could be 

described as "scholarly" in nature, based upon official histories or contemporary research 

rather than a living memory. In recent decades these links took on a strong political 
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significance. As will be demonstrated later on - through exploring the practice of kinship 

relations, whether in ancestral rites, systemized charting and genealogical documentation, or 

oral traditions - it is clear that these are the Sinicized ancestors of the early Ming who are 

regarded as familiar ancestors by contemporary descendants of Muslims and to whom they 

harbor the deepest sentiments and discern a much greater sense of continuity, than towards 

their earlier Song and Yuan ancestors who occupied Quanzhou's foreign quarter.  

Rather than tracing their origins to the Song or early Yuan, the families I consulted nurture 

traditions regarding the ancestors who established localized lineages in their new places of 

residence in the last decade of the Yuan Dynasty or, more typically, during the early Ming. 

It is the identification with these ancestors that comprises the most essential component of 

their identity in the last six hundred years. This will be demonstrated throughout this work 

by discussing in detail the family traditions regarding the lineage founders of the Guo 郭 of 

Baiqi, the Ding 丁 of Chendai, the Jin 金 and the Li/Lin 李/林 of Quanzhou and others. The 

case of the Pu lineage may seem different because their lineage founders are well 

documented from the Song and because their Song and Yuan forefathers, such as Pu 

Shougeng and Pu Shoucheng, were central figures in the historical events of the region long 

before the Ming takeover and were themselves highly Sinicized. However, research into the 

Pu family traditions in the present reveal that they relate most of their ancestral veneration 

to the early Ming lineage founder, Pu Benchu, Shougeng's great grandson, who was 

smuggled under disguised identity from Quanzhou to the rural area of Dongshi in the 

southeast. While Pu Shougeng and Pu Shoucheng represent their historical ancestors, Pu 

Benchu, represents the actual forefather, with whom they closely identify.  
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The swift demise of the Muslim presence in the city during the last decade of Yuan period, 

and the new policies implemented by the recently established Ming, gave way to dramatic 

changes and set off a deep metamorphosis of the foreign Muslim community. However, the 

dynamic identity formation process of communities of Muslim descent does not end with 

the decline of Islam in Quanzhou. As will be shown later on, their identity is continuously 

evolving and their origin assumes new meanings linked to changing circumstances. 
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Chapter 2: Chinese Worship for Muslim Ancestors 

This chapter examines the rituals of ancestor worship and the way they are treated within 

the ethnic-identity discourse of Muslims' descendants in Southeast China. It attempts to 

analyze certain aspects of ancestor worship conducted by members of communities that 

trace their descent back to Muslims who settled in Fujian Province between the tenth and 

fourteenth centuries.  My aim is to present the Chinese religious tools that they use, rather 

paradoxically, to emphasize their non-Chinese origin, and to achieve a better understanding 

of the meaning underlying their use.  

 

Over the past few centuries, the Muslims' descendants adopted religious practices and 

beliefs common among the Chinese. Among those practices is ancestor worship, which 

constitutes a central element in the spiritual and religious world of the Chinese population 

of Southeast China. According to the prevailing belief, every person is obliged to make 

offerings to his ancestors and to supply them with foodstuff and other necessities so that 

their souls will protect and insure his wellbeing and that of his family. Just like all their Han 

neighbors, the descendants of Muslims strictly observe the rules of this worship. In addition, 

though, they observe several unique customs and taboos connected with the offerings they 

present to the family's ancestors. Many families refrain from offering pork to the ancestors 

during the ancestral rites. In some cases, the family members themselves abstain from 

eating pork during the mourning period. Other families tend, in contrast with the prevalent 

customs of the region, to use only beef or seafood offerings. A few families also maintain a 

custom of presenting offerings of ancient Quran books, reflecting recognition of their 
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ancestors' Muslim way of life. It is important to emphasize that the communities examined 

here are not Muslim at all. Their refraining from offering pork to their ancestors does not 

derive from religious Muslim beliefs, nor is it based on any divine or moral edicts, but on 

the principle common to all who uphold Chinese ancestor worship, prescribing the serving 

of all the needs and desires of the souls of the departed.  

Our ancestors were of foreign origin and religion. They didn't eat pork, and out of 

respect for them we do not offer them pork in the rituals we perform for them. This 

tradition was handed down to us through the generations and precise instructions 

were written by our ancestors in our genealogy. (Baiqi village. August 2002).
1
 

 

In these words the Guo 超 family members of Baiqi Township 百奇乡 near Quanzhou, 

explain the unique ritual customs they perform for their ancestors. They maintain that this 

tradition, which they have preserved for centuries, is sanctioned by precise instructions 

appearing in a section titled "A List of Forbidden Foodstuff for Offerings to the Ancestors" 

in their genealogy: 

In making offerings one must comply with our origins and follow our distant roots. 

[…] the manner of slaughtering the sacrifices and the utensils used for it must be in 

accordance with Muslim laws. […] one shall not use hornless domesticated animals 

as sacrifices for the ancestors […]. In our family the use of pork is forbidden.
2
 

 

                                                           

 

1
 See also: Gladney, Muslim Chinese. p. 270. 

2
 “kailie si xianren suo bu yong zhi pinhuwei” 开列祀先人所不用之品乎味 (A List of Food Products that are 

Forbidden for Use as Sacrifices for Ancestors) in, Baiqi Guoshi Huizu Zongpu 百 奇 超 化 汉 族 的 谱. 上. 

(genealogy of the Hui of Guo Family of Baiqi, vol. 1). p. 22.   



 

 

 

71 

The Guo family's distant ancestors belonged to the large Muslim community that resided in 

Quanzhou in the late Yuan era. Explanations and descriptions resembling those presented 

above are also given by many other descendants of Muslims, members of such families as 

the Ding 丁, Jin 金, Pu 蒲, Su 苏 and others all over the coastal regions of Southeast China 

and Taiwan. 

 

The approach applied, and thus far widely accepted, in analyzing the unique worship 

customs of the Muslims' descendants, tends to examine their special offering customs from 

an ethnic perspective, and present them within the current Hui identity discourse as a crucial 

and most noticeable marker of their separate ethnic identity. Most researchers interpret their 

unique customs, that display a certain affinity to Islam, as a means for distinguishing 

themselves from the rest of the Han population, and explain them in terms of an assumed 

Hui identity. Commneting about the special rituals the Ding lineage of Chendai perform for 

their ancestors Dru Gladney wrote that: "The regularity of these rituals at the lineage 

temple also helps reinforce the ethnic identity, the "otherness," of the Ding lineage". He 

continues along the same lines when describing the pork taboo maintained by the Guo 

lineage in Taiwan: "The maintenance of the pork taboo in ancestor worship indicates that, 

at the ritual level, there is still some significance attached to Hui identity among the 

Taiwanese Muslims."
3
  Sai Yukari describes her informants, members of the Ding lineage in 
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Chendai, Muslims' descendants in Chendai town, as "pork-eating Huizu", a sub-group of the 

Hui minority.
4
  Fan Ke acknowledges the fact that the Hui is a newly introduced ethnic 

identity which does not necessarily represent the past sentiments prevalent among the 

sincized Guos he researched. However, his research does deal to a great extent with this 

newly acquired identity: "Obviously, the Guo Islamic heritage has played an important role 

in identity politics. […]. First, in a movement of return to what the ancestors were said to 

have believed, then, in the re-imagination of themselves as belonging to a different 

ethnicity."
5
   

 

My investigation offers an alternative perspective that I believe may supply more accurate 

and efficient tools for understanding the significance underlying these customs. I attempt to 

demonstrate how these families indeed preserve the memory of their foreign ancestors and 

make a point of stating their distinctive identity. However, nowadays they do so from the 
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standpoint of an identity deeply rooted in the local society and religion, and by using 

cultural tools that are both available and familiar to them – the traditional Chinese tools. I 

will demonstrate that their sense of identity is derived from their kinship group affiliation 

and is based on and defined by traditional Chinese ideas and terms. Hence, I claim that the 

extent to which Muslim belief exists is not relevant for establishing their identity, and that it 

is rather the Chinese religion that plays a pivotal role in it. I attempt to demonstrate that 

these customs, more than being expressions of a separate identity, are indicators of a deep 

cultural and religious assimilation. Moreover, I believe that in this regard the current 

investigation, though focusing on the identity of these distinct communities, will also 

supply important insights into the social and cultural role of ancestral worship in China, and 

into issues related to assimilation into Chinese society at large.  

 

My analysis will first address customs related to offerings presented during ancestor 

worship. The main focus will be on the meat offerings or rather, the taboo on pork. In the 

second part I will examine the spatial aspects of the Muslims' descendants' ancestor worship 

which also possess unique characteristics, namely the arenas or venues where ancestral 

worship is performed. Among those aspects are the establishment and maintenance of 

ancestral halls and graves, and the rituals performed around them. These characteristics are 

also said to have played an important role in reinforcing the self-identity of these 

communities and in emphasizing their descent from foreign, Muslim immigrants. 

 

In addition to written sources, the bulk of the data in this chapter derives from field-work 

conducted in Southern Fujian and the west coast of Taiwan, in which I attempted to observe 
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at first-hand different expressions of the beliefs and practices of ancestor worship 

performed by these communities. My investigation focuses on a few prominent families 

that, from the end of Yuan dynasty onward, emigrated from the city of Quanzhou and 

settled in towns and villages in the area. 

 

Muslims' Descendants and Ancestor Worship 

The vast majority of the Muslims' Descendants share the beliefs in Buddhism, in Daoist 

religion and in the deities of Chinese popular religion, with the rest of Fujian's population. 

As already mentioned, just like all their Han neighbors, they also perform rituals of worship 

for the souls of their deceased ancestors. Ancestor worship is one of the central components 

of the religious world of the people of China and it plays an especially important role in the 

lives of the people of Fujian. The earliest evidence for the existence of ancestor worship in 

China dates to approximately 1600 B.C. During the following eras it served as an influential 

factor in the formation and shaping of the Chinese popular religion, as well as a means for 

expressing the hierarchy and the legitimacy of the Chinese rulers. According to the core 

principal of Chinese ancestor worship, it is impossible to separate the realm of the dead 

from the world of the living. In Chinese thought, the realm of the dead and the functioning 

of the dead within it, are perceived as a direct continuation of their actions in life. The souls 

of the deceased ancestors continue to play a central role in the daily routine and life of their 

living descendants. They have the ability to influence all events in their relatives' lives and 

therefore, should always be kept content. In the Chinese religion, the souls of the deceased 

are believed to have characteristics similar to those of the living, and to share the same 

needs and desires. According to popular belief, every person has to present offerings to his 
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ancestors and to supply them with food and other necessities, so that their souls will protect 

and maintain his wellbeing and his household’s. The deceased's relatives preserve his 

memory all year round, and especially on the anniversary of his death, by lighting incense 

sticks and candles in special places of worship, assigned for the purpose. In addition they 

are obliged to present him with offerings of food and drinks, and to burn for him paper 

models of houses, furniture, clothing, mock money and other items essential for his 

existence in the afterworld. After their burning, those items are believed to be realized in the 

afterworld for the use and wellbeing of the deceased. A soul whose needs are completely 

looked after will be satisfied and will bestow blessings on the whole household. A neglected 

soul will be bitter and furious, and cause disasters and trouble for the people of the 

household.
6
 In conducting rituals of memorial and of presenting offerings, the living 

express their obligation, gratitude and respect to the ancestors who granted them life and 

every thing they accomplished during it. In filling their obligations, the living also express 

their belonging to the big extended family.
 7
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Ancestor worship has a domestic and more individual aspect, in which every small family 

unit presents offerings to and prays for the souls of deceased close relatives. In the center of 

each house in Southern China, in the main room or in another room dedicated for the 

purpose, there is a special altar or table on which there is a photo of the deceased, candles, 

incense and offerings such as fruit, rice or cups of tea presented to him. This worship takes 

place within the house with the participation of the small circle of close relatives: the active 

role of the daily care of the altar is reserved for the mother of the family. The other aspect is 

more public and general; worship for ancestors of remote generations, the founders of the 

lineage or local family-branch. It is conducted by the whole community and on a few fixed 

dates during the year: on the birthdays and dates of death of the deceased, and in general 

festivals during which rituals for all the deceased souls' are performed. These rituals take 

place in public halls normally located in the village or the original residential neighborhood 

of the main branch of the group. In every neighborhood or village there is a central ancestor 

hall called 'da zhong ci tang' 学态祠堂 dedicated to the earliest ancestors of the lineage or 

group. In addition there are secondary ancestor halls for heads of smaller family-branches 

('xiao zong' 小的 and 'zu cuo' 族厝) and so on in a hierarchical order, down to the smallest 

family unit that practices the domestic worship (described above). The worship practiced at 

home in the presence of close family members, is in most cases directed towards ancestors 
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four generations back from the current living head of family. In a central hall the founding 

ancestor receiving the worship may even be from forty generations ago.
8
 

In the above described halls are placed portraits of some of the prominent ancestors, 

inscriptions describing key events in their lives, drawings and decorations. But the most 

important objects in the halls and in some of the domestic altars are wooden tablets called 

shen zhu 神主, inscribed with the name of the deceased and sometimes with some other 

important details regarding significant dates in their lives. This type of tablet is made by the 

deceased's family members right after his death, and their use is widespread among 

traditional communities in China and especially in the south-east. The tablet serves as the 

dwelling place of the hun 魂 – an important component of the deceased's soul, and the part 

which imbues it with its individual characteristics. Therefore, the personal and most 

intimate interaction with the soul of a familiar close relative is effected through personal 

worship in front of his tablet.
9
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As already mentioned, the Muslims' descendants in Southern Fujian strictly perform all the 

aspects of ancestor worship just like the rest of the Hans. Nevertheless, they also obey 

several unique taboos regarding the food offerings presented to the family’s early ancestors. 

In his book Muslim Chinese, the author Dru C. Gladney dedicated a whole chapter to 

members of the Hui minority in Fujian, who also form part of the larger population of the 

descendants of Muslims. In that chapter he described in detail the unique worship customs 

he encountered during his contacts with Muslim descendants' family members in Quanzhou 

and in surrounding settlements.
 10

 But the main source of the information I gathered on the 

unique worship customs, derives from field-work conducted among communities of 

Muslims' descendants in the coastal regions of Fujian Province, and across the strait, in the 

town of Lugang 鹿港 in Taiwan.  

 

In the ancestor worship of the Guo 超  clan of Baiqi Township,
11

 more traditions and 

customs attesting to their Muslim origin have been preserved than in any other family of 

Muslims' descendants in Fujian. In 1990 the Baiqi region was declared “the Baiqi Hui 

Minority Autonomous Township” (Baiqi Huizu Xiang 百奇汉族乡).
 12

 Baiqi is a rural 

                                                           

 

10
 Gladney, Muslim Chinese; - Chapter VI: “Ethnic Invention and State Intervention in a Chinese Lineage.”  

pp. 261-291. See also: Fan Ke, Identity Politics; "Ups and Downs;" "Ethnic Evolvement in a South Fujian 

Community"; "Traditionalism and Identity Politics among the Ding Hui Community in Southern Fujian."  

11
 See Chapter One for historical background on the Baiqi Guo lineage. Baiqi Guoshi Huizu Zongpu 

百奇超化汉族的谱, 上, (genealogy of the Hui of Guo Family from Baiqi, vol. 1), Fujian: ‘Baiqi Guo Shi 

Huizu Zongpu’ Revision Editing Committee, 2000.  pp. 61-62; Chen Dasheng, Quanzhou Yisilanjiao Shike. 

pp. 102-107. 

12
  Ke Yue Feng 柯跃峰 (ed.), Baiqi. Bamin Huizu Diyi Xiang 究研-八闽回族第一乡 (Baiqi; The First Hui 

Minority Prefecture of Bamin Region)- Baiqi Huizu Xiang Renmin Zhengfu 究研回族乡人民政府, 2000. (A 
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township or cluster of villages (xiang 乡) within the county that, apart from the central 

village called Baiqi, is composed of twelve more villages. Although the central ancestral 

hall, dedicated to the Muslim founding ancestors, is situated in the Baiqi village, it is rather 

in the more remote villages that one finds far clearer remnants of belief in Islam that 

previously prevailed there. As was the case in many other communities of Muslims' 

descendants, a process began during the mid-Ming era in which the descendants of foreign 

immigrants became detached from Islam. According to evidence found also in the Guo 

family's genealogy, in the early seventeenth-century, “from the eighth and ninth generations 

[of the Guos in Baiqi], they totally abandoned the [Muslim] religion, probably during the 

middle of the Wan Li reign period [1573-1620].”
13

 Anyhow, it is important to note that 

                                                                                                                                                                      

 

booklet published by the local township committee, marking the first decade since the establishing of the 

Baiqi Hui Minority Autonomous Township);  Fan Ke. Identity Politics. pp. 307-308.  

13
 “Shi Hui Bian” “适回辩” in  Baiqi Guo Shi Huizu Zongpu 究奇郭氏回族宗谱。 上。(genealogy of the 

Hui of Guo Family of Baiqi, vol. 1), p. 15. In Baiqi, a partial revival of Islam had occurred after two or three 

generations. However, at that time the Buddhist, Daoist, and local popular religion had taken root among the 

Guos. Those who did return to Islam numbered slightly more than a hundred people. The revival of Islam had 

in fact occurred mainly among members of the fourth branch. In their rituals of ancestral worship they 

preserved more unique characteristics featuring affinity to Islam than any other branch. The majority resided 

in the remote villages of Xia Dai (下埭), Lian Dai (连埭), and Da Shan (大山) which were relatively isolated 

from the central settlement of the Guo in Baiqi Village. According to Guo Zhichao (郭志超), a member of the 

Baiqi Guo lineage and a senior researcher in Xiamen University, assimilation into the local Han community 

was more intense in the central villages. It was precisely residence in peripheral areas that contributed to the 

preservation of the unique worship customs throughout a longer period. (Meeting in Xiamen University 

August, 2005). Up to the 1940's close to twenty family members remained with some knowledge of the basic 

principles of Islam. A small mosque in Lian Dai remained intact until 1937. Afterwards it was removed to the 

smaller village of Da Shan where a local ahong (阿訇 – a Muslim Chinese term originating from Persian 

which stands for an Imam or a Muslim clergyman) served the tiny community until 1946. He used to recite 

Quran verses from a manuscript copy (later in this chapter I deal with the Baiqi Quran books). In 1946 he 

passed away and with his death, Muslim activity in the mosque ceased completely. At present the old 

construction serves as a standard residential home for the descendants of the ahong. Also after the termination 

of activity in the mosque there remained several elderly people who maintained the custom of refraining from 

pork at all times.  See also: Guo Zhichao 郭志超, “Chendai Ding Yu Baiqi Guo Hanhua De BijiaoYanjiu.” pp. 

308 - 309. For more on the Baiqi Guos and the partial revival of Islam among some of them- see: Fan Ke "Ups 

and Downs” pp. 71-79.  
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although their ancestors had already ceased to maintain a Muslim lifestyle some generations 

before, the Guos of Baiqi still preserve in their ancestor worship some unique customs that 

indicate the Muslim identity of their ancestors. The most prominent custom in the formation 

of their identity as descendants of Muslims is related to the meat offerings they present 

during rituals they perform to the spirits of their forefathers. All members of the Guo family 

of Baiqi refrain from offering pork or products containing pork fat during rituals for all 

ancestors, both the early founders of the clan and the immediate ancestors of previous 

generations. In addition, the immediate relatives of a deceased person abstain from eating 

pork during the first period of mourning after his death. Up to a few decades ago, they 

refrained from eating pork for a hundred days. Nowadays, some abstain from pork for the 

first forty-nine days of the mourning period, but the majority maintains this custom for a 

week only. At the end of that week, they make a special ritual meal of pork to mark the end 

of the first week of mourning.
 14

 

 

Members of the community's elders association of Baiqi claim that historical circumstances 

drove their ancestors to adopt local beliefs. They are aware of their Muslim origin but 

explain that by now, no trace of actual Islamic belief has survived in their religious world.
15
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 Related to me in Baiqi. Fall 2002. Also this custom is evidence for the influence of traditional Chinese 

mourning customs on the rituals performed by the Guos. Stuart Thompson mentions the symbolic lifting of the 

restriction on descendants eating pork in the banquet held at the return from the funeral. This act marks the 

transformation of the deceased from (near-) ghost to (near-) ancestor. Stuart Thompson, "Death Food and 

Fertility." In, Death Ritual in Late Imperial & Modern China. James L. Watson & Evelyn S. Rawski eds. 

Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988. pp. 90 n. 55, 92, 96, 99.  I discuss later the Buddhist context of 

the time segments of seven days  

15
 Baiqi Guo Shi Huizu Zongpu 究奇郭氏回族宗谱。上。(genealogy of the Hui of Guo Family of Baiqi, 

Vol. 1), p. 40; Baiqi fieldwork, 2002.  Similar reports arrive from Cangnan, Zhejiang: Zhongguorenmin 
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The Guos proudly point to those unique characteristics of their mourning and worship 

customs. Quite a few researchers from China and abroad referred to these customs and to 

what could be learnt through them about the family’s Muslim origins. Rosey Wang Ma 

reports similar findings among a branch of the Baiqi Guo (pronounced there as Koay) in 

Penang, Malaysia. Her interpretation was that "the village people observed these rituals as 

an inherited tradition of their clan, and not as a religious obligation. […] this age-old 

ritual is still preserved and practiced, without a religious reason; and those who observe it 

do not ask for an explanation."
16

  This statement is indeed true regarding Muslim religion. 

However, it does not take into account its role within the practice of ancestral worship, 

where the religious significance actually lies. In my opinion some of this evidence should 

be carefully analyzed and their meaning should be thoroughly checked: on the one hand, 

there is no doubt regarding the affinity of the taboos regarding pork offerings to the family's 

ancestors and the eating taboos of Islam. In both the Guo family members' view, as well as 

their Han neighbors who are not of Muslim descent, this custom serves as important 

evidence for the Muslim origin of the Guo family's ancestors. Nevertheless, those 

seemingly Muslim customs were also cast into a ritual framework that typically belongs to 

the ancestor worship so customary of the Chinese popular religion. Even the time periods 

during which the Guos, now and in the past, abstain from eating pork, are actually based on 

                                                                                                                                                                      

 

Zhengzhixieshanghuiyi, Zhejiang Sheng Cangnan Xian weiyuanhui, wenshi ziliao weiyuanhui. 中国人民政治

协商会议, 浙江省苍南县委员会,文史资料委员会编 Cangnan wenshi ziliao 苍南文史资料. 17. Cangnan; 

2002. I have also encountered traces of pork taboo customs among the Guo in Lugang, Taiwan. See Chapter 
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 Rosey Wang Ma, "Shifting Identities: Chinese Muslims in Malaysia,” Asian Ethnicity, 6:2, 2005. pp. 90-
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time periods that according to Chinese belief serve as stations on the journey of the soul in 

the underworld, from the moment of death to its reincarnation into a new form of being (a 

belief of Buddhist origin). These stations bear important ritual meaning, serving as central 

points of reference in the rituals performed by the deceased's family members for his soul. 

As previously mentioned, to this day, most of the Guos maintain the taboo on pork in the 

first week of mourning. According to Chinese religious belief, a week is the minimal period 

in which the soul can be reincarnated into a new form of life. To this day there are also 

some Guos who still strictly abstain from pork for forty-nine days. This also matches the 

Chinese belief according to which if - in the first week the soul did not reincarnate and did 

not exit purgatory or the intermediate phase immediately following death – it then enters an 

additional phase of another seven days. This process can repeat itself seven times, up to a 

total of seven weeks (forty-nine days). The intermediate phase of seven weeks is also 

accompanied by elaborate rituals characteristic of Mahayana Buddhism extensively 

practiced in many regions of East Asia. Evidence has been found for the prevalence of such 

ritual practices as early as the fifth century A.D. An important feature of these rituals was 

the custom of inviting Buddhist monks to conduct prayers and rituals on behalf of the 

deceased, for seven days and nights. A custom developed in the tenth century, according to 

which - during each of the seven weeks - offerings were presented to a specific god that 

headed one of the seven different courts in the underworld. An additional offering ritual, for 

another god-judge, took place one hundred days after death.
 17
So we can see that throughout 
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 Stephen F. Teiser, “The Growth of Purgatory.” In, Religion and Society in T’ang and Sung China. Patricia 
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the past few centuries, Chinese popular religious customs included rituals marking a week, 

seven weeks, and a hundred days after death. Hence it transpires that although the offerings 

presented by the Guo maintain Muslim characteristics, the context and time-frame of their 

performance are based on fundamental beliefs of Chinese popular religion. 

 

Another prominent Fujian family of Muslim descent is the Ding 丁 clan. Most of its 

branches live in the city of Chendai, and today it is one of the largest and most notable 

families of Muslim descent in Southeast China.
18

 Many customs deriving from their Muslim 

origin have been preserved in the Ding family, that numbers over 30,000. As in the case of 

the Guo clan, those customs are based on their Muslim ancestry and are intended to mark 

and remember their ancestors’ foreign origin. Ding family members in Chendai refrain from 

making offerings of pork on specific occasions. They are the ritual ceremonies held yearly 

on the tenth day of the ninth month, in the central hall in Andou 岸兜 neighborhood, 
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 The family’s founding ancestor, Ding Jiezhai (丁節齋 1251-1298) emigrated in the mid 13

th
 Century from 

Suzhou to Quanzhou for trade purposes. When the violent Ispah rebellion began in the end of the Yuan era, 

his great grandson Ding Rena'n 丁仁庵 moved to the village of Chendai 陈埭, located to the South of the city. 

Family tradition maintains that Ding Jiezhai was the offspring of a renowned Muslim general and government 

official, who worked in the service of the Yuan dynasty rulers in the thirteenth century. The general’s original 

name was Saidianchi Shansiding 丁思瞻赤典丁 which is a transliteration of the Persian, Bukharan or Arab 

name: Sayyid Ajjal Shams al-Din (1210-1279). Although there are no certain evidence as for his exact place 

of origin, the widely accepted opinion maintains that he was originally from Bukhara. He served under the 

Yuan as a governor of Yunnan Province. Many contemporary scholars hold that the Ding family tradition, 

according to which they descend from Sayyid Ajall Shams al-din, is ungrounded. Whatever the case, for 

dozens of generations the Ding family believed in its veracity. See also discussions in Chapters One and 

Three; Zhuang Jinghui 景庄辉 , “Chendai Dingshi Huizu Hanhua de Yanjiu”. pp. 93-94; Guo Zhichao 超志郭, 

“Chendai Ding Yu Baiqi Guo Hanhua De BijiaoYanjiu.” p. 299; Fan Ke, Identity Politics. pp, 252-254; 

Kuhner, "The Barbarians' Writing is like Worms, and their Speech is like the Screeching of Owls." p. 413 – 

414, note 21. P. D. Buell, "Saiyid [sic] Ajall," in I. DeRachewiltz et. al. (eds.), In the Service of the Khan: 

Eminent Personalities of the Early Mongol- Yuan Period (Wiesbaden: Harrasowitz, 1993. pp. 466-479); J. 

Armijo-Hussein, 'Sayyid Ajall Shams al-Din: A Muslim from Central Asia serving the Mongols in China and 

bringing Civilization to Yunnan,” Unpublished Ph.D. Dissertation, Harvard University. 



 

 

 

84 

commemorating the founding ancestor of the Ding family in Chendai, and the ceremonies 

held twice-yearly, in spring and winter, in the eight halls for the heads of sub-branches. The 

objects of those ceremonial rituals are the ancestors of the early generations who during 

their lifetime practiced Islam. Only a few members of the family report that they also 

comply with the prohibition against using pork at funerals and rituals for later ancestors.
19

 

The community’s elders, responsible for rituals held in two sub-branches' halls, attested 

that: “Our ancestors did not eat pork, so we do not offer them pork in the ritual ceremonies. 

However, pork may be served for the souls of relatives of closer proximity [members of 

recent generations, who during their lifetime, did not comply with the prohibition of eating 

pork]. In most cases, though, we refrain from serving them pork at ceremonies held during 

general holidays.”
20

 The Dings indicate a section in their family genealogy relating to the 

preparation of food offerings for ancestors, that contains instructions to serve beef to the 

ancestors - an unusual custom in Fujian where the most common meat is pork: “On the 

anniversary of their deaths [of the ancestors] an entire ox must be used in the course of the 

ritual ceremony…: additionally, in the family book the ancestors instructed them to serve 

offerings of different kinds of vegetables and seafood or of sheep.
21
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 Gladney, Muslim Chinese, pp. 261- 274.  Apparently there are substantial discrepancies between the ideal or 

traditional customs which are a source of pride for the Dings, and their actual implementation. This is 

especially true regarding the worship conducted in secondary halls or small family shrines. No pork taboo is in 

fact observed there.  Field work in Chendai, 2001 and 2002. See also: Sai Yukari, "chuugoku nantou enkai bu 

kaizoku ni okeru (tabemono) toshite no buta to shuukyou, minzoku aidentiti.” 2001. pp. 105-116. 

20
 Jiangtou  江头 neighborhood, Chendai. September 2002. 
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 Gladney,  Muslim Chinese. p. 270; Zhuang Jinghui 1996. p. 193.  
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In this unique family trait, it is not only the tradition of pork taboo that marks the special 

identity of the Dings but also the disregard for the widely prevalent beef taboo in China. 

Vincent Goossaert has written extensively about the beef taboo (niu jie 牛戒) in traditional 

China. The custom of avoiding beef appears gradually in written sources, between the ninth 

and twelve centuries. By the Song, virtually no bovines were being raised for meat in Han 

areas. Goossaert maintains that the rise of the beef taboo correlates with the advent of pork 

as the major meat for both daily consumption and ritual use since the Song period. While 

the beef taboo’s popularity grew constantly in the late imperial period, it also became a 

marker of identity differentiating between the bulk of the Han Chinese population, and 

ethnic or religious groups who were not fully integrated into Han Chinese society. Chinese 

Muslims were the ones most identified with the beef-eating custom. Currently, the taboo is 

largely ignored, although pork is still used far more than beef. At present, the Chendai 

Dings emphasize the preservation of the pork taboo, which resonates with the heritage of 

their early Muslim ancestors. In the genealogy, it was the use of beef that was 

emphasized.
22

 

 

Some unique customs regarding ancestor worship are preserved also among the several 

thousand members of the Jin 金 family, living in Quanzhou. The Jin are descendants of a 
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Muslim general, Jin Ji 金吉, who was employed by the Yuan Mongol rulers. In 1333 he 

was dispatched to Quanzhou, where he became a part of the thriving Muslim community. 

He and his son, Jin A-Li 金阿里, soon became notable figures among the city leaders.
23

 Jin 

A Li initiated the renovation of the Qingjingsi mosque in Quanzhou, and also donated most 

of the funds needed to carry out the project. Jin family members proudly note their ancestry 

and their ties with key figures in the city’s leadership during the late Yuan. The Jin in 

Quanzhou have clear ties with their Muslim ancestors, and as such are among the few 

descendants of Muslims in Quanzhou whom the government has recognized as belonging to 

the Hui minority. In personal exchanges, they mention their great pride about this, though 

they themselves feel no actual ties with Islam. Over the courtyard entrance gate and on a 

door-lintel of one Jin household there are Arabic inscriptions, and one of them even reads: 

“a blessed Muslim family.” However, the inscriptions were placed there in 1979 by a 

Chinese researcher of the history of Islam in Quanzhou. The residents cannot read the texts, 

and none of the family’s younger generation remembers their exact content. They have 

believed in Buddhism and the gods of the popular religion for many generations. All aspects 

of their lives resemble the way of life practiced by the Han among whom they live. At the 

same time, the very knowledge of the family’s foreign ancestry plays an important role in 

their identity. The pork taboo, similar to that upheld by the Ding and the Guo, is an 

important component of this identity.
24
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  So, Prosperity, Region, and Institutions. pp. 125-127. Qingyuan Jin Shi Zupu 譜族氏金源清 (Genealogy of 

the Jin Family from Qingyuan), p. 30a. See Chapters Three and Five for further discussions of Jin Ji and the 

Quanzhou Jin lineage.  
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One may well wonder why, out of all Islam’s commandments and prohibitions, Muslims’ 

descendants chose to specifically preserve the prohibition against using pork during 

mourning and in ancestor worship. Gladney has extensively discussed the various reasons 

why the Muslim laws of purity - principally the law concerning abstention from eating pork 

– play such a major role in the self-identity of the Chinese Hui minority.
25

 However, in the 

case of Muslims’ descendants in Fujian, that explanation may be insufficient. As noted, 

most Fujian descendants of Muslims do not nowadays consider themselves as Muslims, and 

only a few sense any degree of affinity with the Chinese Muslim Hui minority. The 

majority abstain from pork only when making offerings, but not in their daily life. Their 

attitude to the Muslim laws of purity seems substantively different from that of the Hui, as 

described by Gladney. 

 

A possible, though only partial, explanation for the preservation of abstention from pork in 

mourning and ritual ceremonies may be found, paradoxically, in Chinese ritual customs. At 

the early Tang period, in certain circles it was the custom during the first seven days of 

mourning to invite Buddhist monks to conduct prayers and ceremonies that were 

accompanied by fasting. In addition, from the earliest centuries of the Common Era, and 

with greater impetus after the publication and dissemination of Zhu Xi's Family Rituals (jia 

li) in the thirteenth century,
26

 among those practicing ancestor worship a custom had taken 
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root that strongly resembles the mourning and ritual customs practiced by the Guo family. 

The custom dictates that during the first days of mourning, when the deceased is still 

making his way through the realms of the underworld, before finding his place and 

undergoing full transformation into an ancestral spirit, sacrifices without meat must be 

made, no meat may be consumed, and drinking wine is to be avoided. Patricia Ebrey 

believes it very likely that the origin of this custom lies in the vegetarian funeral meal that 

Buddhist priests ordained. Most Song contemporaries did not adhere to that prohibition. 

However, these kinds of prohibitions and restrictions became lofty ideals, and those who 

did comply with them were accorded great respect for what was construed as expressing 

filial piety.
27

 It still fails, however, to provide a satisfactory explanation for the distinctive 

rituals of Muslims’ descendants. In fact, most people conducting ritual worship, the 

descendants of Muslims among them, did not totally avoid eating meat or serving meat 

offerings throughout the mourning period. The taboo that Muslims' descendants comply 

with concerns pork, not meat in general. In this context, it is worth paying special attention 

to Stuart Thompson’s field-work findings in Taiwan in the early 1980’s.
28

 His work deals 

with the semantics of food items, in terms of rituals related to death and fertility. Among 

others, Thompson examines the special role of pork in burial ceremonies and ancestor 

worship, and notes that the head and tail of a pig provide respectable offerings to the souls 

of the dead, several days after their death, at the end of the interim period between the 
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 Ebrey, “The Liturgies for Sacrifices to Ancestors in Successive Versions of the Family Rituals.” In, Ritual 
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28
 Thompson, “Death Food & Fertility” pp. 71-108. 



 

 

 

89 

moment of death and the time when the deceased formally joins his family’s ancestors as an 

ancestral spirit. This offering symbolizes the transformation undergone by the soul of the 

deceased - from a dead spirit, still undefined or temporarily considered a ghost, to an 

ancestor. While the ancestors enjoy rich offerings of pork meat, their descendants must 

totally refrain from eating pork for the period between the moment of death and the post-

funeral meal. Thompson’s informants in a West Taiwan village told him that eating pork 

during that period is like eating the flesh of the deceased himself. Supplying the soul of the 

deceased with generous portions of pork constitutes a quasi-ritual effort to provide a 

substitute for the decaying flesh of the corpse. Thompson adds that:  

"it is said to be very filial for descendants to refrain from eating pork prior to burial. 

[…] to do so would be tantamount to depriving the deceased of urgently required 

reconstitutive flesh. The descendants abstain so there will be all the more for the 

deceased."
29

  

 

Hence, at least the actual prohibition against eating pork customary among some Muslims’ 

descendants, accords with the general Chinese belief that eating pork should be avoided 

during the mourning period. Although I found no evidence attesting to this, one can imagine 

that upholding the prohibition against consuming pork was relatively simple for 

descendants of Muslims, who were able to preserve the memory of their forefathers, while 

the ritual practice would be appreciated by their Chinese milieu. Most sources portray these 

communities’ ritual customs as deriving from their Muslim origins and having clearly 

Islamic characteristics. In fact, though, they also bear traditional Chinese characteristics – 
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not only in terms of the context of the deceased’s spirit’s passage through the underworld, 

but also by enforcing prohibitions connected to consuming meat, and pork meat, in 

particular. 

 

There is another aspect to the taboos upheld by Muslims’ descendants, that I believe 

indicates a close connection with Chinese tradition. In the Jin family, mentioned previously, 

there is another unique tradition – a taboo against making offerings of squid. In the local 

dialect of south Fujian, squid are called mu yi 墨鱼. The sound of the word is almost 

identical to the word meaning ‘fish eyes’目鱼. Local residents attributed fish-shaped eyes to 

the foreign Jin family – eyes set far apart from the other, on both sides of the head, and 

looking sideways. Since squid, in local tradition, represents their forefathers, the Jin would 

never present it as offerings to them.
30

 Dru Gladney describes a similar phenomenon: Han 

Chinese living in Fujian disparagingly say of their neighbors, descendants of Muslims, that 

they do not present offerings of pork because their ancestor mated with a pig. Being a pig's 

offspring, they refrain from making pork offerings. Gladney maintains that legends of this 

sort teach us about prevalent beliefs in the close affinity between food taboos and 

relationships with ancestral spirits in the cultural sphere of Fujian.
31

 Members of another 

notable family of Muslims’ descendants in Fujian – the Pu 蒲 family – presented me with 
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similar evidence about a food taboo.
32

 A few dozen members of a Pu sub-branch residing in 

Quanzhou are among the very few who still identify as Muslims. Unlike the other families 

who preserved only distinctive offering customs to the souls of the dead, members of this 

family strictly observe abstention from pork at all times.
33

One of the family members who 

owns a foodstuff factory in town related how some friends and neighbors tease him and his 

family saying that "You do not consume pork since your ancestors were pigs."
34

     

  

Descriptions of the Jin family’s unique tradition of avoiding the use of squid, and a 

comparison with the evidence above of the pork taboo in Fujian, show that Muslims’ 

descendants, members of the Jin family, have adopted notions accepted by many of the Han 

regarding their origin and the reasons for their insistence on avoiding the use of certain 

animals. The reason for the taboo applied by the Jin matches the outlook prevalent among 

the Han about the correlation between taboo on certain offering items, and those to whom 

offerings are presented. This, I believe, reveals more about the sinicization of the Jin than 
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 The Pu family from Fujian are descendants of a senior official, of Arab or Persian origin, named Pu 

Shougeng (蒲研庚) who was a dominant political and military leader in the city toward the end of the Song 
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about their ethnic ties with foreign peoples. Conceiving of their ancestors as having “fish 

eyes” demonstrates, in my opinion, the “Chineseness”  of the Jin, rather than their having 

“fish eyes” themselves. 

 

When Muslims’ descendants refrain from presenting their ancestors with pork, it does not 

stem from a Muslim religious precept, nor does it rely on divine commandments, but rather 

on a principle common to all those upholding Chinese ancestor worship - respecting the 

preferences and needs of the spirits of the dead. Support for that assumption is found in the 

conclusions of Stevan Harrell’s field-work in Taiwan among communities of Fujian origin, 

on the concept of ‘the soul’, the ling-hun (ling hun 灵魂 – soul is only a partial rendition of 

this complex Chinese term) in popular Chinese religion. Harrell writes: 

 

"It is the ling-hun that gives a person his or her individuality. The ling-hun of the 

deceased exhibit individuality, as do those of the living. Consider the following kinds 

of evidence […] when offerings are made to individual ancestors on their death-day 

anniversaries, anyone who remembers the ancestor personally will try to include the 

ancestor's favorite foods in the offerings.[…] Ancestors are not necessarily pleased by 

standard offerings, but retain individual preferences."
35

        

  

Referring to the presenting of offerings to ancestors, Arthur P. Wolf describes a similar 

phenomenon, and maintains that: 
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"The intimate nature of the relationship is reflected in the efforts many families make 

to respect the personal tastes of individual ancestors. When an ancestor is known to 

have been particularly fond of certain dishes, these are commonly included in the 

offerings made on the anniversary of his death day.”
36

 

Other contemporary researchers provide similar evidence, chiefly obtained through field-

work in rural communities in Taiwan.
37

  

The Ghost Festival  

An analysis of other customs connected to belief in the interaction between the souls of the 

dead and the living may provide additional insights into the traditional Chinese tools used 

by Muslims’ descendants to denote their foreign origin. One such custom is the Chinese 

Ghost Festival (gui jie 鬼节). Examining the ritual practices of the festival provides an 

opportunity to learn how the distinctive ritual customs of Muslims’ descendants are 

integrated and intertwined with religious Chinese beliefs, and to understand that any actual 

connection with the Muslim religion is minor and purely symbolic. 

 

The Ghost Festival is held throughout the entire seventh month of the Chinese lunar 

calendar (roughly parallel to August, in the Gregorian calendar). It reaches a peak in the 

middle of the month, with the ceremony of pu du (普度 ‘universal passage’ [of the hungry 

ghosts out of the realm of the dead]),
38

 held during a full moon. The festival is dedicated to 
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propitiating and redeeming the entities known in Chinese metaphysical and religious 

notions, as gui鬼.   

 

The term gui means ‘hungry spirits’ or ‘ghosts,’ and is used to describe the souls of 

strangers. Since they are not kin members, they are not addressed in ancestor worship. 

Attitudes to them differ from those towards familiar ancestors. The gui are alien strangers 

and as such are potentially dangerous. Their inherent danger is that they may not have any 

kinsmen or descendants to support them. According to the prevalent perception in popular 

religion, people who die without a child who can conduct rituals for their soul and thus 

insure their well-being in the realm of the dead – such as those who died in infancy, young 

people who died unmarried, or those who died far from home and whose families forgot 

them – are liable to become malevolent ghosts. They are condemned to continue roaming 

this world restlessly, suffering hunger, and forced to harass the living to supply them food. 

By doing so, they may bring disaster to the homes of those they visit randomly.
39

 It is 

important to note that most foreign souls are not dangerous, because they have offspring 

who perform rituals for them and fulfill all their needs for a proper existence in the 

underworld. Gui is a relative concept: someone who is an ancestor of one group can, in 

different circumstances and for other people, be considered as gui, in the same way that one 
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person’s relatives are strangers to others. Not every unknown ghost encountered is 

necessarily dangerous or harmful, but many among them might be.  

 

Throughout the year, the devout tend to their ancestors’ spirits through routine ancestor 

rituals. But to be able to handle the potential for damage by the gui, once a year, during the 

Ghost Festival month, the entire community adopts the hungry spirits as if they were its 

ancestors, and presents offerings to placate them. During the celebrations, tables are placed 

at the entrances to all homes, they are piled with food, drink and paper offerings to satisfy 

the needs of those ghosts throughout the year ahead, until the next Ghost Festival. The 

community thus collectively redeems those isolated and neglected ghosts from their 

torments, on the one hand, and exempts itself from their punishment, on the other.
40

 Unlike 

people’s attitude towards gods or ancestors - perceived as meriting ritual offerings because 

of their honored status - attitudes towards gui combine awe and contempt. Arthur P. Wolf 

presents the parallel between Chinese society’s attitude toward the gui, and toward beggars, 

thieves, and people on society’s margins. An important aspect of Chinese religion is the 

resemblance between the worlds of the gods and spirits of the dead, and the world of the 

living. The Chinese do not relate to the gui as if they are guests, but in the same way they 

address undesirable strangers, or bands of criminals: they must be given gifts so they will 

leave them alone, and go on their way. Accordingly, though the offerings presented to 
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ghosts are often quite similar to those presented to ancestors, their mode of presentation is 

different: offerings to ghosts are never presented inside the home. After the festival, the 

bowls that contained the offerings are turned upside-down and left in the yard for three days, 

until the pollution created by contact with ghosts has dissipated. Several items, such as a 

wash-bowl and a towel are only presented to ghosts; gods and ancestors do not need them, 

since they have their own homes. Many families also place cigarettes and beer alongside the 

bowl. One of Wolf’s informants told him that this is because the ghosts are like thieves and 

criminals – "they all smoke and drink.” Someone else told him that ghosts should be treated 

the way a thief, beggar, the village policeman or a government official were treated in the 

old days – they were all people whose relationships with the villagers were based on 

demands and threats, and they must be bribed to leave us alone.
41

 

 

One of my visits to Ke Pu 克圃 village in Baiqi region took place at the height of the Ghost 

Festival. Ke Pu is one of the villages with some physical remnants attesting to the Muslim 

past of Baiqi Guo inhabitants (tombstones and copies of the Quran, described in detail 

below). The villagers proudly display them to outsiders. Like all Guo family members in 

Baiqi region, they also abstain from using pork in ancestor rituals. However, one should not 

conclude from this that their religious and spiritual worldview differs substantively from 

that of other Fujian citizens; when I visited the village during the Ghost Festival it was 

thronged with ritual activities related to the festival. Like all nearby localities, the sound of 

firecrackers was constantly heard, and the air was smoky with burning incense sticks and 
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paper money. Outside every house in the village stood a decorated table, piled with gifts of 

food and drink, to placate the hungry ghosts. I was surprised to see that the chief items in 

the offerings placed on the tables were pork shanks and pork ribs. Inquiring about the pork 

taboo practiced in the families’ rituals, the respondents replied dismissively: “They aren’t 

the souls of our ancestors, just foreign ghosts, so there’s no problem involved in presenting 

them with pork….”
42

 

 

I encountered similar sights in the previous year’s Ghost Festival held in the ancestor halls 

dedicated to Muslim ancestors of the Ding family in Pengtou 鹏头 neighborhood, in 

Chendai. Then, too, tables loaded with offerings to the ghosts could be seen everywhere. 

The neighborhood’s main ancestral hall is near a temple to Guan Yin, where Buddhist nuns 

conducted rituals and prayed for the redemption of souls.
43

 The ancestral hall was the focus 

of preparations for the Ghost Festival, and family members were busy in the inner courtyard 

assembling paper houses, burning paper money, lighting incense, and carrying baskets of 

food offerings that included pork. When I inquired about this, everyone said they saw no 

contradiction between Chinese religious activity and the family’s Muslim heritage. Like 

many other ancestral halls, this one served as a community center and public gathering-
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place for the whole community; preparations for various religious celebrations were held 

there, regardless of their affinity to Islam.
44

  

 

Quran Offerings   

During field work conducted among Guo lineage members in two villages around Baiqi, I 

was shown several copies of old Quran manuscripts written in Arabic at least two centuries 

ago.
45

 They are important items in ancestor worship, particularly among the fourth branch 

of the Guo in Baiqi and its surroundings. The Guo fourth branch has preserved more 

traditions and customs reflecting their Muslim ancestry than any other group of Muslims’ 

descendants in the region. The books are kept in a house in Da Shan village, the site of the 

last mosque which existed in Baiqi until the mid-1940’s. The villagers I spoke with did not 

know when the books were written, were unable to read them, and in fact, lacked even basic 

knowledge of their contents. Baiqi inhabitants no longer use the Qurans for Muslim 

religious purposes. The Guo use the books due to the belief that they had special 

significance for their forefathers. The Guo in Da Shan and neighboring villages use these 

Qurans in funeral rituals and also in rituals for the early ancestors, held in Baiqi’s main hall. 

They are displayed on a bench or on the altar beneath the ancestral tablets or a portrait of 

the deceased (a concept that they call qing jing 请经 – “displaying the Holy Book”), 

together with incense sticks and other offerings. At funerals, they are carried facing up in 
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the hands of the family member who walks at the head of the funeral procession (a concept 

known as peng jing - 捧经 – “bearing the Holy Book on the palms”).
46

 All the informants I 

talked with expressed tremendous pride over their special heritage although they noted 

unanimously that those items have no Muslim religious value for them. Their forefathers, 

however, were Muslims and had used the copies of the Quran, which to them, possessed a 

religious significance. In a family tradition, passed from father to son, their ancestors had 

instructed them to continue using the books during funerals and in ancestor worship. In Ke 

Pu, the neighboring village, I was shown the same sort of Qurans. Throughout the Baiqi 

region and in other Guo communities abroad, there were apparently many more such books, 

some of which were lost or destroyed in the political turmoil and stormy events that Chinese 

society underwent since the Communist revolution, and most particularly in the Cultural 

Revolution.
47

  

 

It seems then that, like the use of food offerings by the Guo and other descendants of 

Muslims, the Qurans are also used according to principles common to all practitioners of 

ancestor worship in China. The copies of the Quran provide the Muslims’ descendants in 

Baiqi with a means for propitiating their remote ancestors. The descendants present them as 
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offerings for the ancestors’ use, because they understand that they were objects with great 

importance for their forefathers, and have symbolic significance in denoting their foreign 

origins.  

 

Venues of ancestor worship; halls and graves as identity markers 

Thus far, I have discussed the distinctive traits of rituals performed by Muslims’ 

descendants during ancestor worship. In the following pages I discuss at greater length the 

arenas where ancestor worship is performed and their role as tools for expressing the 

foreign origin of Muslims’ descendants. The central ancestral halls, the secondary halls, and 

the altars in homes are the physical sites where rituals are performed in front of the soul 

tablets - shen zhu 神主– that embody the spirit of the deceased or, more precisely, the hun 

魂, the aspects of the spirit that imbue it with the familiar, individual personality. Later I 

discuss the significance of graves, which are also a site of ancestor worship rituals. The 

rituals held there are aimed at another aspect, more sensual and physical, of the deceased’s 

spirit. In many instances, the worship at graves in Fujian is performed because conditions 

are lacking for erecting a hall that would provide a proper site for worshiping the spirits of 

ancestors.
48

 By the mid-fourteenth century, the forms of ritual used around graves and in 

halls had come to define the largest and most organized descent groups in Southern China. 
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The whole group participated in the ritual, and presented offerings by the graves of the 

earliest ancestors or in the ancestor halls, after which joint festive meals were held.
49

 

 

Ancestral Halls  

Public ancestral halls and private household shrines are the most important sites for ancestor 

worship. Accordingly, those halls constitute the focus for holding organized rituals of the 

family, and for the common identity of descendants of the ancestors to whom the shrines 

are dedicated. 

  

For thousands of years, families from all social strata in China performed some sort of ritual 

for their ancestors. That said, it is important to note that until the mid-eleventh century, the 

vast majority of the public conducted rituals on a very limited scale, and they were very 

different than those practiced today. Up to the mid-Song, the great majority of the public 

were not allowed to establish their own halls. During that period, official regulations and 

the customary practice in China dictated that only ministers and high officials were 

permitted to assemble family shrines where they could present offerings to their lineage 

founder, and only up to the previous third and fourth generations, dependant on their rank. 

Minor officials and commoners could only make offerings in their private dwellings to their 

parents and grandparents. With the political and societal changes in China following the fall 

of the Tang and the rise of the Song, only a few senior officials still had family shrines of 
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the kind previously mentioned. Starting in the Song dynasty, most ancestral rituals were 

conducted in rooms in their homes that were sometimes called ying tang影堂 “image [of 

the ancestor] hall.” In any event, until the mid-eleventh century the regulations that were in 

force during the Tang remained as an ideal, and were still considered the official method for 

organizing ancestor veneration among the various classes
50

 The drastic change in the 

custom of setting up shrines occurred, among other reasons, thanks to the writings and 

endeavors of Zhu Xi who, in his book on family rituals (Jiali 家礼), called for ancestor 

worship to apply up to the fourth generation (that is, for the grandfather’s grandfather) 

throughout the whole population, regardless of class distinctions. Zhu Xi dedicated a special 

section in his book to describing the ancestral hall and the routine rituals performed there, 

such as: daily care of the ancestors' shen zhu tablets housed in the temple; two regular visits 

each month; and more formal and festive rituals of presenting offerings, held on the major 

festivals. Zhu Xi’s Jiali furnishes precise instructions for building the hall where these 

rituals are to take place: "When a man of virtue builds a house his first task is always to set 

up an offering hall to the east of the main room of his house. For this hall four altars to 

hold the spirit tablets of the ancestors are made".
51

 Moreover, since the soul tablets 

replaced the use of ancestors’ portraits as objects of ritual during the Song dynasty, Zhu Xi 

ruled that the term ‘image hall’ should no longer be used, and the concept “ancestral hall” 

(ci tang 祠堂) should replace it. However, the ancestral hall whose construction Zhu Xi 

mandated was no more than a room near the private living area, where rituals were held for 
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the past four generations only. He objected to conducting rituals in ancestral halls for the 

family’s founding ancestor, or for ancestors from generations preceding the grandfather’s 

grandfather. According to the instructions in his book, in each generation the family should 

remove from the altar the spirit tablets of ancestors five generations back, and bury them 

behind the grave of the deceased father. It was only in later centuries that descent groups 

from all levels of society started building free-standing structures, used exclusively for 

conducting rituals of ancestor veneration. In contrast with the past, and despite the 

instructions and prohibitions contained in Zhu Xi’s Family Rituals, offerings were also 

presented in the ancestral halls to the most remote ancestors of the descent groups. The 

scope of ritual was extended to all generations, in order to encompass large and branched 

descent groups. Constructing halls of that kind became an important marker in crystallizing 

and organizing large descent groups. The first purpose-built ancestral halls, detached from 

homes, were built in coastal regions of Fujian as early as the Song and early Yuan 

(thirteenth century).  

 

However, up to the fifteenth century the construction of most of those early halls was 

initiated by high officials in accord with the prescriptions and style advocated by Zhu Xi 

and formalized by the state. The halls served as status symbols, with the objective of 

marking clear distinctions between the gentry who built them and the general population. 

The mid-Ming brought about a deep transformation in the style and social role of the halls, 

with deep shifts in how the functions and meanings of ancestral halls were understood and 

used. Growing commercialization, that caused fundamental transformations in the rural 

social order, and deteriorating security, caused in part by pirate incursions, stimulated the 
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active involvement of the educated elite in local society, which they worked to promote. As 

a result, the construction of ancestral halls had assumed a rather different social role, and 

now became a tool for deepening and strengthening the local community's cohesiveness, 

this time with the educated elite as local leaders fully involved and taking active charge of 

their kin affairs and seeking to formalize their control over local society.
52

 

 

By the mid-Ming dynasty (1368-1644), constructing central and secondary halls for distant 

ancestors had become an acceptable and very common social practice in Southeast China 

and most particularly in Fujian’s coastal regions. Zheng Zhenman, who conducted 

anthropological-historical research into Fujian society during the Ming and Qing, maintains 

that since the social environment of the coastal regions was relatively stable in the early 

Ming, the descent groups, that were concentrated in one residential area, developed rapidly. 

With the increase of the various descent groups, the scope of sacrifices for ancestors grew 

proportionally, and the construction of ancestral halls became increasingly common. And 

thus, by the mid-Ming, an ancestral hall was considered an integral part of the social 

organization of descent groups in the coastal regions of Fujian.
53

 The custom grew even 

more widespread during the Qing dynasty (1644-1911). Zheng Zhenman provides a broad 

array of evidence from that period for the custom among Quanzhou families of erecting 

central and minor ancestor halls. An entry in a local gazetteer of Fujian Province (Fujian 

Tongzhi, 1937;21) reads as follows: 
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"[In the Quanzhou area] in a lineage of only one hundred members, or as soon as one 

member is appointed to office, they immediately make plans to erect a hall…."  

 

A notable characteristic of worship in those halls is that rituals were performed not only for 

the descent group’s heads, who had established the extended family’s current site of 

settlement, but also for the founding ancestor with the family name, who had migrated to 

Fujian or, in certain cases, even the first ancestor who had taken the family name.
54

  

 

Szonyi supplies an additional perspective on the rapid spread of the construction of 

ancestral halls in the Fuzhou region during the late Ming and early Qing. He terms them 

“popular halls” since many of them were of different character than the gentry-type halls 

built in the early to mid-Ming. In many cases their construction was initiated and organized 

by people of different classes, and often in lineages where there were no degree-holders.
55

  

 

As mentioned, most descent groups build secondary halls, in addition to a central lineage 

hall. The smallest of them are called zu cuo 族厝 – meaning ancestral home. Many zu cuo 

were originally the homes of the founding ancestors, and were adapted some generations 

later as a site for performing rituals for those same ancestors, and for several generations of 

their offspring. In order to establish domestic halls of that kind, and to conduct regular 

activities, it was necessary to preserve the descent group’s joint ownership of the hall, or of 
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the original home of the founding lineage or branch ancestor. It would not then be subject to 

further division among the heirs, and could be dedicated solely to joint ritual by the entire 

group. Keeping the founding ancestor’s home undivided and designating it for ritual needs 

became prevalent and acceptable social customs across Fujian in the Ming and Qing, 

demonstrating the important role of domestic ritual activity in the district at that time.
56

 

 

During my field-work, I visited many ancestral halls of Muslims’ descendants in Fujian, 

and interviewed dignitaries from the families who introduced me to their unique heritage. In 

the following pages, I present several examples that reflect the special role played by 

ancestral halls in nurturing the distinctive legacy and identity of Muslims’ descendants. 

  

The Ding in Chendai have a central ancestor hall dedicated to the family’s founding 

ancestor, a Muslim Chinese trader named Ding Jiezhai (丁節齋, 1251-1298). In 1265, he 

migrated to Quanzhou from Suzhou in the Yangzi valley, thus becoming the founder of the 

Ding descent group in Fujian. Three generations later, during the bloody upheavals raging 

in Quanzhou in the late Yuan, his descendants left the city and established homes in an 

isolated coastal region, where the town of Chendai would eventually arise. Several 

generations later, in 1600, they built there an ancestor hall,
57

 that is one of the most 
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impressive and well-tended of all the ancestral halls of Muslims’ descendants in Fujian. 

Since the 1980’s, with the removal of restrictions on ritual practices in temples and 

ancestral halls, a surge of development around the Ding hall has taken place. Today, the hall 

has a far broader mission in addition to its ritual role. Inside the hall, the Ding have created 

an exhibition of artifacts and objects relating to the foreign Muslim roots of their ancestors: 

portraits of the early ancestors, photographs and explanations about the graves and 

historical buildings connected to the family’s history, ancient  stone inscriptions in Arabic 

found in the Chendai region, copies of genealogies and selected quotations from them 

attesting to the foreign origin of the family’s first ancestors, displays connected to the 

achievements of famous family-members, and ancient shen zhu tablets on which the names 

of some ancestors are carved. Elsewhere in the hall there are displays of more recent 

photographs, recording ceremonies and gatherings attended by researchers, government 

officials, and foreign diplomats – events devoted to fostering the Ding legacy in Fujian. It is 

one of the few halls that received financial support from the local municipality, since it 

serves as a museum and a contributory site to nurturing the legacy of Fujian’s wide-

reaching external ties during the Song and Yuan.
58

  

 

In the early 1980’s, when the Ding were officially granted Hui minority status (see further 

discussion in Chapter Six), a significant revival began in everything pertaining to the Dings’ 

ties with the Muslim world. Most noteworthy was the establishment of a mosque next to the 
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ancestral hall. An ahong (阿訇 – a Muslim Chinese term originating in Persian and meaning 

imam or Muslim religious leader) was invited from North-West China to serve as its head. 

The ahong removed from the hall all the shen zhu tablets, the stone engravings, and various 

pictures. However, according to community elders, he rapidly despaired of any prospects 

for Islamizing Chendai’s citizens, and left. As soon as he was gone, the residents reinstalled 

the shen zhu tablets and other decorations and pictures in the ancestral hall. Moreover, they 

introduced paintings, forbidden by Islam, into the mosque itself. None of the local Ding 

committee members (the Chendai Hui Committee -陈埭镇回族事务委员会), responsible 

for running the ancestral hall (and, indirectly, the mosque too) and for public activities 

relating to the whole Ding clan, are Muslims. Most of them are in fact practicing Buddhists 

or Christians. They are unconcerned by the breaching of Islamic rules and, as they see it, the 

chief importance of the family’s unique heritage lies not in promoting a separate religious 

identity but rather in fostering connections with the foreign origin of their ancestors. They 

maintain that the most important expression of those connections is the existence of the 

family’s ancestral hall, with its distinctive character.
59

  

  

The town of Chendai consists of various neighborhoods that were originally separate 

villages which were merged at a different era. Seven of the villages are principally inhabited 

by members of the Ding. In three of these former villages there are secondary ancestral 

halls (xiao zong -小宗), dedicated to the heads of sub-branches that broke away from the 
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main family branch. In all the former villages, there are close to 200 even more secondary 

halls, of different and later sub-branches (zu cuo). The central Ding hall is in Andou 岸兜, 

one of Chendai’s larger neighborhoods. For tens of thousands of Ding, this hall constitutes a 

source of pride, symbolizing their unique Muslim heritage. However, visiting the secondary 

halls provides a broader and more representative picture of how the Ding view their 

ancestors and their links with them. On the walls of a recently renovated secondary hall in 

Pengtou neighborhood, dedicated to Ding Yi 丁儀 of the Chendai Ding eighth generation 

(1473-1521), there is a row of paintings commemorating his life. Ding Yi is renowned as 

the first Ding to pass the provincial examinations and become a government official. The 

paintings immortalize the different stages of his life, until his death and burial alongside the 

first Ding ancestor. The paintings illustrate how his inclusion in the Chinese bureaucracy 

brought such great honor to his family, that his offspring would first present offerings to 

him, and only then to the family's earliest forefather. In the picture, both of them (the Ding 

founder and Ding Yi) have tombstones in the form of a tortoise shell
60

 as customary 

throughout Fujian. The pictures reveal no hint as to Ding Yi’s Muslim origin. The hall is 

decorated with dragons and with a statue of Ding Yi himself in the center. Close by is 

another hall of a sixth generation ancestor. Displayed inside are pictures of family members 

(apparently those who were unable to construct separate shrines for their smaller nuclear 
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family).
61

 The researcher Zhuang Jinghui has extensively described the characteristics of 

the Ding's religious assimilation process into the Han society in Fujian. One of the most 

prominent aspects of that process, he maintains, is the wide-scale adoption of using 

ancestral halls, and the rituals performed there. He devotes considerable attention to 

portraying the different ancestral halls in Chendai, their role in the Dings’ religious life, and 

the activities held there. Apart from the central hall in Andou, he describes the halls 

dedicated to the heads of the principal sub-branches (xiao zong), and the minor halls of the 

smallest family units (zu cuo). Since the Ming era, there has been extensive ritual activity in 

these halls; it includes offerings to the ancestors, presented on the holidays and on fixed 

dates shared by all, and the separate presentation of offerings to each ancestor to mark their 

dates of birth and death. He maintains that the assimilation process is particularly distinct 

when one examines the ritual and offerings that each family presents in the secondary halls. 

These rituals “all take place in compliance with the customs of the Han. During the rituals, 

firecrackers are lit and incense sticks burnt for the ancestors and different gods […] and 

they pray while bowing and kneeling, exactly in the manner of the Han family’s customs.”
62

  

 

The ritual customs in the ancestral halls practiced by the Guo family from Baiqi in the 

Quanzhou area furnish another example of the use of ancestor-halls by Muslims’ 

descendants in Fujian. The Guo have a central hall in Baiqi village, dedicated to the earliest, 

Muslim, ancestors. Out of identification with and respect for them, the family has placed at 

                                                           

 

61
 Chendai fieldwork, 2001  

62
  Zhuang Jinghui. “Chendai Dingshi Huizu Hanhua de Yanjiu.” p. 96. 



 

 

 

111 

its center a fragment from an ancient Arabic stone inscription that was found in the area. 

Apart from this object, though, the ancestral hall resembles all the other halls of the Han in 

southern China. Like many ancestral halls in Fujian, for much of the year this well-tended 

hall functions as a social and community center. Senior citizens of Baiqi congregate there 

daily to play dice games, chess, and cards, or listen to storytellers on weekends. In the rear 

is a room used as an office for the community’s elders' association. Until the early 

twentieth-century, offerings were presented to ancestors in the central hall, in spring and 

winter. Today, ritual activity takes place only once a year, on the Tomb Sweeping Festival 

(Qing Ming). On that date, heads of the family branches assemble from villages throughout 

Baiqi to participate in the ceremony for the first ancestors of the Guo family in Quanzhou 

and Baiqi. During the rest of the year, ritual activities are held separately, by branch, 

particularly in the secondary branch halls (xiao zong), and in those of the smaller sub-

branches (zu cuo). The elders of Baiqi reckon that in each of Baiqi's villages there are 

between twenty to thirty zu cuo. Activity there is most intensive, because the halls are 

dedicated to ancestors of closer generations so many living offspring still remember the 

ancestors whose souls occupy the halls’ shen zhu (soul tablets). The xiao zong have a more 

public nature and are visited more frequently by members of families that cannot afford to 

build a private hall for their immediate family, and so their families’ shen zhu tablets are 

placed in those bigger and more public halls. Apart from eight fixed holidays and dates, 

ceremonies are also held in these halls to mark the date of death of the first ancestors of that 

family branch.
63
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These accounts of the patterns of ritual performed by Guo and Ding families match Zheng 

Zhenman’s description of the development of ancestral halls in coastal regions of Fujian, 

and the rituals held there.
64

 Apart from failed attempts, principally by external factors, to 

enlist the central hall of the Ding for efforts to revive Islam in Chendai, the general 

impression is that the attitude of the Ding to the halls, like that of the Guo, matches that of 

the general Han population around them. These families tend to the different halls, and are 

very proud of the heritage of their Muslim ancestors. It is discernible, among others, in the 

exhibition in the Ding central hall and the Muslim relics displayed in the central ancestral 

hall of the Guo. However, the continuous nurturing of the halls and the rituals conducted 

there are performed in compliance with the customary Chinese patterns, drawing on a 

symbolic and ritual realm that, above all, reflects the deep-rooted belief of the Ding and the 

Guo in the principles of Chinese ancestor worship. 

 

It is only in recent decades that the ancestral halls have won a more important political role, 

as a tool for fostering Muslims’ descendants separate identity and highlighting their foreign 

origin. 
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In Dongshi 东石, a town to the south-east of Quanzhou (see: Chapter One: "The Muslims in 

Quanzhou after the Fall of the Yuan") there is a Pu family of a few thousand people. The 

Dongshi Pus are a branch of the Pu Shougeng lineage who moved in the early Ming era to a 

section of the town formerly called Gurong Village (古榕村). After a few generations, a 

sub-branch of the family returned to Quanzhou and even preserved the practice of Islam. 

However, the rest remained in Dongshi. The Dongshi Pu family members are not Muslims 

at all. Although a few senior members of the family claim that in their family's ancestral 

rituals it is customary to avoid the use of pork, unlike their Ding neighbors from Chendai, it 

seems that in practice they no longer maintain such customs.
65

 Nevertheless, the Pu of 

Dongshi do find it important to take other actions to foster the heritage of their foreign 

origin: Up to the mid-1950's, some of the Pu still resided in Gurong village in Dongshi. In 

its center was the family's central ancestral hall. The hall and the burial grounds 

surrounding it were demolished in 1954 and the last remnants of the Pu neighborhood were 

completely erased in 1966. The property on which the hall and houses existed presently 

belongs to a local elementary school.
66

 The Dongshi Pus abandoned their Muslim faith 

centuries ago. Today they do not hold any claims of being Muslim or of belonging to a 
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separate ethnic group. Their primary aim and demand since the mid 1990's has been to 

reacquire a small portion of the land where the hall was previously situated, in order to 

rebuild it as a memorial hall that would serve not only the family's rituals but also as a 

national historical site. During a visit to Dongshi in 2002, family members showed me a 

detailed architectural plan for a grand memorial hall. Interestingly, along with the 

traditional Chinese characteristics, the plan also consists of typical Middle Eastern or 

Muslim architectural elements such as arched windows.
67

 The Pu family petitioned to 

rebuild their hall stressing it would bear not only ritual and symbolic significance for the 

family, but also serve as a national historical site highlighting their forefathers’ contribution 

to the history of the region. Their appeal was not approved by the government. However, at 

this point it is significant that their ancestral hall has a special meaning for them, and that it 

became a focal point for a struggle that eventually did accomplish a certain achievement. 

Later on (Chapter 5) I discuss the alternative, more modest substitute that it did authorize in 

2006, of building a small pavilion with a “Gurong Pu History Stele” 古榕蒲究古 in its 

center.
68
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The Jin family also had a central hall in Quanzhou. In 1917, they gave their consent for a 

school to be built on the grounds adjoining their ancestral hall. Over the years, the school 

expanded and another building was erected close by. Matters worsened in March 2001, 

when the Jin ancestral hall was demolished to permit the school’s enlargement. Members of 

the family are very hurt by the demolition of their ancient hall. Deeply proud of their 

family’s history in Quanzhou, they perceive their hall’s destruction as a serious offense, 

damaging a remnant of Quanzhou's splendid cosmopolitan past. Their hall, they maintain, 

was one of the oldest ancestral halls of Fujian Muslims’ descendants, and was built in Arab 

style. (Although it was hard to discern distinctly Arab qualities in the photos they showed 

me, it was still possible to see in the last remaining section of the hall’s rear wall, an arched 

opening that could recall a Middle Eastern style). Until the Cultural Revolution, some large 

and impressive shen zhu tablets with the names of the family’s renowned ancestors were 

displayed in the hall. Attesting to their foreign identity, family members pointed out that the 

wooden tablets appeared without the prefix “Jin” of their ancestors’ Chinese name. The 

names appear only in Chinese transliteration from Arabic – “Ali” (A-Li 阿里) and “Ahmad” 

(A He Mo 阿峆昩), testifying to the Middle Eastern identity of their founding ancestors.
69

  

 

In the context of the above-stated, the claim put forward by Jin representatives concerning 

the Su 苏 family ancestral hall (see Chapter One) is particularly interesting. Jin members I 

have spoken with are irked that the government, which made efforts to preserve the Su 
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family hall, failed to do the same for their hall. They referred to the fact that the 

genealogical connection of the Su to their foreign forefathers is incomplete. It does not 

comply with the meticulous criteria of Chinese patrilineal ancestry rules, in a manner that 

could define them as descendents from a direct and legitimate line from foreigners in 

Quanzhou. The lack of an adequate patrilineal line of descent was noted also by one of the 

heads of the Su himself who explained why the Su are ineligible for Hui status. 

 

One should not overlook the economic and political aspects of the claims made by the Pu 

and Jin; they are highly relevant for clarifying contemporary matters of ethnic identity. 

These issues are extensively addressed in Dru Gladney’s research into China’s Hui minority 

in general, and particularly those in Fujian (see Chapter Six). However, in the present work, 

I do not intend to address all the political considerations and interests accompanying the 

struggle by the Jin and Pu to regain their rights to the properties that they owned for 

centuries. My focus here is on how the ancestral halls provide a means for expressing their 

unique origin, and their changing roles in questions of identity. The Jin use their ancestral 

hall and its shen zhu tablets, both signifiers of the Han culture in Fujian, to stress their 

foreign origin and discrete identity. The Pu in Dong Shi perceive the reconstruction of their 

hall as expressing their unique family identity. They do not consider themselves as having a 

different religious or ethnic identity than that of their Han neighbors. Their chief aim is to 

gain recognition as a community with unbroken genealogical ties to a family of foreign 

origin which - precisely because of that status – won an important, central place in one of 

the most splendid historical eras of China's overseas relations, and of Fujian particularly.
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Graves  

Ancestor worship, as already noted, has another aspect. Apart from rituals performed in the 

public and family halls, for the hun souls, a ritual is also held at the ancestors’ graves. It is 

aimed at another component of the individual’s spirit – the po 魄– the more physical aspect 

of the spirit. Rituals performed at the graveside are generally conducted on different dates 

than those in the halls; the offerings have a slightly different nature, and are presented in 

accordance with other principles. I describe some of them below.
70

 Similar to the rituals in 

the halls, graveside ritual also has an individual and personal nature when it concerns the 

graves of familiar relatives from recent generations. Moreover, the descent groups and their 

sub-branches that possess ancestral halls, often also jointly own burial plots of the early 

ancestors and perform communal rituals there. Groups that, for various reasons, have no 

central hall, often find a single grave-site appropriate for holding a joint ritual for all 

members of the group. The graves of ancestors from distant generations are generally 

tended and worshiped only when they provide a focus for consolidating descent groups or 

their sub-branches.
71

 In this work I focus solely on the various characteristics of the 

graveside rituals that are relevant for a better understanding of ancestor worship by 

Muslims’ descendants in Southeast China.  
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Before the Song, the extended family or descent group did not usually jointly own the 

family’s ancestral graves. In most cases, the gravesites were handed down through 

inheritance to specific sons who took on themselves the role of caring for the graves. 

Traditionally, graves have always been hugely important in Chinese society, but usually for 

individuals rather than groups. Grave-side mourning rituals focused chiefly on parents and 

on relatives from recent generations; graves were not then a site for ritual by large descent 

groups, who made sacrifices to their distant ancestors.
72

  

   

During the Tang dynasty a new aspect was added to ancestor worship around graves. From 

the seventh century BCE, the Qing Ming (譜明 – “Clear and Bright” festival, commonly 

referred to as – “Tomb-Sweeping festival”) was celebrated. Over recent centuries, this 

festival has become the most important date in China for presenting offerings at ancestors’ 

graves. The custom was officially recognized during the Tang, and became more significant 

during the Song (960-1279) when the festival became very popular. Affluent families could 

display their wealth and status in impressive celebrations and gatherings around the grave-

plots. Growing numbers of families found the graves a suitable and convenient place to 

present offerings to their remote ancestors. Visiting graves on Qing Ming festival became 

the main event that brought together families from the same lineage to perform communal 

rituals for their ancestors.  
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The Qing Ming festival, as well as other graveside rituals, became common customs, 

officially recognized even by conservative neo-Confucian circles. Despite the absence of 

evidence in the classics, Confucian scholars who studied rituals such as Sima Guang and 

Zhu Xi, encouraged and promoted graveside rituals, with the aspiration of adopting a 

popular custom that was already widespread and acceptable, by modifying it to match their 

ideology.
73

  

 

Similar to the process that took place in rituals in ancestor halls, Zhu Xi’s Family Rituals is 

considered as an important milestone also in the growing popularity of ritual customs, in 

gravesites. Despite many reservations concerning the general public's conducting of rituals 

for distant ancestors further back than the grandfather’s grandfather, Zhu Xi’s book 

encourages annual sacrifices at graves for those remote ancestors and even contains the text 

of a liturgy intended for it. Furthermore, in the opening chapter, Zhu Xi suggests that at any 

point in time when the family divides, due to marriage, or its land is shared out between 

heirs, a common plot of land would be allocated and all its income would be dedicated to 

financing common ritual at the graves of the first ancestors. He thus encouraged the practice 
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of a popular custom, that of presenting offerings and sacrifices at graves to the founding 

ancestors. A diagram was added to later editions of the book, showing the appropriate order 

for burial, based on rituals for the founding ancestor - not only four generations back. Its 

practical implication was the lifting of restrictions on the number of generations to whom 

the common people could make offerings.
74

  

 

By the late southern Song era (the mid-thirteenth century), the graves of founding ancestors 

had become pilgrimage destinations for yearly rituals attended by all members of the 

lineage, descendants of a common ancestor. Patricia Ebrey argues that changes in religious 

thought and practices, related to the ancestors and their graves, strongly contributed to the 

development of descent groups following the Song period. The burial sites played a very 

important social role throughout China, particularly in Fujian, as focal points for 

crystallizing and organizing extended descent groups. Consciousness of a shared group 

identity, founded on descent from one common ancestor, became widespread, particularly 

in places where migration and settlement patterns led to large-scale descent groups living in 

close proximity.
75

 The result of these factors was that, in the Song era, people believed it 

highly important to locate and preserve the graves of lineage founders, as well as 

conducting rituals for them. The growing popularity of the Qing Ming brought about a new 

practice in which the entire lineage would visit the grave on the same day and hold 

communal rituals. Circumstances were thus created in which people met their relatives at 
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least once a year, in a ritual event that bolstered their sense of belonging to a common 

lineage. As graveside rituals became more common, aspirations grew to bury family 

members in adjacent plots, thus insuring that ancestral graves would not be neglected even 

generations later, because members of the family would come to tend their ancestors’ 

graves and worship them, and would anyway continue tending the graves of the founding 

ancestors. As more generations were buried in the same plot, the gravesite became a focus 

for a broader lineage. Once people became conscious of the link between graveside rituals 

and the consolidation of descent groups, they tended to initiate communal rituals for the 

founders of the lineage, in order to actively promote group unity among their relatives. The 

criteria that determined who would participate in the ritual also defined spheres of 

belonging to a group. The tendency further intensified in Fujian during the Ming (1368–

1644) and Qing (1644-1911) and ritual activities held in gravesites became more common 

and impressive.
76

 

 

Descendants of Muslims perform those graveside rituals for their ancestors, as well. It can 

be demonstrated that these graveside rituals played an immensely important social role for 

them, exactly as it did for the general Han population. Until the 1950’s, Guo members in 

Baiqi visited their first ancestors’ graves on the outskirts of Quanzhou and in Baiqi, and 

performed memorial rituals for them.
77

 Members of the Ding in Chendai hold the most 

important rituals in their central ancestral halls. At the same time, though, they ascribe 
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substantial symbolic and ritual importance to their ancestral graves, both in the traditional 

ritual context (ancestor worship) and in the contemporary political context as well. Dru 

Gladney contends that the Ding now view the ancient burial sites of their ancestors as 

important evidence for establishing their separate ethnic (Hui) identity. For years, the 

family has preserved dozens of tombstones with Arabic texts, dating to the Song and Yuan 

eras. While hardly anyone from the Chendai Ding can read those Arabic texts, they attribute 

great importance to the symbolic fact that Arabic wording is carved on their ancestors’ 

graves. As they see it, the texts attest to their historical origins and their family ties with 

those se mu ren - the official designation in the Yuan era for foreign settlers (usually 

Muslims). 

 

Today, the most important gravesite of the Ding is on Lingshan Hill, on the outskirts of 

Quanzhou. As noted, it is here that two Muslim holy men are buried (see Chapter One). On 

the slopes of the hill there are dozens of other old graves with Arabic inscriptions. Among 

them is the grave of one of the first Ding ancestors. In 1980, in a step with great symbolic 

significance, the Ding moved all their early ancestors' graves’ from other locations in the 

region, to the slopes of Lingshan Hill. Since then, the site has provided a pilgrimage focus 

for the Qing Ming festival, for all the Chendai Ding, their kinsfolk from other communities 

in Fujian, and those in the diaspora. Alongside the central ancestral hall in Andou 

neighborhood, the Lingshan gravesite has become a focus for the Dings' common identity.
78
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Together with the graves reinterred there, a stone inscription in Chinese and Arabic was 

also moved there, stating that it marks the grave of the first ancestor of the Ding from 

Chendai, a member of the fourth generation of the Ding family in Quanzhou (that is: one of 

the fourth generation of Ding who migrated from Quanzhou and settled in Chendai in the 

late Yuan). Engraved on the other side is an inscription in Chinese, written by a Ding family 

member in the early twentieth century. It describes how he purchased the hill, where some 

of the family’s ancestral graves apparently were already situated, in order to continue using 

it as a burial site for his family members:  

"I bought this famous hill […] and it was my intention to have my parents buried 

here, my brothers all agreed with me without objection. Litchis are planted to give 

shade just as our ancestors shall protect us forever. Mind you, my descendants, 

safeguard this important place…”.
79

  

 

Gladney points out this inscription as offering further evidence for the preservation of the 

distinctive ethnic (Hui) identity of the Ding (see also discussion in Chapter Six). He holds 

that the inscription represents the rights and obligations of Ding descendants to preserve 

their ancestors’ tradition. “In return for preserving their identity” Gladney comments, “they 

will be protected for ever.”
80

 One cannot deny the great significance that contemporary 

Ding ascribe to all markers likely to establish recognition of Muslims’ descendants like 

them, as belonging to the Hui minority. However, in the context of this work, I wonder 

whether the inscription's writer intended his descendants to conserve a different Muslim 
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identity, or perhaps to preserve the ancestors’ heritage in the best-accepted tradition of 

Chinese ancestor worship. On one hand, the Ding chose to reinter all their ancestors on a 

hill strongly associated with Islam in Quanzhou and indeed, the inscription cited above and 

on other tombstones are all in Arabic. However, the text itself addresses concern for 

ancestors and expectation for their protection. It is possible to assert that the Ding revere 

their ancestors as esteemed foreigners who held an important role in Quanzhou's history. 

Yet, generations later they no longer consider themselves as foreigners, nor do they identify 

with their remote ancestors' religious or cultural identity. The fact that the gestures of 

respect they perform for the ancestors are clearly Chinese, attests to this.  

 

In a visit to Lingshan during the 2007 Qing Ming period, I attended the grand ritual-

gathering that attracted an audience of almost 20,000 Ding worshippers from Fujian and 

from the Ding diaspora in Hong Kong, Taiwan, and the Philippines. The rituals brought 

together members of all branches: each one first attended to its own individual ancestors, 

and then made offerings at the historical graves of the earliest ancestors mentioned above. 

Unlike the rituals in the main ancestral hall that are attended only by senior representatives 

of the lineage, the Qing Ming is an event in which the entire community participates. All 

the participants I spoke to were aware of the unique identity of the early ancestors whose 

graves are decorated with Arabic script. However, all the rituals I witnessed and all family 

members I spoke to indicated that the Ding's Qing Ming rituals do not bear any unique 

characteristics different to those practiced by the general Han population. The event is a 

somewhat hectic gathering of families acting to honor their ancestors while simultaneously 

repelling wandering ghosts. The participants perform tomb sweeping (sao mu 墓扫) which 
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includes cleaning and revealing the tombstones, renewing the inscriptions with red paint 

and making ritual offerings to the dead (jizu 祖祭). The offerings include standard 

foodstuffs, mainly packed goods and beverages, incense and offerings of paper 

paraphernalia either pasted on the tombstones or burned in front of them. These standard 

offerings do not include any meat, cooked food or fresh foodstuffs. The elders I have 

interviewed maintained that cooked food is only offered at home or in the halls, in 

accordance with general Chinese practice. The whole event is accompanied by the constant, 

deafening sound of firecrackers and traditional music played by bands in front of the tombs. 

This event was the last in a series of gatherings held in burial grounds of the different 

branches of Ding in Chendai. A few days before the final gathering in Lingshan, a lesser 

branch centered in Huatingkou village, Chendai, held their central gathering in the cemetery 

on the outskirts of Huatingkou. The event was attended by several thousand family 

members who presented identical offerings to those offered in Lingshan. The ancestors 

buried there are from several recent generations. Unlike the old graves of Lingshan, and 

those recently transferred there from Chendai, the graves in Huatingkou are all built in the 

typical round, turtle-shaped fashion of the region and bear no traces of Arabic script. Due to 

current policies, the most immediate ancestors are not even buried but cremated. The 

remains are placed in urns in a building called a resting hall (anxi tang 堂息堂), situated in 

front of the burial ground. The ancestors in the resting hall are also attended by the 

worshippers. None of these actions feature any reference to the foreign origins of the early 
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ancestors or any unique customs, fundamentally different from any Han Chinese. Worship 

in those more recent sites lacks even those visual references to the Muslim identity of the 

early forefathers.
81

 

 

 The process of restoring the founding ancestors’ graves, the ritual customs performed there, 

and the social role that the graves fulfill, are not unique to the Fujian Ding, and have been 

practiced for centuries by all Han Chinese. Zheng Zhenman describes a very similar process 

hundreds of years previously, in the late Ming (early seventeenth-century) among the Liao 

clan in Shanhang County. In 1609, a member of the sixth generation of the Liao launched 

the renovation of the family’s ancestral graves from the first and second generations, and 

held joint sacrificial rituals for them. Similar to the case of the Ding, described here, he also 

had an inscription carved on a stone erected by the graves, stating among others:  

"The founding ancestor of our lineage, Hua, with his wife […] moved […] and settled 

in Tingzhou Prefecture, Fujian, in the Song. He is the founding ancestor of all the 

Liao in [shang] hang and Yong [ding]. […]. Our population is so numerous; how can 

we dare to forget our origins? […] It [the preservation of the graves] was repeatedly 

discussed among the different households, all of whom heartfeltedly desired to requite 

their origins and trace their distant roots. […] Though i don’t dare use this endeavor 

to justify requesting protection and good fortune from the spirits of the ancestors in 

the hidden world, still it is in accord with the principles of nature, and the hearts of 

men can be at peace. Moreover, gathering the generations of the different households 

and lineages and articulating their distinctions will all have the virtue of bringing us 

relatives closer together."  
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He then recounts how, once the graves were renovated, annual joint sacrifice rituals were 

regularly performed besides the graves for the ancestors buried there.
82

 

  

The creating of the Ding burial site at Lingshan was not therefore an unusual or unique act 

by Muslims' descendants. Like many of the Han, they found it appropriate to honor their 

ancestors’ memory and to strengthen ties with their origins. The unique aspect is that here 

too, as in the ancestor halls, the Muslims’ descendants use the graves – that constitute for 

them a focus of Chinese religious ritual – to emphasize their foreign origin. 

 

Many families of Muslim descent indicate the physical traits of those graves as evidencing 

and proving their Muslim origin. At gravesites of the Ding, Guo and Jin clans, it is evident 

that alongside most graves constructed in the traditional Chinese manner, there are some 

ancient graves with Arabic inscriptions on rectangular tombstones, uncharacteristic of the 

usual graves of the Fujian Han.
83

 Since the demolition of the central Jin ancestor hall, most 

of the family’s ancestor worship rituals are performed around the ancestral graves. Every 

year in the fall, the Jin from various branches in Fujian, Zhejiang and even from Taiwan, 

gather and make sacrifices by their ancestors’ graves. The Jin proudly point out the terraced 
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structure of the tombstones, which they say is uncharacteristic of Chinese graves, and 

derives from the Central Asian Muslim style. Tombstones with a similar shape are also 

found in sketches of graves from the Yuan dynasty, in the Su family’s genealogy. (One 

tombstone from that period has survived and is displayed in an archeological exhibition at 

Xiamen University, in south Fujian).
84

 Moreover, like the shen zhu tablets in the ancestor 

halls, the writing on the tombstones of the first generations of the Jin - though written in 

Chinese letters – cites only Arab names, without the Chinese surname prefix – “Jin.” 

 

But despite the unique physical characteristics noted above, it should be stressed again that, 

like the Ding and Guo families, the Jin interpret the significance of the physical 

characteristics in terms of the Chinese religion, not Islam. During a tour I took with several 

Jin members in their first ancestors’ burial grounds, I saw several graves with terraced 

tombstones, but all the other markers resembled Chinese burial, in a style very typical of the 

graves in the region which includes tombstones shaped like tortoise-shells.
85

 Family 

members also leave offerings at a smaller tombstone normally situated alongside the graves 

and inscribed with the name Hou tu 后土. The goddess Hou tu is the deity in charge of the 

graves in a certain territory under her jurisdiction, although in some communities it is Tudi 

Gong 土地公 (or Tudi Shen 土地神 - the Earth God or the god of the locality) who 

maintains this role. At burial services, the family place offerings before the tombstone of 
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Hou tu so she will consent to receive the deceased, who is buried in the earth under her 

responsibility.
86

 And so, apart from the old form of tombstone, all the other items and 

physical structures that the Jin have built by their ancestors’ graves are typically Chinese. 

During a visit to the place, one of my informants commented with satisfaction and pride 

that the tomb was built on a site with exceptional feng shui 風水 virtues.
87

 Feng shui is 

another example of a Chinese trait that Muslims’ descendents use, paradoxically, to foster 

their heritage as descendants of Muslim foreigners. The practice of feng shui, the Chinese 

theory of geomancy, is principally aimed at determining the ideal location of graves, 

buildings, and even localities.
88

 Maurice Freedman has written extensively on the 

interrelations between the practice of feng shui of graves, and ancestor worship rituals. He 

maintains that they are in fact, two facets of the religious phenomenon generally called 

“ancestor worship.” Those two facets are complementary opposites that together encompass 

all notions about ancestor worship, and the ties between the realm of the dead and their 

living descendents. Each one has a distinct attitude towards the dead, and various 
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implications derive from them concerning the relationships and reciprocal behavior between 

relatives from a male line of descent, though this is not the place to elaborate on the 

subject.
89

   

 

Feng shui of graves is another common means for interaction between the deceased and 

their living descendants. As the above example shows, Muslims’ descendants believe in its 

principles, as do all their Han neighbors. While their forefathers’ graves provide a focal 

point for identification with their Muslim roots, they are evaluated in terms of that 

traditional Chinese doctrine. 

 

Members of the Guo in Baiqi have a rich tradition concerning the geomantic virtues of their 

ancient ancestors’ graves. A common legend in Baiqi relates that when the first Guo came 

to the region, the dominant families were Chen and Li. On the death of Guo Zhongyuan, the 

founding ancestor of the Baiqi Guos, a feng shui master was summoned to determine the 

best site for the grave. He recommended a site with excellent virtues that promised plentiful 

male descendants, success, and affluence. The chosen site was owned by the Chen family, 

which agreed to sell the land to the Guo. Ever since, the Guo family has thrived and grown 
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powerful, while the Chen and Li have become a small, negligible minority within them.
90

 

Guo Zhongyuan was a Muslim of foreign origin. His descendants today are aware of the 

fact and often express their great pride in it. However the means for nurturing his unique 

heritage draw on the general Chinese tradition of preserving the founding ancestor’s grave, 

performing rituals around it, and attributing special geomantic virtues to it that have 

immense implications for his descendants. 

 

In describing graveside rituals, I draw a distinction between the process of burying the 

dead,
91

 and the ritual performed for their spirits alongside the graves. In the framework of 

this work, I will not discuss in detail Chinese burial customs or those of Fujian specifically. 

At this stage I suffice with a general comment that the funeral customs of Muslims’ 

descendants in Fujian are mostly identical with those of their Han neighbors. There are 

exceptions, when Muslims’ descendants have preserved some unique funeral and burial 

customs. The most noteworthy case is that of the Guo community living in Da Shan in 

Baiqi region. In the previous section I described that community’s use of the Quran, not 

only at routine rituals, but also in funeral processions. Their unique burial customs include 

purification of the corpse, and wrapping it in a white shroud in a manner different than Han 

burial customs. It is important to emphasize, however, that these customs are found solely 

in a small minority within the Guo family. While members of other branches point to the 
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unique customs of their Da Shan kinfolk as evidencing foreign origin, they themselves do 

not adhere to such customs.
92

 Hence, I believe one may determine that the few who do 

perform such customs are the exception that proves the rule. 

 

Conclusion 

I have examined the special role played by Chinese ancestor worship in fostering the 

identity and special heritage of Muslims’ descendants in Fujian. Ancestor worship forms a 

link between the living and the souls of the dead from previous generations, and it embodies 

the ongoing continuum between past and present. The worship performed in the 

communities on which the present work focuses, constitutes a significant expression of this. 

The rituals that Muslims' descendants conduct immortalize not only connections to the 

founding ancestors, but also the very process that those communities have undergone over 

the centuries. As the findings of the research elicit, the ancestor worship practiced by 

Muslims’ descendants reflects their foreign origin but, no less than that, it also indicates 

their assimilation into Chinese society. To the same extent that their ancestor worship 

highlights difference and uniqueness, it is simultaneously a clear expression of Sinicization. 

In this sense, ritual itself serves as a link connecting the identity of the Muslim ancestors 

with the new identity that took shape centuries later, among their descendants in Fujian. 
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This chapter’s central contribution lies in its methodological aspect, by offering a new 

perspective on various aspects of ancestor worship performed by Fujian Muslims’ 

descendants. In the present chapter I have focused my attention on the ancestor worship 

rituals that are performed by different groups of Muslims’ descendants, and have tried to 

assess what the rituals reveal about the descendants’ attitudes to their ancestors, and to their 

own identity. Spokespeople and representatives of Muslims’ descendants, as well as other 

researchers, often present those unique ritual customs as authentic remnants of Muslim 

doctrines and beliefs. While those unique customs indeed bear characteristics attesting to 

their ancestors’ Muslim origin, the sources examined in this work reveal that they are ritual 

and symbolic acts that are typical, in fact, of the Han cultural sphere, the Chinese popular 

religion, and of ancestor worship in particular. 

 

The most notable and unique characteristic of offerings presented to the ancestors of these 

communities, is the abstention from pork. The sources I drew on did not supply me with an 

unequivocal answer to the question why - out of all Islamic traits - abstaining from the use 

of pork is the chief custom, and in most cases the only one, that has survived among 

Muslims’ descendants. In this chapter, however, I presented several examples of ritual 

practices that are common to all adherents of Chinese ancestor worship, according to which, 

at least during the first days of mourning, meat in general must be avoided, and pork 

specifically. Hence it can be assumed that it was a short path to adapting that widespread 

taboo among Chinese to the specific needs of Muslims and their descendants. It is most 

probable that the taboo applied by Muslims’ descendants also draws inspiration from 

Chinese religious practices. Additionally, according to a number of prominent researchers 
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into Chinese religion – such as Arthur P. Wolf, Stevan Harrell, Emily Ahern and Stuart 

Thompson,
93

 the general attitude of Chinese worshippers towards the food offerings 

presented to ancestral spirits is highly personal and intimate in its character. It is clearly 

reflected in the custom that the ancestors must be offered items of food that they were very 

fond of, or frequently consumed. Thus, according to the belief, the descendants can satisfy 

the needs of their ancestors and express their respect for them. This principle accords with 

the logic underlying the reason why non-pork offerings are made to ancestors who were 

Muslims. 

 

Later on I demonstrated how even the most distinctive practices, such as the ceremony of 

resuming pork consumption, which Muslims' descendants of the Guo 郭 lineage perform 

after the first week of mourning – take place within an evidently Chinese ritual structure. 

The Chinese character of that ritual practice is mirrored not only in the general affinity to 

ancestor worship, but also in the importance of the dates of the ritual acts, with time 

intervals of seven days, which have a Chinese-Buddhist significance. 

   

In order to hone my arguments, I surveyed the customs of food offerings in different 

contexts. As well as the food offerings presented to the ancestors, I examined how 

Muslims’ descendants relate to food offerings presented during festivals and rituals, such as 

the Ghost Festival, during which the souls of dead strangers, who are not their ancestors, are 
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attended to. During rituals for their own ancestors, Muslims’ descendants carefully avoid 

pork, but during the Ghost Festival they see no problem in presenting pork offerings. In the 

customs of food offerings, the Muslims’ descendants act in accordance with the principles 

guiding all adherents of ancestral worship: the type of offerings is selected according to the 

identity and personal preference of their recipients, not out of compliance with 

commandments and prohibitions originating in other religions. Examining the offerings in 

the general Chinese context helps, I believe, to achieve a fuller and more accurate picture of 

the role played by their ritual acts, and of the religious worldview from which they 

developed. 

 

In the second section of this chapter I examined the symbolic significance of the venues 

where ancestor worship takes place. Analyzing the use made by Muslims’ descendants of 

ancestral burial sites and halls establishes and strengthens the arguments and conclusions I 

reached by analyzing the food offerings. Some of the ancestor halls and graves of the 

founding ancestors also display several physical markers with a clear affinity to Islam. 

However, a study of the characteristics and the use made of those ritual sites also indicates 

the Chinese religious and social worldview underlying their establishment and the rituals 

performed there. Like the offerings, the attitude of the Muslims’ descendants towards those 

structures and items - ostensibly evidencing a foreign origin and a discrete identity - stems 

in my opinion from the religious perspective typical of all Han Chinese in Fujian.  

 

The subjects of this chapter are the descendants of Muslims, and the study focuses on their 

ritual practices which attest to their claimed affinity with their Muslim origin. However, the 
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chief topic here is not the Muslim ancestors, but the (Chinese) ritual performed on their 

behalf. This chapter may supply interesting insights into the religious world and the ritual 

conventions not only of Muslims’ descendants, but also of the Han as a whole. For beyond 

what it can reveal about the traces of Islam among Muslims’ descendants, the findings 

presented above also furnish insights into ancestor worship in general, as reflected from the 

Muslims’ descendants' perspective. It also offers another example of the special nature of 

popular Chinese religion (and of the ancestor worship that constitutes an important feature 

of it). That religion’s very flexible and receptive nature allows the performing of acts that 

ostensibly match a foreign doctrine but still fit well with its own fundamental principles. 

 

The accepted approach in most sources dealing with those communities is to analyze them 

according to parameters of a discrete – Hui – ethnic identity. The alternative approach that 

this research offers for analyzing their ritual customs and examining their unique identity is 

to treat the unique ritual customs from within the set of concepts of popular Chinese 

religion, and of Han society in Fujian. Whether the unique heritage of their ancestors is 

fostered to gain Hui recognition, or whether for another purpose – the Muslims’ 

descendants indicate their foreign origin by using tools customary in traditional Chinese 

society. Over the generations, their identity has been shaped in a process ranging from 

assimilation to differentiation: a process that began with the wide adoption of societal 

norms and beliefs, up to almost total assimilation. However, from an existence solidly 

rooted in Chinese society, unique ritual practices are performed that indicate their difference 

and uniqueness. The aspiration for uniqueness no longer seeks a return to the actual ethnic 

origins, and those religious and cultural sources are no longer acknowledged by the group’s 
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members. The emphasis is on authenticity of the origin – not on attempts to re-embrace it. 

Ancestor worship in this context is not only a means for Muslims’ descendants to interact 

with their ancestors in the religious sense, but also an important means for establishing their 

unique identity in the present.  

 

This chapter also corresponds with another issue that has recently received considerable 

attention from anthropologists and historians of China. According to James Watson, funeral 

rituals and ancestor worship have throughout history been mechanisms for standardization 

and cultural assimilation of groups or individuals into Chinese society. The uniform 

performance of that kind of ritual is what expressed their belonging not only to their own 

descent group, but also to the wider Han cultural sphere. Under that perception, he 

maintains that the fact that the seat of the soul or the item that represents it, did not take the 

form of a portrait, sculpture or picture, but is rather represented by a name inscribed on the 

tablet, constitutes a vital expression of the assimilation process. In the past, that aspect of 

ritual (preparing the tablet) required the involvement of an educated person, proficient in 

written Chinese. Watson states that since the tablet plays such a pivotal role in the structure 

of Chinese funeral rites, it became an important instrument of Chinese cultural uniformity. 

In order to perform these rituals, the family - even if it was not originally Chinese - had to 

adopt a name written in Chinese.
94

 The historian Evelyn Rawski has addressed this matter 

as well: she maintains that the symbolic significance of full and correct performance of 
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rituals became even more significant as a result of continuing contacts with foreign cultures. 

Over the centuries, when China or parts of it were governed by dynasties of foreign 

extraction, the tendency intensified among the Chinese to place special emphasis on 

cultural, rather than ethnic, identity. Anyone could become Chinese by adopting Chinese 

customs and conduct. She stated that: "In the Qing period, as the empire expanded to its 

largest extent in history, incorporating many non–Han tribes, adoption of Chinese surname 

exogamy, mourning observances, and correct performance of ritual had become crucial 

markers of membership in the Chinese cultural community." Correct performance of rituals 

thus constituted a basic element in structuring Chinese identity in the late Imperial period 

and probably also centuries earlier.
95

 The Muslims’ descendants underwent a very intensive 

process of assimilation into Chinese society. The full adoption of ancestor worship is 

evidence of the cultural and religious assimilation that they went through. We learn, thus, 

that ancestor worship plays two simultaneous roles: it denotes their foreign origin and their 

uniqueness, while at the same time it expresses their belonging to the wider Chinese 

society. 

 

I found further support for this argument and an additional perspective on the issue in the 

conclusions of Zvi Ben-Dor, in his research into the role of education in shaping the self-

identity of Muslim Chinese scholars in Eastern China.
96

 Ben-Dor argues that in the 
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seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the network of Muslim Chinese intellectual centers 

provided a melting-pot for molding a very distinctive Muslim Chinese identity:  

"By embracing the very cultural categories that stood as markers of Han literati 

dominance, Chinese Muslim intellectuals were able discursively to create a space for 

themselves and their tradition at the very center of Chinese society. […] 

Paradoxically, through the adoption of the specific ingredients most essential to 

"Chineseness" […] Chinese Muslims solidified their identity as Muslims, as well."
97

  

Attempting to apply Ben-Dor's conclusions to the case of the worship conducted by 

Muslims’ descendants in Fujian, one can argue that this is a more extreme case of adopting 

“Chinese” components, to the extent of full assimilation. At present many Muslims’ 

descendants strive to consolidate a separate identity and differentiate themselves from the 

rest of the Han, but the means they apply are paradoxically evidence of the process of 

cultural and ideological assimilation with the Han.   
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Chapter 3: The Compilation of Genealogies 

Early Motives and Current Use 

One of the most important kinds of primary sources used throughout this work is the 

genealogical register. These books or manuscripts were usually compiled, edited and 

revised by prominent lineage members. The earliest editions of genealogies of the sort 

commonly used today were written in the late Southern Song (1127-1279) by leading 

families from scholarly backgrounds. However, in general most of the genealogies in 

Southeast China, and especially those of the families of descendants of Muslims, were first 

compiled during the Ming–Qing era, from the sixteenth century onward, and revised every 

few generations - some up to this day. Within the right context, genealogies are valuable 

sources for learning about lineage organization, identity, and ideology.  

 

In this chapter I address the actual custom of compiling genealogies, and offer an alternative 

view of the significance of genealogical documentation among descendants of Muslims. 

The aim is to treat the issue of genealogy compilation and revision as part of a wide array of 

traditional Chinese customs and social norms that are utilized for expressing the identity of 

the descendants of Muslims in lineal terms, as derived from the local Chinese tradition. I 

would like to examine the extent and the way in which the genealogies are valid documents 

that serve to reinforce the discrete identity of the community it documented. On the other 

hand, my intention is to check whether the genealogies assisted the community members to 

"be like everyone else." What were the motives of the first compilers of genealogies? And 
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to what extent do genealogies still play a significant role in the self-identity of the 

communities in question? 

 

Research into genealogies is a relatively new area in the sinological field. As late as the 

early 1960's, only a few researchers worked on genealogical registers. Of those, even fewer 

treated them as documents of sociological or anthropological value. In 1966, writing about 

lineage and society in southeastern China, Maurice Freedman stated that: "the study of 

Chinese clan and lineage genealogies from a sociological point of view has barely begun. 

The few people engaged in exploiting the material tend to look at genealogies merely as 

sources of demographic, institutional, and biographical data – in short, as texts of social 

history. A genealogy is much more than that, as we can see. It is a set of claims to origin 

and relationships, a charter, a map of dispersion, a framework for wide-ranging social 

organization, a blueprint for action. It is a political statement – and therefore a perfect 

subject for the anthropologist"
1
       

 

This chapter's content is mainly of a historical nature. It includes the analysis of sources that 

are predominantly from the Ming era. However, although they are written sources, their 

significance and special social role first became clear to me during anthropological work. 

Sometimes centuries' old, these texts still play important roles in the social sphere and even 

in the political as well. This indicates their importance as "living texts", still capable of 

playing a vibrant role in constructing and shaping a unique kind of lineage identity. Indeed, 
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during field-work in Fujian, on several occasions I witnessed the reverence for and the 

renewed interest in their family registers shown by members of lineages of Muslim descent.  

 

During a visit to a newly renovated Ding (丁) family-branch ancestral hall in the village of 

Pengtou (鹏头), Chendai (陈埭) township, in the summer of 2001, I was given an elegant 

copy of the branch's genealogy. The genealogy: Chendai Fenjiang Yizhai Ding Gong 

Zongci Jisi Pu 陳埭汾江毅齋丁公宗祠祭祀譜 (Manual for Offerings at the Ancestral Hall 

of Fenjiang, Yizhai Ding, of Chendai) had been prepared only two years earlier by The 

Committee of 'Fenjiang Yizhai Gong' Ancestral Hall. The book was compiled for the event 

of the renovation of the branch hall. The hall is dedicated to the ancestors belonging to the 

branch of Ding Yizhai (丁毅齋, hao Fen Jiang 汾江, zi Yan Xue 延學 1407-1456), a 

prominent member of the sixth generation of Ding lineage in Chendai. Yizhai, a noted 

scholar and literary figure of his time, was the youngest of four brothers of the sixth 

generation who moved out to neighboring villages. Yizhai established the branch in 

Pengtou village, Chendai.
2
 The men and women present at the ancestral hall that afternoon 

seemed very proud to present to an outside visitor both the final outcome of the renovation, 

as well as the book that contained a large number of photos depicting the hall's renovation 

and the related ceremonies. Senior members present at the event were very keen on 
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physically tracing their own sub-branch of the family, and the individual entry of their own 

names or photos in the book. It is a typical example of modern editions of genealogies that 

adhere to all the traditional regulations and norms of genealogy writing, but also include a 

great deal of modern material such as colorful photos of senior members of the group and of 

buildings, stone inscriptions and other objects bearing symbolic significance for the group's 

solidarity and identity. A year later, while visiting another hall of a different branch, located 

in the village of Jiang Tou (江头) of Chendai, I came upon another newly prepared text, this 

time a manuscript named Chendai Dingshizu Jiangtou Xiaozong Jisi Gongpu (陈埭丁世族

江头小宗祭祀公谱) - A Manual of Sacrifices of the Ding Family’s Ancestral Shrine in 

Jiangtou. The title indicates that the book is mainly a manual for sacrifices, and indeed it 

includes detailed explanations regarding rules and regulations for sacrifices for the branch's 

ancestors. It was copied in the summer of 1999 and a foreword had been added in 2001. 

Although not nearly as grand and impressive as the book of Yizhai's branch, the book is 

also a small genealogical register in its own right, containing tables of all generations 

starting from the founder to whom the hall is dedicated: Ding Gusu (丁古素) of the eighth 

generation of Chendai Dings, and continuing down to the closest generation of deceased 

ancestors to whom offerings should be presented.
3
  

 

These two genealogical texts were preceded by a large-scale project conducted by Professor 

Zhuang Jinghui (莊景輝), an ethno-historian at Xiamen University who reedited a new 
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of the Ding Family’s Ancestral Shrine in Jiangtou, Chendai). Manuscript edition. 2001.   



 

 

 

144 

genealogy of the whole Chendai Ding Lineage, based on research and a collection of 

several versions of the 'Chendai Ding Genealogy' kept by Ding family members, or in 

libraries nationwide. The genealogy: Chendai Dingshi Huizu Zongpu 陳埭丁氏回族宗譜 is 

the most updated and detailed version. Its completion was marked during the 1997 Spring 

Festival celebrations, with the participation of distinguished guests from the academy, and 

local party cadres.
4
 

 

During a visit to the ancestral hall of the Baiqi Guo lineage, another community of Muslim 

descent, members of the local Old Folks Association, presented me with the outcome of a 

similar project: the lineage members had produced in 2000, with the financial assistance of 

relatives from overseas, a three-volume genealogy: Baiqi Guoshi Huizu 

Zongpu百奇超化汉族的谱 (Genealogy of the Hui clan of Guo of Baiqi).
5
  

 

In another encounter, Su Yanming, a local scholar and one of the leading figures of the Su (

蘇) lineage of the city of Quanzhou, presented me with a recently acquired copy of the old 

                                                           

 

4
 Fan Ke, "Traditionalism and Identity Politics among the Ding Hui Community in Southern Fujian" in Tan 

Chee-Beng (ed.) Southern Fujian: Reproduction of Traditions in Post-Mao China. Hong Kong: The Chinese 

University Press, 2006. pp. 56-57, 62 note 14.  

5
 Baiqi Guoshi Huizu Zongpu 百奇超化汉族的谱 (Genealogy of the Hui clan of Guo of Baiqi), 3 vols. 

Fujian: Revised and edited by ‘Baiqi Guo Shi Huizu Zongpu’ revision editing committee, 2000. A smaller 
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of the Guo lineage, who compiled: Baiqi Guoshi Pudie Ziliao Jishuo 百奇超化谱郭奇百辑说 ('A Selection of 

Baiqi Guo Genealogical materials with Instruction') , Huian Fangzhi Tongxun  志堂坊志 通讯(Bulletin of 

Huian Gazetteer) No. 6-7 (single-volume edition), 1991, pp. 58-74. Fan Ke stated that as many as ten copies 

of the Guo genealogy are known to have existed in Baiqi, in addition to at least one printed by the family 

members in Taiwan in 1989. Fan Ke "Ups and Downs: Local Muslim History in South China" Journal of 

Muslim Minority Affairs,  Vol. 23, No. 1, 2003. p. 84, note 20. 
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lineage genealogy. The genealogy was first compiled in 1502 and has been revised several 

times. The latest edition was prepared at the beginning of the twentieth century.
6
 During the 

Cultural Revolution, the original copy was confiscated and Su Yanming had only recently 

managed to obtain a copy of the Genealogy. Based on a close study of the genealogy's 

fifteen volumes, he wrote an article summarizing some important features of the genealogy. 

The article, which remains unpublished, was primarily aimed, according to Su Yanming, at 

enhancing his kin's awareness to their family's history and to their unique heritage as 

descendants of Han, who for a certain period in history, linked their fortunes to those of the 

Muslim community of Quanzhou.
7
  

 

Dru C. Gladney refers on several occasions to the importance of the genealogies in the 

current vibrant ethnic identity discourse revolving around the descendants of Muslims in 

Fujian. Gladney refers to the use made by descendants of Guo, Ding and Pu lineages of 

genealogical records and documents, for asserting their official status as members of the 

Hui minority. He points to the past and present efforts made by members of these lineages 

to find proof of their Muslim origin and by doing so, to gain official recognition of their Hui 

minority status. According to Gladney, these genealogical registers have a very important 

role in the current ethnic identity discourse in Fujian.
8
 This claim has a firm base in the 
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 Yanzhi Sushi Zupu 譜族氏化族陳. (Genealogy of Su Family of Yanzhi Alley). 

7
 Su Yanming 苏彦苏, Jiuzhuan Wenwu Hui Quan Cheng – Jinian Shichuang “Yanzhi Sushi Zupu” 500 
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8
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current political reality and certainly cannot be refuted. References in genealogies did 

indeed play an important role in shoring up claims for Muslim ancestry and accordingly, in 

receiving official recognition for belonging to the Hui minority. Gladney's claim is further 

strengthened when one examines a selection of the modern prefaces written by foreign and 

local Muslim notables; some of the prefaces are even written in Arabic. The titles of some 

of the modern editions explicitly cite the affiliation to the Hui minority
9
. A clear example of 

the current political value of the genealogies of descendants of Muslims in Fujian is the 

unofficial manuscript of the Selection of the Genealogical materials of the Quanzhou Hui (

泉州回族谱牒資料選編)
10

 edited in 1980 by the Society of Historical Study of Quanzhou. 

The chief editor was Ding Tongzhi, a senior member of the Hui Committee of Chendai. He 

also added his own preface concerning South Fujian (Quanzhou area) families of Muslim 

descent. The book consists of a selection from the genealogies of four clans: Ding, Li, Jin 

and Su. The largest part of the selection is dedicated to the Ding clan. The main focus of the 

selection is on those sections from which a foreign Muslim descent can be inferred. As 

mentioned earlier in this dissertation, genealogical evidence plays a central role in the 

current policy of ethnic classification in the PRC and especially in granting Hui minority 

status in Fujian. The Hui Committee of Chendai is an official state sponsored organization 

in charge of handling the newly recognized Hui minority population's affairs. Establishing 

                                                           

 

9
 Zhuang Jinghui (ed.). Chendai Dingshi Huizu Zongpu 陳埭丁氏回族宗譜 (Genealogy of Ding Family of 
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the authenticity of their claims for Hui status is a key step in the path to obtain this status 

and to enjoy all the privileges associated with it. In his capacity as a prominent Committee 

member, Ding Tongzhi is inclined to promote the notion of his kinsmen Muslim origin. It is 

of no coincidence that a compilation of this kind was prepared a year after the first Ding 

lineage members were granted the official Hui status. Compilations of this sort match 

Gladney's views regarding the current value attached by descendants of Muslims to their 

genealogies. Commenting on the practical implications of genealogical compilations Frank 

Pieke writes that "the compilation of a genealogy in China clearly is not an innocent hobby 

to keep idle minds busy; genealogy writing […] can still be highly efficacious, both socially 

and politically."
11

 

 

But the latest revival of genealogical recording should not be treated solely as a 

phenomenon that is uniquely related to lineages of Muslim descent. Michael Szonyi 

conducted his research of kinship practice and organization in the area of Fuzhou (Fujian 

Province), among lineages that have no connection to Muslim descent. He described the 

"fever for genealogy" that developed in the early 1990's in the vicinity of Fuzhou; the trend 

for reviving old copies of genealogies, compiling new ones on the basis of surveys and 

other information derived from different sources, and the formation of Provincial Surname 

Origins Research Associations that began to collect genealogies and hold conferences 

dealing with the challenges of editing genealogies. Szonyi maintains that "The new 
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genealogies that have been produced are remarkable testimonies to the continuing 

importance of organized kinship in the region." He goes on to describe the popular trend of 

producing high-cost volumes of colorful editions with photos and additional material 

resembling those of the Ding Lineage of Chendai, mentioned above.
12

   

 

In this chapter, I examine genealogies of several families of Muslim descent. The main 

emphasis is on the genealogical texts of three lineages: Jin (金) of Quanzhou, Ding of 

Chendai and Li/Lin (李/林) from the area of Quanzhou and Jinjiang. Although I use other 

genealogical texts throughout the dissertation, they are quoted or included for different 

purposes and in different contexts. Genealogies are important sources for family histories, 

individual biographies and other valuable demographic and historical data. Nevertheless, 

the main aim of using genealogical texts in this chapter is to examine it within the context 

of the general Han society’s social and cultural arena. A central issue in question is to 

explore, by means of the genealogical texts, the importance of organized kinship, in the past 

and present.  

 

The information in some of these genealogies is related to the Muslim ancestors' heritage. 

Nevertheless, from the following sources one can infer that there is a correlation between 

the beginning of cultural and religious assimilation of these families' ancestors and early 

evidence for the custom of genealogy compilation by the descendants of Muslims. In this 
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chapter I suggest that genealogies may simultaneously serve as vehicles for differentiation 

and incorporation and that these are not necessarily mutually exclusive. This differs from 

the approach of many current scholars as well as lineage members, who often highlight 

those sections of the genealogies which contain information focused on the Muslim origins, 

thus emphasizing an assumed measure of differentiation. I attempt to make a more balanced 

analysis of the genealogical compilations and their role in the identity formation of 

Muslim's descendants by examining essays, biographies and other genealogical contents 

which reflect their being part of the Han cultural sphere. The materials analyzed here 

demonstrate that genealogies may, on the one hand, operate in the internal sphere as a 

central means for handing down the memory of the family's foreign descent to future 

generations. On the other hand, their actual compilation in fact provides evidence of 

acculturation and acts as a tool for forming their descent group by criteria popular among all 

Han Chinese.  

  

Apart from the valuable information derived from the careful analysis of texts from the 

genealogies, I also pay special attention to the actual custom of genealogy compilation and 

the significance attributed to it by the family members, both formerly and in the present. In 

this chapter I adopt the approach applied by Michael Szonyi, who analyzes genealogies and 

their compilation in their larger context, as part of the broader strategies that shape the 

practice of kinship. Among the issues he explores, one that is most relevant for this work is 
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how and why genealogies have been used to assert claims of descent from ancestors who 

migrated from North China.
13

  

 

A General Overview of the Genre of Genealogies in China 

Genealogical registers (for convenience’s sake, termed from here on as genealogies) are the 

books or manuscripts known by several Chinese terms such as zongpu 宗谱 (clan register), 

zupu 族谱  (lineage register), or jiapu 家谱  (family register). The different terms are 

supposed to indicate descent groups of different sizes, from large lineages to small families. 

Normally, the zupu or zongpu tend to elaborate on the origins and source of the family and 

its surname; they then provide a wealth of details regarding the different splits in the 

lineage, and try to trace the whereabouts of the different branches. A zupu is supposed to 

include the entire lineage's pedigree and to trace its pattern of arrangement. A jiapu 

normally focuses more on one's own branch or a specific offshoot of the main lineage. Its 

content is usually more detailed and relates to a more specific group. Nevertheless, in 

practice, the term used in the title does not always correspond to the actual magnitude of the 

group described.
14

 The books vary in content, style, the scope of kinship relations included 

therein, and in the topics they deal with. However, common to most of them are the 

genealogical tables, consisting of information regarding the male agnatic descendants of a 

                                                           

 

13
 Ibid, pp. 27-29. 

14
 See Otto Berkelbach Van Der Sprenkel, "Genealogical Registers" in Leslie Donald. D. Mackerras Colin, 

Wang Gungwu (eds.), Essays on the Sources for Chinese History. Canberra: Australian National University 

Press, 1973. p. 83, note 1, for additional terms of smaller family units. See also Su Liming 苏黎程, Quanzhou 

Jiazu Wenhua 选文族族州氏. (Quanzhou's Lineage Culture). Beijing: Zhongguo Yanshi Chubanshe, 2000. 

pp.113-114. 



 

 

 

151 

single ancestor, and sometimes their unmarried sisters and their wives as well. These tables 

form the greater part of most genealogies of all kinds. Until the 1930's, very few of these 

documents were viewed by outsiders, and even fewer by foreign researchers. Such registers, 

whether in the form of manuscripts or printed books, were kept privately and served as a 

symbol of the group's solidarity and identity. Their contents concerned and interested 

members of the lineage whose generations they chronicled.
15

 Nevertheless, the compilation 

and possession of such a document was considered a privilege and served as a status symbol 

for the compilers as well as for the whole lineage it documented.
16

 Genealogies were 

constantly revised and reprinted, the most recent editions almost always preserving material 

taken from the earlier ones. Thus, a large proportion of the late Qing-Republican lineage 

genealogies are in fact revisions that bring earlier editions up to date, and all of these 

usually include some material dating back to the time of the original compilation. During 

the upheavals of the twentieth century, a great many genealogies were destroyed or lost. At 

the beginning of the 1970's, there were only several thousand large family records extant or 
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 Su Liming. p. 114; Van Der Sprenkel. p. 83. In her book published in 1948, Hu Hsien-chin elaborates on 
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available to researchers.
17

 The numbers of surviving genealogies today is a product both of 

how many were produced and how many were destroyed. The great majority of large 

groups' genealogies we know of are from the Yangzi Delta region. One reason could be the 

scholarly tradition that, at certain times, was stronger there than in other parts of the empire. 

This might have resulted in a larger amount of genealogy compilations.
18

 It is much harder 

to estimate the amount of smaller jiapu or other family records that have been appearing in 

increasing numbers over the past decade or two. This includes both old family records that 

reappeared and newly made compilations that were prepared recently. 
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Historical Overview 

Genealogical registers were being compiled at very early stages of Chinese history; the 

earliest examples known are from the late Zhou period (770-256 BC). Genealogical 

recording went through various phases. Over the centuries it served various social sectors 

for diverse purposes. The early registers differ in many respects from those known to us at 

present.
19

 The roots of the development of the modern form of genealogies can be traced to 

the early Song Dynasty, although that genre was largely based on its pre–Song predecessors 

– the descent lines of the royal and ducal houses of the pre-imperial period. Evidence for 

that can be found in early Chinese official histories from the early Han period onward. 

Between Han (202-221 BC) and Tang (617-907), and in particular, during the Six Dynasties 

(the fourth to the sixth centuries), when great families dominated politics and society, 

genealogical records (pudie 谱牒) of that kind were granted additional importance. They 

were considered an independent branch of learning and were treated in special sections of 

the dynastic histories. With both civil service appointments and marriage strategies being 

based on considerations of descent, the government maintained a genealogical bureau to 

check on the genealogical compilations of the great houses.
20

 

 

However, in many respects, the "modern" genealogies of the Northern Song bear 

fundamentally different characteristics from their predecessors, being private documents 

that are closely linked with the neo–Confucian trend of revision in the building of family 

                                                           

 

19
 Su Liming. pp. 114-119. 

20
 Meskill, ibid. p. 144.   Van Der Sprenkel, ibid. p. 86. 



 

 

 

154 

institutions. The pioneering work of later genealogy writing is attributed to several neo-

Confucian reformers of the Northern Song. In many prefaces to genealogies, composed by 

Ming or Qing era scholars, special reference is often made to their early compilations. An 

early example is the one of Fan Chongyan (范仲淹 989–1052) who in 1051 compiled a 

genealogy for his kinsmen. The genealogies of two renowned scholars - Su Xun (蘇洵 

1009-1066) and Ouyang Xiu (歐陽修 1007- 1072), were compiled separately in 1055. All 

three were neo–Confucian scholars who strived to promote the ultimate goal of creating 

profound social reforms. Their aim was to contribute, through their family's individual case, 

to the general awareness of educated, upper-class men regarding the ideal lineage structure 

and manner of conduct, and the establishing of descent as a major organizing principle of 

society. The Su and Ouyang genealogies were carved on stone and erected in the ancestral 

graveyard.
21

 The information included in these early genealogies consisted mainly of a table 

of all the descendants of the compilers' great-great-grandfathers. The Ouyang genealogy 

was slightly more detailed and also contained additional data on some individuals in a 

separate commentary after the actual table.
22

      

 

The compiling of these genealogies marked a crucial stage in the process of strengthening 

the tendency to assign moral value to the organizing of community on patrilineal lines. The 
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genealogies of the kind compiled were mainly aimed at addressing the religio–moral neo–

Confucian concerns of revering ancestors and uniting the lineage.  

 

The examples of the Su and Ouyang genealogies were frequently cited, even in the 

twentieth century, but in fact, within a century after their compilation, their model was 

abandoned in many respects. For reasons of propriety, the early genealogy compilers dated 

back only five generations: from their own generation to their great-great-grandfather’s. 

This was not done due to ignorance of the actual founder of the family - the first ancestor or 

other former generations of forebears - but rather in accordance with the prevalent customs 

of ancestral worship regarding the five mourning grades and the rules prohibiting 

commoners from conducting rites for earlier ancestors.
23

 It was only some decades later, in 

the twelfth century, when the rules forbidding commoners to worship the first ancestor and 

the five generations' limitation were in practice disregarded, that other sorts of information 

were added to the genealogies. Genealogy-compilers tended to include the first ancestor as 

well, and sometimes extended back more than thirty generations.  

 

According to Patricia Ebrey, the changes were due in part to developments in descent-group 

organization and to the shifts in the political role these groups played in the local political 

sphere, and how their role was perceived by the national elite. Active descent groups often 
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asked literati, from their own family or from outside, to help them compile genealogies. But 

in doing so, they often had different aims in mind. Hoping that the genealogy would match 

their needs, stress was placed on their relation to their first (apical) ancestor (shi zu 始祖), 

changes of residence, locations of graves and any transfers of burial grounds and the 

identity symbols, and names or number patterns they employed in order to distinguish 

themselves.
24

 Even to this day, a lineage that desires and can afford to produce a printed 

register is clearly one that has enough financial resources, possesses a certain extent of 

communal consciousness, and counts among its members some men of education.
25

 But the 

process could also occur in the opposite direction, with attempts by politically ambitious 

men to strengthen their local network allies by compiling a genealogy. In doing so, they 

intended to create or enhance group identity among their nearby agnates. Johanna M. 

Meskill describes this alternative interpretation of the relations between lineage and 

genealogy: "The editing and printing of a genealogy created the organized kinship group 

rather then vice versa […] making a formal genealogy may have been the first step on the 

road that led an agnatic group to incorporate property and thus to create itself a 

lineage…"
26

 Thus, the role of genealogy compilation could be interpreted variously, either 

as a document that represented and maybe enhanced existing circumstances and mode of 

inter–group relations, or one that initiated a process whose goal was to achieve those 

circumstances. As more genealogies were compiled, their role became ever more important 
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in establishing pedigree and social status. They became public documents presented in cases 

of potential arrangements of marriage ties. They could also serve to foster alliances between 

distantly related local descent groups. Genealogies thus served simultaneously the internal 

and external needs of descent groups. Their compilation became a major symbolic as well 

as practical act in the process of descent group formation.
27

 A unique feature of genealogies 

to this day is their seemingly contradictory features: on the one hand these are private 

documents that are not shared with outsiders while on the other hand, they serve as public 

symbols of pedigree and status. Frank Pieke addresses the ambivalent approach of lineage 

members to the two opposing notions. He states that although genealogies were intended to 

celebrate the glorious achievements of the ancestors, many of his informants were reluctant 

to grant him permission to obtain copies of genealogies since these were "family business". 

He arrives at the conclusion that keeping it as a private document was in part intended to 

prevent state interference. Moreover, family members are very cautious lest genealogical 

texts containing incomplete or inaccurate information will fall into the wrong hands and be 

used to support a membership claim by a group of unrelated people.
28

 I would add here that 

keeping a document private or allowing only an extremely selective access to it may in fact 

serve to enhance its prestige in the public sphere. From my personal experience in the field I 

sense that many informants may refer to known facts that appear in genealogies but in many 

cases, even within the lineage, only a handful of people are, in practice, acquainted with the 

actual genealogies. The fact that a lineage or a lineage branch has a written genealogy is 
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considered highly prestigious. If this genealogy is revealed to only a few people its prestige 

may, in certain cases, be even higher.  

    

The late imperial era genealogy compilations were conducted in most cases by the better 

educated of the lineage's members. This might also be the reason that genealogies usually 

portray members of the elite and especially officials – as the active agents in the 

development of descent groups. In the majority of cases, it was members of the educated 

political elite who were most concerned with presenting the group to outsiders. Yet Meskill 

mentions that in other cases the conspicuousness of educated men in descriptions of 

descent-group activities was due to the fact that the only actual descent-group activity was 

an intellectual one - defining themselves as a group through compiling a genealogy.
29

 

 

The departure from Su Xun's and Ouyang Xiu's models of genealogies had its political roots 

but was also justified ideologically by stressing the main concern of  the genealogy with 

tracing origin, as opposed to maintaining the pattern of mourning rules and their limitations 

at five generations. This can clearly be seen in the emphasis placed on the listing of 

locations of graves and the documenting of the "first migrant ancestors" (shi qian zhi zu 始

遷之祖) – namely, the first ancestor who migrated to the current location and established 

the lineage in the place where it exists in the present, and to whom all members of the local 

lineage refer as their common ancestor.   
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A General Outline of the Content and Structure of Genealogies 

The great majority of large groups' genealogies (those normally titled as zongpu) consist of 

what Van Der Sprenkel terms an earlier "fictional" and later "factual" parts. I think a more 

adequate term than "fictional" should be applied here, such as "mythical" or "legend 

history". This would make a more suitable distinction from the "factual" part, one that the 

readers and compilers of the genealogies would more readily accept. The point of transition 

from mythical to factual is often quite clearly discernible. Van Der Sprenkel, to be more 

precise, describes three distinct parts that represent a common feature of many genealogies 

and which mark a gradual transition from myth to fact. The first section usually consists of 

a sketchy outline of the ancient forefathers and their presumed relations to mythical 

characters such as early emperors or sages of early Chinese history. In these sections, a 

remark frequently appears about the scarcity of the facts regarding the early ancestors and 

their descendants. The second section is one that he characterizes as "quasi-historical;” in it 

are mentioned pre–Yuan historical figures bearing the same surnames as those of the 

families in question. These figures are often presented as forebears of the lineage but still, 

due to political or other circumstances, they lack proof of actual relations. Both of these 

earlier sections are written in a marked scholarly style. It contrasts strongly with the third 

section, which is completely factual and usually written in much simpler and 

straightforward language. This section normally begins with the lineage's "first migrant 
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ancestors" and continues to the present. The record of his descendants is usually fuller, 

more detailed and more accurate than that describing the preceding generations.
30

  

 

Although genealogies vary in content and arrangement, as elaborated below, most of the 

large lineage registers usually consist of a few prefaces contributed by local notabilities of 

other surnames, as well as at least one preface by the chief compilers. Another preliminary 

subject is an explanation regarding the plan of the work and the rules followed in compiling 

it. The actual chapters of a genealogy cover certain matters such as: 1. Texts of 

announcements and orders manifesting imperial favor awarded to members of the lineage. 

2. Ancestors' portraits. 3. Pictorial maps and sketches showing the mansions, lands, 

ancestral halls and burial grounds of the lineage. 4. A list of family instructions (zuxun 族訓

) and admonitions (zujie 族戒) which normally concern the ethical and ritual obligations of 

family members. Specific attention is paid to the form of service to be observed in the 

ancestral sacrifices (jili 祭 禮 ). The main body of the genealogy is comprised of 

genealogical tables, followed by lists and personal details of members of the lineage who 

achieved official rank or were awarded special honors. 5. Biographies (liezhuan 列傳) of 

key lineage members 6. Literary productions (yiwen 遺文) written by members of the 

lineage or their close friends.
31

  

 

                                                           

 

30
 Van Der Sprenkel. pp. 87-90; Ebrey “The Early Stages in the Development of Descent Group 

Organization.” p. 45.  

31
 Van Der Sprenkel. pp. 90-92. 
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There is a great deal of variation in the information provided by different kinds of 

genealogies, and even between genealogies belonging to groups of the same magnitude. In 

most genealogies, nevertheless, entries referring to individuals follow some standard 

patterns. Providing that enough details regarding the person described are available, the 

entries include details such as the subject's personal name (ming 名), his 'style' (zi 字) and 

where necessary, his 'literary appellation' (hao 號), his education, highest examination 

success, highest official post and other titles and honors. Other details given are the person's 

dates of birth and death, his wife's surname, and in some cases other details regarding her 

family, and meritorious titles conferred upon her. The entries often provide details about the 

sons born to the marriage.
32

  

 

Many scholars have addressed the issue of the reliability of the information provided in the 

genealogies. One well-known problem which was dealt with at length by other scholars is 

the omission of significant data and the clearly biased selection of details included. Many 

registers were either too sketchy or, in other cases, included people in return for a 

subscription fee. Genealogies were compiled primarily for the purpose of recording the 

birth and death dates of ancestors to whom the lineage members owed worship obligations. 

Thus, due to the nature and ritual principles of the ancestral cult, in many genealogies the 

information about women is much less complete than that on their husbands and sons. 

Daughters of lineage members, who moved away and became someone else's ancestors, are 

                                                           

 

32
 Ibid pp. 92-93. 



 

 

 

162 

rarely recorded at all. For similar reasons, most genealogies have a compiler's rule that 

excludes from full entries those boys who died young without being accorded full ancestral 

rites. This issue will not be further discussed here. Suffice it to state that, at least as far as 

the factual and more modern section of local lineage registers are concerned, a written 

genealogy is unlikely to include information that is patently wrong.
33

              

                                                           

 

33
 Ibid, pp. 94-95. See also Steven Harrell, "On the Holes in Chinese Genealogies," Late Imperial China no. 

8.2 (December 1987), pp. 53-79; Ted A. Telford, "Survey of Social Demographic Data in Chinese 

Genealogies," Late Imperial China, no. 7.2 (December 1986), pp. 118-148; "Patching the Holes in Chinese 

Genealogies: Mortality in the Lineage Populations of Tongcheng County, 1300-1880," Late Imperial China, 

no. 11.2 (December 1990), pp. 116-136.   
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The Compilation of Genealogies by Descendants of Muslims: 

An Annotated Bibliography of Genealogical Texts Reviewed in this Work. 

In this dissertation I work with genealogical texts of different families that cover lineages or 

family branches of different sizes. These texts are of different volumes and sorts: from large 

zongpu covering almost thirty generations and containing entries about hundreds of 

individuals, to small jiapu manuscripts recording only a tiny branch, numbering a few 

hundred people.
34

 Some of the texts referred to in this chapter are being reviewed for the 

first time. In others I make use of work previously conducted by other scholars in China and 

elsewhere.
35

  

 

The following is an annotated bibliography of genealogical materials reviewed in this work: 

                                                           

 

34
 This kind of jiapu, like the one of Ping Tan Island - Ding Jia Gongzu Chuandaiji 的族齋祭泉过丁。  (The 

Recorded Transmission of the Ding's Family Ancestors). Manuscript edition. None dated - for example, 

though it extends back to the seventeenth century, it contains only genealogical tables and very basic facts 

about the individuals recorded in it. 

35
 Chen Zhiping. 究族陈 Fujian Zupu 谱族族谱 (Genealogies of Fujian). Fuzhou: Fujian Renmin 

Chubanshe, 1996; Fan Ke Identity Politics in South Fujian Hui Communities. Unpublished dissertation, 

University of Washington. 2001; "Ups and Downs: Local Muslim History in South China," Journal of Muslim 

Minority Affairs, Vol. 23, No. 1, 2003; "Ethnic Evolvement in a South Fujian Community," Berliner China 

Hefte, 2004; "Traditionalism and Identity Politics among the Ding Hui Community in Southern Fujian" in Tan 

Chee-Beng (ed.) Southern Fujian: Reproduction of Traditions in Post-Mao China. Hong Kong: The Chinese 

University Press, 2006; Kuhner Hans, " 'The Barbarians' Writing is like Worms, and their Speech is like the 

Screeching of Owls' – Exclusion and Acculturation in the Early Ming Period," Zeitschrift der Deutschen 

Morgenlandischen Gesellschaft, 151.2, 2001. pp. 407-429; Su Yanming 苏彦苏, Jiuzhuan Wenwu Hui Quan 

Cheng – Jinian Shichuang “Yanzhi Sushi Zupu” 500 Zhou Nian. 乘泉州物文选旧 – 

述念念纪“譜族苏化族谱”500年周. May, 2002. unpublished; Zhuang Jinghui “Chendai Dingshi Huizu 

Hanhua de Yanjiu” 究研的化汉族回氏丁兰斯 (A Study of the Han Assimilation of Clan Ding of Chendai), 

Haijiaoshi Yanjiu 究研究兰斯 (Maritime History Studies) 1993 (No. 2). pp. 93-107; Zheng Zhenman 

郑振郑，  "Mingdai Chenjiang Dingshi Huizu de Zongzu Zuzhi yu Hanhua Guocheng 

程过究汉的化汉族丁的族回氏丁回氏代明"。(Lineage Organization and the Process of Assimilation into 

Han of the Hui Ding-Clan during the Ming Era). Xiamen Daxue Xuebao 报学学门门厦 (Xiamen University 

Journal), no. 4. 1990. pp. 75-79. 
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Su Clan - Quanzhou 

Yanzhi Sushi Zupu 譜族氏化族陳. (Genealogy of Su Family of Yanzhi Alley).  

1) The first preface was written in 1502. (vol. 1, pp. 6-7 original count) 

2) A second preface was compiled a few years later, in 1506. (Vol. 1, pp. 8-9) 

3) A considerable addition to the genealogy was made in the mid. Wanli (万历) period of 

Ming Dynasty (1573-1620). In 1619, two other prefaces were added. (vol. 1, pp. 10-12).   

4) A further update was added in 1672, during the Kangxi (康熙) period (1662-1722) of 

Qing Dynasty. "重修燕支族谱序" pp. 13- 15 in the genealogy.  

5) Another supplement was added in 1859 and the last addition was made at the beginning 

of the Republican Era. 

 

Jin Clan 

Qingyuan Jin Shi Zupu 譜族金化族陳 (Genealogy of Jin Family from Qingyuan). Four 

prefaces dated 1555. 

 

Pu Clan  

Longxi Pu Shi Zupu 龍溪蒲氏族譜 (Longxi Pu clan Genealogy) 

This edition was made or copied in 1900 (光緒庚子年重錄) 

 

Zhang Yuguang & Jin Debao 张玉光, 金德宝, 'Baogao Fajian Pu Shougeng Jiapu Jingguo' 

报告发见蒲寿庚家谱经过 in, Quanzhou Foreign Maritime Museum, Fujian China (eds.), 

Quanzhou Yisilanjiao Yanjiu Lunwenxuan 泉州伊斯兰教研究伊文泉  (Symposium on 
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Quanzhou Islam). Fuzhou: Fujian People's Publishing House, 1983. pp. 216-226.  

(originally published in Yue Hua 月华 China, 1940) 

 

Ding Clan – Chendai 

Zhuang Jinghui 莊 景 輝  (ed.). Chendai Dingshi Huizu Zongpu 陳 埭 丁 氏 回 族 宗 譜 

(Genealogy of Ding Family of Hui Nationality in Chendai). Hong Kong; Luye Jiaoyu 

Chubanshe, 1996. 

 

Chendai Dingshizu Jiangtou Xiaozong Jisi Gongpu 究研的评族汉头小的祖埭齋谱。  

(Manual of Sacrifices of the Ding Family’s Ancestral Shrine in Jiangtou, Chendai). 

Manuscript edition. 2001. The book was hand-copied in the Summer of 1999 (Page 1).The 

Foreword was written in 2001(p. 2) 

 

Ding Hongkui ed. 的鸿丁, Chendai Fenjiang Yizhai Ding Gong Zongci Jisi Pu 

譜研祭汉宗公的齋的祠祖埭陳. (Manual for Offerings at the Ancestral Hall of Fenjiang 

(hao), Yizhai Ding of Chendai Township). Chendai, Fujian: The Committee of Fenjiang 

Yizhai Gong Ancestral Hall, 1999.  

 

Ding Clan – Ping Tan Island 

Ding Shi Di Wu Fang Zhi – Shang Lou Cun .丁氏第五房支-上楼村   

Ding Family of the Fifth branch - Shang Lou village (Ping Tan Island) 

Manuscript written in 1884. 
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Ding Jia Gongzu Chuandaiji 的族齋祭泉过丁。  (The Recorded Transmission of the Ding's 

Family Ancestors). Manuscript edition. None dated.  

A manuscript recording a branch of the Ding Family on Ping Tan Island – Fujian.  

The manuscript begins with a reference to the Ding ancestor in the Ancestor Hall in 

"Jinjiang County" and from there proceeds over fifteen pages with a list of birth and death 

dates of the ancestors. The first on the list is the fourteenth generation that was born in 1664 

and died at 1750, apparently left Jinjiang and settled in Ping Tan Island during the Kangxi 

Reign period. The last update is from 1986.    

 

Ding (的), Li (昆), Jin (金) & Su(氏) Clans - selection  

Quanzhou Huizu Pudie Ziliao Xuanbian 选文汉族谱郭奇百州泉 (Selection of the 

Genealogical materials of the Quanzhou Hui). Unofficial manuscript edited by Quanzhou 

Lishi Yanjiuhui (the Society of Historical Study of Quanzhou). 1980. 

The text was edited by a senior member of the Hui Committee of Chendai – Ding Tongzhi, 

in 1980. Mr. Ding also added an introduction of his own about South Fujian (Quanzhou 

area) lineages of Muslim descent. The book consists of a selection from genealogies of four 

clans: Ding, Li, Jin & Su. The largest part of the selection is dedicated to the Ding clan. 

Pages 76-81 consist of a few excerpts from The Rongshan Lishi Zupu 榮山李氏族譜. The 

first article is called: "Words of Warning" (Chuijie Lun 垂戒論). It is dated 1426. Pages 81 

– 86 contain excerpts from Qingyuan Jin Shi Zupu 清源金氏族譜 (Genealogy of Jin Family 

from Qingyuan). Pages 87-99 contain parts of Yanzhi Sushi Zupu 燕 支 蘇 氏 族 譜 . 

(Genealogy of Su Family of Yanzhi Alley).  
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Guo (超)  

Baiqi Guoshi Huizu Zongpu 究奇郭氏回族宗谱 (Genealogy of the Hui clan of Guo of 

Baiqi), 3 vols. Fujian; Revised and edited by: ‘Baiqi Guo Shi Huizu Zongpu’ revision 

editing committee, 2000.  
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Genealogical Texts and Muslims' Descendants' Identity  

In the following pages, I examine some genealogical records compiled by leading members 

of communities of Muslims' descendants. Special attention is given to the honorary prefaces 

included in the genealogies. These were either written by prominent family members or by 

their distinguished acquaintances with scholarly backgrounds. This analysis will help in 

determining the role played by yet another important component of Chinese cultural 

identity, in shaping the unique identity of descendants of Muslims in Southeast China. It 

will also enable us to learn about the ways in which Muslims' descendants chose to present 

their heritage to their own kin, and at the same time, the way in which they wished to be 

perceived by their fellow Han Chinese. 

 

The Role of Local Elites as Editors and Preface (xu 序) Writers 

In Fujian, as in other parts of Imperial China, members of local lineages who obtained good 

achievements in the imperial exams were recruited to the imperial administration and 

served in various official positions. As the following analysis demonstrates, especially from 

the Ming period on, members of communities of descendants of Muslims held in high 

esteem their own family members who succeeded in passing the exams and were absorbed 

into the local elites. These local literati were perceived as respected representatives of their 

families and served as focal points around which their group's identity was formed and 

nurtured. This can clearly be seen in the custom of genealogy compilation, and particularly 

in their prefaces, written by local scholars.  
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During the late Song and Yuan dynasties, genealogy writing became a more public activity. 

Evidence for that can be seen in the growing custom of turning to prominent figures in the 

local elites and to famous writers, and requesting them to write a stylish introduction or 

preface. This correlates with the growing amount of printed copies that made genealogies 

more widely available.
36

 By the mid-Ming era, the custom of asking prominent figures of 

the local elites to write an elegant preface was prevalent throughout China. Every edition 

normally included the old prefaces as well as new ones. The adoption of this custom by 

descendants of Muslims in Fujian is an indication of the way in which the families 

cherished their connections with Chinese literati. It served not only to boost the family's 

prestige, but also allowed the family leaders to proudly present the texts as evidence of their 

successful absorption into the social circles of Chinese elite. This is evident in several 

examples, such as the compilation of the genealogy of the Jin (金) lineage of Quanzhou.
37

  

 

 

 

                                                           

 

36
 Ebrey “The Early Stages in the Development of Descent Group Organization.” pp. 47 - 48. 

37
 Qingyuan Jin Shi Zupu 譜族金化族陳 (Genealogy of the Jin Family from Qingyuan).  
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The Jin Lineage of Quanzhou 

The Jin genealogy was first revealed to outsiders by a family member in Quanzhou in 1955. 

The manuscript was badly damaged during the Cultural Revolution and nowadays only part 

of it, containing the records of the first nine generations of the family, survives.
38

 It was 

written in 1555 by Jin Zhixing (金志行), apparently the first scholar–official produced by 

the Jins since their semu (色目 – "colored-eyed" the term used to designate the foreigners, 

mostly west or central Asians, brought by the Mongol regime to serve in administrative and 

military posts throughout the empire) ancestors participated in the political arena during the 

Yuan dynasty.
39

 During the jiajing reign period (嘉靖.1522-1566), Zhixing received the 

title and position of Registrar (jingli 經歷) of the Hai Nan Guard (Hainan wei 海南衛), 

thanks to his excellent achievements in the Confucian studies, and his superior personal 

conduct. He conducted thorough inspections on behalf of the grand coordinator (xunfu 巡撫

) of Liang Yue (the Ming-period administrative region covering the territory of present day 

Guangdong and Guangxi). According to the Jinjiang county gazetteer, he accumulated a 

fine reputation thanks to his successful public career. He served twice as the acting 

governor of Wanzhou (萬州 in present day Hainan
40

) and once as the deputy governor of 

                                                           

 

38
 The original manuscript is stored in the Fujian Provincial Library.  

39
 Qingyuan Jin Shi Zupu. P. 30a; So, Prosperity, Region, and Institutions in Maritime China. pp. 125 – 127. 

See the Chapters Two and Five, for more information regarding Jin Ali and early ancestors of Jin Lineage in 

Quanzhou since the Yuan Dynasty. 

40
 Since 1440, the sub-prefecture of Wanzhou was set to include the territory covering the modern-day 

counties of Wanning万万 and Lingshui 水陵 of Hainan Province; Zhongguo Lishi Diming Da Cidian 

典辞历名地史历国中. (Dictionary of Historical Place Names of China). P.165. 
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Changhua (昌化41
). After contributing a great deal to the prosperity of these prefectures, he 

retired from political affairs and returned home.
42

  

 

The Jin genealogy opens with five prefaces, one of them compiled by Jin Zhixing himself. 

The other four, in the traditional manner, were written by high officials and literary figures 

who had some kind of acquaintance with Zhixing, thus dedicating an honorific preface to 

his family genealogy. The first preface was written by Huang Run (黃潤), who passed the 

jinshi exams in 1521 and was appointed as a county magistrate of Wujin (武進). He moved 

to Nanjing to serve as a director in the Ministry of Punishments (xingbu 刑部主事), and 

was then transferred to the section dealing with the process of military appointments within 

the Ministry of War (bingbu wuxuan 兵部武選). Later, he served as the governor of 

Songjiang Prefecture (出守松江府). He moved to Henan province where he served as the 

vice-head of the provincial surveillance commission (改東昌守, 遷河南憲副). Afterwards 

he was appointed the Senior Administration Vice Commissioner of Shanxi (山西左參政).
43

 

The other two prefaces were written by Zhu Wu (朱梧) and Jiang Yili (江一鯉), two 

                                                           

 

41
 A district in the prefecture of Hangzhou in modern-day Zhejiang. Zhongguo Gujin Diming Da Cidian 

中辭古名地名大國中 (Dictionary of Ancient and Modern Day Place Names of China). Taipei: Taiwan 

Nanwu Yinshuguan, 1931 (Third edition, 1972). P. 471.    

42
 Zhongguo Fangzhi Congshu 中辭方志叢書 (China Gazetteer Series), vol. 82, Jinjiang Xian Zhi 晉江縣志 

(Gazetteer of Jinjiang County) Based on Qing, Qianlong edition, 卷之十一, 三十九  - 人物志五 - 仕蹟. 

Taipei: Chengwen Chubanshe, 1966-1968. p. 307.  or; Fujian Difangzhi Congkan (Fujian Gazetteer series), 

Jinjiang Xian Zhi 晉江縣志 (Gazetteer of Jinjiang County) Qing edition. vol. 2, 卷之四十三, - 人物志 - 宦績

之四. Fuzhou, Fujian Renmin Chubanshe, 1990. p. 1185. 

43
 Jinjiang Xian Zhi, 1990. 卷之三十卷- 人物志物人 (biographies of famous, able, and virtuous officials) 

之之, p. 1115.  
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renowned poets who were among the founders of a local poets association.
44

 Jiang Yili, as 

can be inferred from the preface he wrote, appears to have been a personal friend of Jin 

Zhixing. His preface begins with a few sentences of appraisal of Zhixing, and thereafter he 

continues to relate the Jin family's history. He wrote that Zhixing, while serving in a 

military post, had met him and discussed his ancestors' origins and family history; later, he 

was released from service and returned home.
45

  

 

The association with other local scholars, demonstrated in the prefaces, was not the only 

typical feature of traditional Chinese genealogy adopted by the Jins. From an examination 

of the contents and the main issues dealt with in the prefaces, we learn that the Jin 

genealogy in the mid-sixteenth century adopted many other characteristics that provide 

further evidence for the identification of the Jins with local Han gentry. In his preface, Jiang 

Yili presents a version of the Jin Lineage's history, partly repeated by the other three 

writers, and apparently the one accepted by the Jin family. The preface begins with the 

description of the mythical history of the Jins. This story of the ancestors' origin bears 

typical components of traditional Chinese lineage origin myths, (of the kind described at the 

beginning of this chapter) linking the present-day Jins with historical figures of ancient 

China. The story goes that during the Spring and Autumn period, the King applied a policy 

of: "employing Chinese to acculturate the barbarians"- (yong xia bian yi 用夏变夷), as 

                                                           

 

44
Jinjiang Xian Zhi, 1990. 卷之五十六-人物志文苑 (biographies of literary figures)之二. p. 1346,  and: 卷之

七十 ，中籍志 (Classical Books and Records), P. 1686; See also: Jinjiang Xian Zhi 1966-1968. 卷之十之, 十

之,十三 - 人物志六 - 文苑. pp. 341-342  

45
 Jiang Yili Xu 江一鯉 序 (preface by Jiang Yili) in Qingyuan Jin Shi Zupu. p. 4.  
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cited from Mencius
46

, "…he conferred feudal estates to his descendants in four corners of 

the country. In later generations they all turned barbarian (变于夷).” The ancient ancestor 

of the Jins was a certain Jin Tianshi (金天氏) whose son was among the princes that were 

sent to settle in such a feudal estate. "[His estate] was in the north-western borders of the 

kingdom, and was named "Xiu Tu" ("休屠"). The country came under the hegemony of a 

powerful Xiong Nu leader. Centuries later, in the time of the Han [Dynasty emperor], Wu 

Di (140 – 87 BC) his prince [a Jin prince's descendant], Ri Dan (日殫) returned to his Han 

origins. Finally he [Ri Dan] became one of the state's most important ministers. Later on, 

the state of Xiu Tu suffered from the growing hostility that erupted between the northern 

and southern leaders of the Xiong Nu. [Caught between the fighting factions] the People of 

Xiu Tu moved away from the fighting area and settled in [what is known as] the Western 

Regions (Xi Yu 西域47
). From then on for many generations they are known as Xi Yu 

people. With the arrival of the occupying Yuan troops, the leaders of the Jin lineage 

surrendered and greeted them, and then went along with them back to [the capital] Shang 

Du.” 

 

Jiang Yili ends this section by stating that "This is the broad outline of the story. The 

genealogical records do not reach that period. Due to its scarcity, [the information] is 

                                                           

 

46
 Though the writer describes it as a quotation from a commentary on the Chun Qiu, the earliest source is 

Mencius:子孟· 上州齋上： “ 者夷变夏用闻吾，者夷用变闻吾。 ” 

47
  Referred to in Han times as the remote regions of the west, further to the west of Dun Huang Zhongguo 

Gujin Diming Da Cidian. p. 353.  
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uncertain."
48

 Again, the nature of this last statement is highly familiar from readings of 

other genealogies or prefaces. On the one hand, the writers are keen to reveal the lineage's 

ancient origins and establish their connections to a respected lineage from the ancient 

history of China. On the other hand, as respected learned men, they found it most important 

to demonstrate a certain level of credibility and present claims adhering to the basic 

principles of genealogical investigation.   

 

However, in the context of the Jin family, this version of the family's history has a far more 

important meaning. The more recent history of the Jins in Quanzhou does not comply at all 

with the assertion that the Jins are descendants of an important Zhou period Chinese prince. 

In fact, it is a widely accepted notion that the founder of the lineage branch in Quanzhou 

was Jin Ji (金吉), a foreign Muslim general who was stationed in the city by the Yuan 

government, between 1330 and 1332. His descendants were practicing Muslims themselves, 

which is evident in an ample amount of source material, such as genealogical texts, local 

gazetteers and stone inscriptions, as well as oral tradition.
49

 How can the two contradicting 

narratives coexist within the popular, as well as formal family, notions of ethnic identity? 

How could a family that only two centuries earlier had been labeled as semu by the ruling 

Mongols, be linked to the ancient history of imperial China? What does this teach us about 

the way in which the writers of the genealogies perceived their identity?  

                                                           

 

48
 Jiang Yili Xu 江一鯉 序 (preface by Jiang Yili) in Qingyuan Jin Shi Zupu. P. 5; See also Quanzhou Huizu 

Pudie Ziliao Xuanbian. p. 81b. 

49
 For the history of the Jin family in Quanzhou, see also Chapter Five. Information transmitted in interviews 

during field-work in Quanzhou, July – September 2002; Gladney, Muslim Chinese. pp. 262, 278.    
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In the light of similar cases explored by Kuhner (2001) Fan Ke (2001, 2003, 2004) or 

Szonyi (2002), the linkage of the "mythical section" of the genealogy to its "historical 

section" as Van Der Sprenkel (1973) defines it, serves a further goal of presenting the 

Sinicized Jins of Ming Period Fujian, as a legitimate, Han Chinese, respectful family of 

Quanzhou. The Muslim identity of their relatively close ancestors was presented as a 

temporary stage or transition that the ancestors, originally Han, went through. This is seen 

clearly in the preface written by Jin Zhixing: "Our family's origin is in descendants of Han 

period, honorable ancestor Ri Dan. For generations they had been living in Shang Du. It 

was many decades ago. Nothing is known about any of the other family factions." Jin 

Zhixing did not supply any explanation for the process which made the descendants of (Jin) 

Ri Dan become Muslim but merely proceeded to explain that: "Now I have arrived at the 

conclusion that Master Yian [一庵公 Known also in his personal name Jin Ji] was the 

earliest of the ancestors who had entered Quanzhou, and became the founder [of the 

current lineage branch]." He went on to describe the mission that his ancestor Yian was 

assigned during emperor Wen Zong's 文宗 (1330-1332) reign period of Yuan dynasty, when 

he received an imperial decree stationing him in Quanzhou. He then gave further details 

regarding the early Quanzhou ancestors: "He had two sons, the elder A Li 阿里 and the 

second Ma Hawen 麻哈吻…two hundred years [have passed]. In terms of generations, 

already nine….”
50

  But the most striking remark in that respect is the description of the 

genealogical tables apparently prepared by his ancestors: "the compilation of the genealogy 

                                                           

 

50
 Zhixing Xu 志行 序 (preface by Zhixing) in, Qingyuan Jin Shi Zupu. pp. 10-11. See also Quanzhou Huizu 

Pudie Ziliao Xuanbian. pp. 82b-83a; Chen Zhiping. 究族陈 Fujian Zupu 谱族族谱.  p. 299.  
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was [done according to the example] copied from the Song Confucian style. It bears the 

arrangement principles of the zong system…it has each generation's pedigree general 

outline in order to record all [the family's] details." Chen Zhiping also presents the 

example of the Guo 郭 Lineage of Baiqi. Their genealogy's compilation, (Guoshi Zupu 郭

氏族譜), had already been completed in the early Ming era, and it contains an essay from 

1436 entitled Jiapu Tici 家谱题辞, describing the principles and methods employed in the 

compilation. Through the text, Chen Zhiping demonstrates how the arrangement, style and 

content of the genealogy were performed in a typical Ming Confucian manner. Jin Zhixing, 

though admitting his branch's early ancestors' foreign origin, found it important enough to 

also describe their adherence to Song Neo-Confucian principles of descent organization 

and, in particular, genealogical recording.
 51

  

 

In her work on descent-group organization in China, Hu Hsien-chin wrote that the "attempts 

to trace the origin of one's zu to some important personage and to claim this or that famous 

individual as one's ancestor have interest as a sociological phenomenon rather than for 

historical accuracy. While such an ancestor undoubtedly confers prestige on the zu, he also 

ties up the zu with the historic and mythical past of the nation. This motive is best 

understood when one considers the many foreigners who have settled among the Chinese 

during many centuries and have become acculturated. To legitimize themselves they had to 

build up a Chinese pedigree, and naturally it was easier to claim descent from some 
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illustrious person living at a time when accurate historic records were still unknown. […] 

The search for a family tree thus has been part of the acculturation process of various 

invading groups ever since the end of the Han Dynasty. […] There is no doubt that the 

reason was the adoption of Chinese names to hide the origin of the bearer. A good number 

of these families must have reinforced their claim to membership in Chinese society with a 

suitable genealogy."
52

  

 

Michael Szonyi elaborates further on this issue. According to him, at least in some parts of 

Fujian, claims about ethnic differentiation of people who over the centuries "made the 

transition from non-Han to Han" were among the major reasons for creating a genealogical 

connection with people who had not previously been considered one's ancestors. Through a 

close examination of various genealogical records, Szonyi demonstrates how strategies 

involving surname changes, such as uxorilocal marriage and cross-surname adoption, were 

used in lineage foundation legends, to link oneself with another lineage, living elsewhere 

and in some cases even bearing a different name. In the examples he presented, these 

devices were used by members of lineages who were apparently related to the Dan or She 
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southern minority groups, to claim connections with migrants from North China and thus to 

distinguish themselves and their ancestors from the indigenous non-Han groups and to 

assert their higher status over them.
53

: "A North China ancestor was a way to make and 

support claims about self–differentiation, distinguishing oneself from the indigenous 

peoples of the Fuzhou region and associating oneself with the Chinese culture that was 

presumed to have been imported from outside the region. […] Tracing descent back to 

North China was an assertion of connection to Chinese culture and a denial of the low 

status of those outside that culture.”
54

     

  

The Jiang Yili preface to the Jin genealogy serves the goal of strengthening the Han identity 

of his friend's family by presenting both the "insufficient memory" of their ancient origin 

and the current changes qualifying their leaders as distinguished members of local Han 

society. He further explains the reason for compiling the current text and its importance: 

after describing the life and deeds of general Jin Ji, the Muslim founder of the Jin branch of 

Quanzhou in the Yuan period, he states that "The Jin family members, in the less significant 

intermediate period of less than two hundred years, were not able to relate anything about 

their [family's history] affairs. Their offspring numbered only a few dozens. Some resided 

inside the city as civilians; others were affiliated to military institutions. Some saw 
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themselves as members of the same lineage, others claimed to be of different ancestry. Some 

could not recognize each other, acting indifferently when passing by one another. This was 

all due to insufficient documentation."
55

 According to Jiang Yili, the turning-point in the Jin 

family's own awareness came in tandem with their change in status. The fact that the family 

had produced a scholar, initiated a process that transformed the whole family's self-identity 

and notion of its own history. "…he [Jin Zhixing] made a precedent by pursuing his quest 

of becoming an official in order to initiate a new tendency [of his family members]. Now, 

[his] descendants will act rigorously to fulfill their will of attaining official ranks and be 

students of court academicians (博士第子 )... then the Jin family will be among the 

honorable of Quanzhou [families]. Thus, indeed the Jin family did not, for a hundred years, 

have any ancestor who surpassed the commandant Wu Lue Gong (Jin Ji), [just the same] 

for a hundred years the Jin family will also not possess any ancestor who will surpass our 

noble master (Jin Zhixing)."
56

   

 

Like so many other examples of genealogies in South China, the Jins maintain that their 

ancestors originate from the North, and that they were a prominent family - some of whose 

members held key offices in the political or military sphere. As in the examples presented 

by Van Der–Sprenkel or Meskill, the Jins’ genealogical records point to an origin myth in 

the distant past, which is characterized by scarcity of information and the absence of any 
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evidence or proof. Jiang Yili, like other writers, feels obliged to mention the limited 

evidence and the vagueness of the information regarding the ancient ancestors. 

 

In a fascinating article, Hans Kuhner analyzes genealogical records from the Ming–Qing 

era, of two lineages of Muslim descent from the area of Quanzhou.
57

 Those genealogies 

represent two different approaches or tendencies: the first case is that of the Ding 丁 lineage 

of Chendai 陳埭. The other is of the Lin-Li 林/ 李 lineage, both in the Ming-era prefecture 

of Quanzhou. Kuhner selects texts where the foreign origin of the compilers' ancestors, or 

their intermarriage with foreigners, played a special part. Kuhner is not interested in 

genealogical research in itself but rather in texts revealing some of the activities and 

mentalities of both elite and non–elite circles. He therefore focuses on texts such as 

biographies, records of rituals, family rules and instructions, land deeds, records of law-

suits and intra-lineage conflicts. Kuhner states that these texts reflect both elite and popular 

culture: on the one hand, they are meant to serve as guide books for proper conduct and 

values. That is why, in reading through these texts, the hegemonic value system of late 

imperial China is apparent. On the other hand, they are addressed to all members of the 

lineage, and consequently also deal with actual problems and conflicts that occupy the 

minds and consciousness of the wider parts of society, at all levels. Thanks to their dual 

nature, the readers are allowed a glimpse of the way in which individuals within these 

groups, as well as the lineages as institutions, attempted to deal with their unique historical 
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background and with the exposure to what Kuhner described as: "pressures for ethnic, 

cultural and religious homogeneity by the environment.” Kuhner searches for the way in 

which members of lineages of Muslim descent dealt with the need to establish a new sense 

of identity and assert themselves in a hostile environment.
58

 Through the use of these 

sources, he manages to present a different perspective on the assimilation process 

undergone by descendants of Muslims in the Quanzhou area. As seen through various 

reports and records of the newly established Ming dynasty, in Fujian and elsewhere in the 

empire, the new regime did not follow a consistent policy of harsh and systematic 

suppression or annihilation of foreigners. In fact, some sources clearly indicate that the first 

Ming emperors not only showed tremendous tolerance towards their subjects of foreign 

descent, but even maintained the practice of employing foreigners in government service.
59

 

In light of these conclusions, Kuhner argues that when searching for key factors 

contributing to the process of increasing uniformity and rapid disappearance of diversity 

under the Ming, one should not focus merely on the central government's policies and 

decrees. Attention should also be paid to other levels of the political realm, different 

sections of society, and other spheres of discourse offering insights into prevalent popular 

mentalities.
60
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The case of the Ding, as will be shown through texts that appear in their genealogy, 

represents the tendency characteristic of some families of Muslim descent in Fujian, for 

taking deliberate steps to adapt to the majority culture, and intentionally promote their 

integration and inclusion into Han society. Members of that lineage, attracted by Chinese 

culture and the chances of social advancement it offered as reward, took steps that had a 

direct effect on their family's increased assimilation.
61

 The case of the Lin-Li marks a 

different movement or tendency in which the dominant aspect is exclusion. The 

genealogical text that Kuhner presents describes the attempt of one branch of a Han Chinese 

family to exclude another branch due to conflicting religious beliefs that were an outcome 

of the marriage of one of its members with a foreigner. In both cases, not only the content 

but also the compilation of a genealogy in itself, served as important means for asserting the 

lineage's own identity during the Ming–Qing era (and in some respects, this persists even 

now). In both cases, genealogy is utilized to enhance the group's sense of belonging to the 

dominant Han group, though it is done by addressing, in different ways, their former 

ancestors' relations to a foreign religion.      
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The Ding of Chendai 

The Ding lineage of Chendai are claimed to be descendants of Muslims from West or 

Central Asia. By the middle and end of the Ming period, after a gradual process of 

assimilation, the Ding lineage had established itself as one of the leading lineages in the 

county.
62

 In 1501 it produced its first jinshi 進士. A few years later, one of its branches 

even had three jinshi in three consecutive generations.
63

 But as in many other cases, what 

had already marked an advanced and crucial stage in their acculturation and attainment of 

social recognition was the compilation of a genealogy that had already been started by a 

member of the sixth generation, between 1403 and 1424, shortly after the Ming dynasty’s 

ascendance to power. A member of the seventh generation, between 1436 and 1449, 

continued work on the genealogy. However, even at that stage the lineage apparently still 

lacked members who were sufficiently learned, or familiar enough with the classics and 

proper conduct of rituals. For that reason, they had to turn to a Han Chinese scholar of the 

Zeng Family who provided them with instructions on how to prepare a genealogy. The 

compilation was completed only later, by Ding Yi 丁儀 (1473 - 1522), the lineage's first 
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jinshi.
64

 The earliest texts in the genealogy reveal no trace of foreign origin; neither the 

names recorded nor the contents of the text indicate any sign of the ancestors' foreign 

descent. The structure and arrangement of the genealogy have characteristics typical of Han 

Chinese genealogies. Kuhner mentions the conditions extant at the time of compilation as 

being the reason for the early attempts to form a genealogy with seemingly Han 

characteristics. He cites several probable reasons for the lack of documentation of early 

generations, but eventually raises the possibility that it results from the conscious attempt to 

hide the foreign origin.
65

 Nowadays, among family members and some researchers alike, it 

is a widely accepted notion that the Dings of Chendai are descendants of a Muslim notable 

of Central Asian origin, named in Chinese sources as Saidianchi Shansiding which is a 

transliteration of the Persian, Bukharan or Arab name: Sayyid Ajjal Shams al-Din (1210-

1279). Saidianchi served under the Yuan as a governor of Yunnan Province. He was a 

descendant of the prophet Muhammed and his family originated from Bukhara.
66

 But a 

search for details about him in the genealogy elicits references to him in the later texts only. 

In describing the lineage's early ancestors, the genealogical text refers mainly to Ding 

Jiezhai 丁節齋 (1251-1298), the first ancestor who settled in Quanzhou between 1265 and 
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1274. An even more detailed description is dedicated to the third generation, Ding Shuode

丁硕德 (1298-1379) and his son Ding Renan 丁仁庵 (1343-1420). They were the first to 

establish the new permanent residence in Chendai village after the collapse of the Yuan. 

Kuhner is of the opinion that during the time of the first generations of Ding in Chendai, 

their foreign origin was still a source of embarrassment for them, and so the compilers of 

the genealogy’s first editions were still trying to conceal the facts regarding their origin. 

From the time of Ding Shuode, the family had already experienced hostility due to their 

foreign origin. Shuode himself was said to have been forced to leave the southern suburbs 

of Quanzhou and even to temporarily change his name to avoid persecution that was taking 

place against semu people in Quanzhou.
67

 The animosity towards the Dings and their 

attempts to obscure their foreign origin persisted during the lifetimes of the first few 

generations of Dings in Chendai, and continued throughout the first century of Ming reign. 

The period from the late fifteenth century until the mid-seventeenth century was also 

marked by a series of bitter conflicts between the Dings in Chendai and other neighboring 

lineages.
68

 I think that the explanation ascribing the feuds which the Dings were involved in 

to their foreign origin is not sufficiently satisfactory. Kuhner does not always supply direct 

evidence for attributing those disputes to the Dings' ancestors' origin. Sometimes the only 

hints given as to the source of animosity towards them can be discerned in the official 

decrees included in the genealogical register. An example is the letter of protection from a 
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high official stating that: "the [members of the] Ding [lineage] are subjects of our dynasty. 

It is inadmissible that, as subjects of our dynasty, they are still harassed and 

tyrannized…."
69

 In any event, these disputes surely did not provide a friendly environment 

for stressing one's foreign origin. As mentioned before, despite all difficulties, the lineage 

produced its first jinshi as early as 1501. At about the same time, the first ancestral hall had 

been erected. In order to achieve these successes, the lineage had to eliminate great portions 

of its past and adapt its ritual to prevalent Han Chinese customs.
70

 

 

The lineage's foreign origin was explicitly pointed out only in later texts of the genealogy 

such as "Explanation of the religion of [our] ancestors" (zujiao shuo 祖教說) written by 

Ding Yanxia 丁衍夏71
 during the Wanli period (1573-1620), which deals at length with the 

fact that the lineage had previously followed Islamic religious practices.
72

 The importance 

of this text is that we can learn from it about the process of adaptation and acculturation and 

the changing attitudes towards the ancestors' foreign descent. Ding Yanxia provided the 

first text which deals primarily with the actual religion and other related cultural 
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characteristics of the Dings' ancestors. His description is given from a perspective which is 

clearly that of Han literati. "[…] in former times they [family's ancestors] seem to have 

followed customs that were not yet civilized." He goes on to describe their burial and 

mourning customs which differ in so many aspects from those of the later acculturated 

Dings. From his words, one can learn not only about the ancestors' original Muslim 

customs, but also the degree of adaptation to local customs and culture by the time of the 

writer's generation: "when praying, there were no soul tablets for the ancestors, and no 

sacrificial offerings. […] there were no sacrifices of wine and fruit and no paper money [as 

sacrifices] was burned." Then he goes on to describe other Muslim religious laws and 

customs in a fashion that again expresses a sense of belonging to the dominant Han Chinese 

culture, and remoteness from the Muslim heritage: "when reciting the holy book (qing jing

清經 ) one imitated the traditional sound of the barbarian (yi 夷 ) language, without 

understanding its meaning and not even trying to understand it." After describing the 

taboos on pork, and the purification and clothing customs, the writer added a very 

interesting statement: "When I was young, I still could see these customs personally. […] 

Today, we burn paper money in the sacrifices for the ancestors, cattle has not to be 

slaughtered at home
73

, all wear hemp as mourning attire, no more cotton […] Daoist and 

Buddhist monks are invited. Pork is eaten and there is an increasing conformity with 

[Chinese] ritual." The writer concludes his essay in a few sentences that reveal an 

ambiguous attitude towards the family tradition: "However, there are still some who are 
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proud of not following the [Chinese] ritual. […] Alas, as far as the teaching of the Noble 

Man on ritual are concerned, some maintain that it should be based on the traditions of 

one's country and should be adhered to without the slightest change. Others maintain that 

some [aspects of] ritual can be different while others should be adhered to, with their 

practicality as criterion." It is worth noting the fact that, though describing Islamic customs 

in detail, Ding Yanxia avoids explicitly mentioning the actual name of Islam. Nevertheless, 

I think we should not necessarily ascribe this to an intentional attempt to conceal the 

Muslim origin. It is not clear to what extent the notion of Islam as a distinct religious 

identity was familiar to early Seventeenth Century Fujianese readers. In my opinion the 

emphasis in this text is on the adaptation to Han culture while the actual nature of the 

former foreign traits is not very significant. After all, the writer did apply a rather harsh 

term such as yi to describe some of his ancestors' characteristics. At about the same time 

another text – "Compact on Sacrifices" (si yue 祀約) was produced by one of the above-

mentioned lineage jinshi, Ding Zishen 丁自丁. In this text, the new rules on rituals were 

detailed: the sacrificial rites were modeled on the traditional Chinese example, but still no 

pork was to be used.
74

  

 

Kuhner summarizes his analysis of the Ding genealogical texts by pointing out the 

contradictory aspects in the attitude reflected in them toward the old family tradition: on the 

one hand, leading lineage members showed a growing tendency to actively promote 
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conformity with the dominant Han Chinese culture. At a very early stage, they already 

initiated the building of a lineage ancestral temple as well as the compilation of a 

genealogy, which in itself served as a platform for further steps for promoting the official 

adoption of new rules governing sacrifices for ancestors. On the other hand, despite a 

hostile environment, some members still insisted on preserving unique ritual characteristics 

that were essential for the maintenance and reinforcement of lineage identity and cohesion.  

  

Kuhner uses a historical perspective to examine the Dings' adoption of a dual approach of 

utilizing Chinese tools for stressing a unique identity, or rather stressing the unique identity 

in a way that matches the traditional Chinese lineage discourse. In that respect, his 

conclusions match perfectly the main thesis of this dissertation: According to him, in 

reading the above mentioned text, family descent and family tradition are reinterpreted in a 

way which accommodates the two conflicting tendencies. The lineage's foreign origin is 

largely obscured and its originally foreign religion is reduced in meaning to mere family 

tradition and customs. "Through this reinterpretation, the lineage tried to evade attacks and 

accusations of the representatives of the majority culture on both ethnic and cultural 

grounds, while at the same time still maintaining a strong lineage identity."
75

 As will be 

seen also later on, Kuhner stresses a basic assumption which I am not convinced is correct, 

that the Muslims' descendants were experiencing hostility and pressure from their 

environment primarily due to their foreign ethnic and religious origin. I believe the 

motivation for taking steps to deepen the identification with the Han majority may have 
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been a result of a more subtle process of acculturation promoted by the educated elite of the 

family. Finally, in considering further the dual approach of underscoring or stressing the 

family's foreign origin one comes to think that only when people feel confident enough in 

their place in society and enjoy a strong sense of belonging, does the foreign origin change 

from a burden into an exotic characteristic that could even be a source of pride. Considering 

the tightening of the cultural affiliation of the late Ming writers of the Ding lineage with 

their contemporary Han, could we not see in the relatively new approach of bringing back 

to the surface the old origin of the ancestors, proof for assimilation into the local society?  

 

 



 

 

 

191 

The Lin/Li of Quanzhou / Jinjiang 

The Lin 林/ Li 李 Genealogy (of Lin/Li lineage of Quanzhou and Jinjiang)
76

 represents a 

different kind of genealogical text. The Lin-Li lineage is best known for producing one of 

the most famous Ming scholars, Li Zhi 李贄 (1527-1602). But the interesting feature of this 

family's history, which is dealt with in this chapter, is its double surname Lin-Li, the result 

of a series of family splits and reunifications. These splits were the outcome of inner moral 

and ideological disputes related to descent and kinship ties. According to some early 

writers, as well as modern researchers, the split into two surnames is related to the marriage 

of one of the ancestors with a Persian girl from Hormuz and that ancestor’s conversion to 

Islam. The analysis of the Lin / Li genealogical texts illustrates a special case from which 

one can learn about the reaction of lineage members to interethnic marriage and the 

adoption of a foreign religion, immediately after the fall of the Yuan, when xenophobic 

sentiments were extremely powerful within the local population. According to official and 

family documents, the Lins and Lis are all descended from Li or Lin Junhe 君龢 (hao 

Muzhai 睦齋 1328-1385). In his biography, included in the first lineage genealogy, it was 

written that Junhe was a respected merchant who during the Yuan, had traveled to foreign 

countries. He had two sons: Jingwen 景文 (1347-1392) and Jingshun 景順 (1350-1424).
77

 

                                                           

 

76
 The texts discussed are two manuscript copies of: Qingyuan Lin Li Zongpu 清宗林李宗譜 and Li Shi 

Zupu 族族李氏  (preface dated 1435). Excerpts from another version of the genealogy named Rongshan Li Shi 

Zupu 譜族氏李族族  were reprinted in the Quanzhou Huizu Pudie Ziliao Xuanbian 泉州回族譜牒資料選編 

pp. 76a-81a. See also Kuhner, p.419, note no. 39 for primary and secondary sources about Lin / Li.  
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 Jingwen (景文hao Donghu 東東 , ming Nu 駑 1347-1392), and Jingshun (景順, hao Zhizhai 齋齋, ming 

Duan 端 1350-1424). Jingwen took part also in an earlier expedition to the "Western Seas" in 1376. 
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Jingwen, the elder son, was a prominent merchant in Quanzhou at the beginning of the 

Ming. In 1384, he joined a trade mission to the West and stayed for a while in Hormuz. 

During his stay there he converted to Islam and married a local girl. He had five sons who 

continued the family tradition of trading. Jingshun, his younger brother, was a merchant as 

well, though he led a more conventional lifestyle and said to have adhered to Chinese 

tradition. He had two sons. One of them was Li Guangqi 李廣齊 (1381-1443)
78

, the author 

of the above-mentioned first edition of the family's genealogy. 

  

There are at least three different versions explaining the time and reason for the split into 

two surnames. The Li branch takes its name as the original name of the lineage, while the 

Lin presents a contradictory claim. The first version is presented in the first genealogical 

text by Li Guangqi. According to him, the family's original surname was Li. Lin Junhe 

founded the lineage branch in Quanzhou and therefore was commonly referred to as the 

first generation of the lineage. But according to this version, he was actually the eighteenth-

generation descendant of the Li lineage in Fujian. He was the first to change his name from 

Li to his mother's surname – Lin. Due to a famine at the end of the Yuan he was forced to 

find refuge with his mother's family and subsequently changed his name. In 1422, his 

younger son, Jingshun, moved away from the family home in Quanzhou and returned to the 

former surname Li. The reason for that, as Li Gguangqi claimed, was that he could not bear 

the shame that his elder brother brought upon him by adopting a foreign religion and 
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 Li Tianyu 與與 (zi Guangqi 李廣齊, hao Fuzhai 齋齋 1381-1443)  
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practicing "divergent customs.”
79

 At first glimpse, considering the orthodox approach 

centered at organizing descent groups on principles of patrilineal kinship, the act of 

adopting one's mother's surname could seem odd. But in fact, as we learn from Michael 

Szonyi's research of lineages in the Fuzhou region, the customs of uxorilocal marriage and 

cross-surname adoption were widely practiced in some parts of Fujian in the late imperial 

period. They were common even among lineages that had clear ambitions to portray 

themselves as belonging to the local cultural elite.
80

 Li Guangqi's return to his alleged 

original surname was apparently in itself a common custom in late imperial Fujian, termed 

fuxing 齋姓. Michael Szonyi demonstrated its use through the case of the high official Cai 

Jing, later known as Zhang Jing, from the vicinity of Fuzhou, who in the mid-sixteenth 

century made immense efforts to assume the original name of Zhang (instead of his existing 

name – Cai). Szonyi concluded his discussion on the custom of fuxing arguing that "it was 

precisely because cross-surname adoption and uxorilocal marriage were widespread in 

practice that it was possible to deploy them rhetorically in narratives of descent tracing 

[…]. These claims were invoked to explain why the compiler had linked his genealogy to 

that of another group of people who lived in a distant place and sometimes did not even 
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 Kuhner. p. 419-420. (+note 45) 
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 In his research of a wide array of genealogical texts from the Fuzhou region, Michael Szonyi wrote that 

arguments for changing one's own surname, on grounds that it had already been changed at some time in the 

past, were quite prevalent. Changing it again was thus considered simply as reverting to the original surname. 

(p. 28) Szonyi further demonstrates, through the analysis of several genealogical texts, how the practices of 

uxorilocal marriage and cross-surname adoption in the Fuzhou region are often invoked retroactively as 

explanations for why the authors' lineages live in a certain place distant from their kin, or have a different 

surname from their kin. As in the case of Li Guangqi, such arguments made it possible to establish a solid 

base for claims of genealogical links to those supposedly distant kin and ultimately, to link one's own 

genealogy and family history to those groups who could make persuasive claims of originating from ancestors 

who emigrated from North China.  Michael Szonyi, Practicing Kinship. pp. 28, 36, 234 note 21. 
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share the same surname."
81

 This version of Li Guangqi of course brings to mind the origin 

story of the Jin lineage and especially the reference to the early Han period ancestors of 

North China previously discussed (p. 23, n. 47, p. 26 notes 52-53). Once again, the 

significance of relating oneself to an early Han Chinese ancestor of northern origin is 

demonstrated.  

                

The second version, included in later separate articles, but in the same genealogies as the 

first version (appears in at least two versions of the genealogy: Lishi Zupu and Rongshan 

Lishi Zupu), asserts that the original surname was Lin and that the actual split occurred only 

a generation later, initiated by the above-mentioned Li Guangqi himself. It was he, not his 

father, who moved away from town and changed his surname to Li. This version appeared 

later than the one included in the first genealogy written by Li Guangqi, and also questions 

some basic assertions made earlier by Guangqi. Firstly, this version does not agree with the 

claim of actually being the eighteenth generation of Li descendants. In fact the earliest 

known ancestor mentioned in the text is the above mentioned Junhe who according to this 

version was still named Lin. No details regarding his ancestors are given: rather, in 1569, 

the writers stated that "we cannot know anything about his ancestors"
82

 implying that the 

genealogical data supplied by Li Guangqi is inauthentic.
83

 Moreover, Li Guangqi's claim 
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 Szonyi. pp. 39-42.  

82
 Quanzhou Huizu Pudie Ziliao Xuanbian. pp. 79b-81a.  

83
 This approach is reminiscent of that expressed by one of the preface writers of the Jin genealogy who was 

also cautious enough not to make statements which are clearly speculative or not based on any solid evidence. 

See note 41, or: Jiang Yili Xu 江一鯉 序 (preface by Jiang Yili) in Qingyuan Jin Shi Zupu, p. 5. 
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that it was his father who returned to the ancient surname is refuted, and Li Guangqi is even 

accused of forging the actual facts to gloss over some personal issues of his own. This 

version claims it was Li Guangqi who moved from Quanzhou, probably to distance himself 

from a legal dispute he was entangled in. The compilers of the new genealogy criticize Li 

Guangqi for being biased and inclined to xenophobic prejudice regarding his uncle’s 

religious beliefs. That, they maintain, is why he emphasizes the spurious long line of 

descent going back to the Tang, while ignoring the much closer relatives who still maintain 

their belief in Islam. The later writers question the authenticity and the real motives behind 

Li Guangqi's claim for being forced to change his own surname. I am more inclined than 

Kuhner to accept their doubts regarding the authenticity of Guangqi's claim of wanting to 

avoid the shame of being associated with the Muslim branch of his family. They point out 

the widely accepted existence of Islam among the population of Quanzhou, and even 

mention some of the other distinguished families of descendants of Muslims in the city: 

"among the big families in Quanzhou there are the five families Jin 金, Ding 丁, Ma 馬, 

Yang 楊 and Xia 夏, who are all followers of Islam, and they have not changed that for 

even more than ten generations, so why should our uncle detest his elder brother so 

much?"
84
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 Kuhner, p. 421-22. (+note 49). A stone tablet in the former residence of Li Zhi in Quanzhou displays the 

first seven generations of the Lin / Li pedigree, including the wives. In the fourth and fifth generations there is 

a marked presence of wives belonging to Quanzhou's prominent former Muslim lineages such as Pu, Ding and 
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 Following a review of the different versions for the family's split, Hans Kuhner presents an 

explanation of his own for that issue. Kuhner accepts the second version's skeptical views 

regarding the claim to descent from Tang ancestors of the Li lineage. Nevertheless, his 

explanation does focus on Li Guangqi's attempt to draw a line between his branch of the 

family, and the others, practicing foreign religious customs. Kuhner claims that that was 

why Guangqi moved away from his relatives and assumed a different surname. Moreover, 

he excluded from the genealogy he compiled those of his relatives who refused to return to 

compliance with pure Chinese custom. This explanation is corroborated by the following 

quotation from a remark Guangqi added to the entry on his uncle, in the genealogical table: 

"He [Jingwen] married a semu girl and followed their customs till the end without 

changing. Today, his sons and grandsons are many, but still they do not give up their 

foreign religion, therefore they are not included here." This assumption is confirmed by a 

later commentary on Li Guangqi's genealogy by one of his descendants that mentions the 

split between Li and Lin as emanating from the disapproval of some of the lineage 

members, of the wide scale practice of Islam within the lineage.
85

  

 

It is difficult to assert whether Li Guangqi truly believed that he was returning to his 

ancestors' original surname or, on the other hand, whether he invented the records of 

eighteen generations of Li ancestors to serve his own purpose of legitimizing his name-

change and being cut off from the rest of the family. In later generations, a few other 

surname changes of certain individuals or branches, from Lin to Li and back, had occurred. 
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It is not certain whether these changes stemmed from a division between Muslims and non-

Muslims in the family, or whether different reasons prompted them. In any case, it is clear 

that Li Guangqi was strongly prejudiced against foreign customs and religions and 

presented these sentiments as the reason for the split. This is best manifested in another text, 

which he wrote in 1426 and included in the genealogy. In the essay, entitled "Words of 

Warning" (Chuijie Lun 垂戒論), Guangqi develops his arguments against foreign religions 

in general, thus strengthening the legitimacy of excluding his uncle's branch from the 

genealogy. The text supplies a lengthy description of foreigners in China after the fall of the 

Yuan dynasty. Referring to the semu people the writer states: "there are among them real 

semu, false semu, and also those who follow their wives to become semu, or who followed 

their mothers in practicing divergent customs. They thus brought disorder into our race 

(zulei), they despise our rules and do not respect our morality." Later in the essay, Guangqi 

points out the differences between the Chinese, with whom he associates himself, and the so 

called semu, regarding mourning, burial and other religious worship related to their late 

forefathers. Summarizing this issue, Guangqi adds his personal negative view of the semu 

people and their different customs: "Their writing is like worms, and their speech is like the 

[howling] of owls. We Chinese can neither decipher [their text] nor understand [their 

speech]. Alas! The ways of the semu are identical with the customs of the Yi and Di.” In this 

sense, although far more harsh, Li Guangqi's description is reminiscent of the text referred 

to above (pp. 29-30), written several decades later by Ding Yanxia.
86

 The writer's own 

association with the Han Chinese and his attempt to mark out a clear distinction between 
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himself and his kin who practice Islam, is best manifested by the use of quotations from the 

classics (Shujing and Shijing), included in his essay in order to emphasize the cultural 

distinctions between Chinese and non-Chinese. The writer then turns to a direct 

denunciation of his uncle stating that: "…although he descended from scholars, he was 

seduced by the customs of the semu and did not attain enlightenment. He did not revere his 

ancestors, but those of others, he practiced the customs of the Yi and Di, and caused his 

descendants to become barbarians…" he then quotes the late Tang scholar, Han Yu who 

wrote that Confucius "accepted those Yi and Di who followed the customs of the middle 

states as Chinese, while he regarded those Chinese who followed the customs of the Yi and 

Di as barbarians."
 87

 That also seems to be an issue referred to similarly by compilers of 

genealogies of Muslim descent. The case of the Jin was described likewise, including the 

quotation from a Confucian text relating to the acculturation of the forefathers and the most 

important point of their later return to the Chinese realm. (See pp.22 or note 45). Anxious 

conservatives, such as Guangqi, perceived foreign descent and Islam as threats to Chinese 

identity. From the employment of explanations and references from the core of official 

Chinese culture, we can learn that late-imperial time xenophobia was not primarily based on 

considerations of ethnic identity, but rather on cultural aspects. Guangqi ends his essay with 

warning instructions for his descendants, the potential readers of the genealogy. He even 

explicitly states that the reason for compiling the genealogy was to record this bad example 

as a warning to future generations.  
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Although in many cases, the end of Yuan is widely considered as the turning point 

beginning the downfall of foreigners' social and political high status in Southeast China, the 

case of the Lin / Li presents a different picture. It seems that even more than fifty years after 

the fall of the Yuan and the implementation of the Ming restrictions on foreign trade, some 

people were still attracted to foreign lands, cultures and religions. The phenomenon 

apparently existed to such an extent that others, such as Li Guangqi, considered it as a real 

threat to Chinese civilization. As far as the views represented publicly by Guangqi are 

concerned, it is clear why he considered it necessary to separate and distance himself from 

the rest of the lineage. Kuhner sees in it a clear reinforcement of his assumption that the 

split between Li and Lin was connected with the marriage to a non–Chinese girl and to the 

subsequent adoption and preservation of Islam of some lineage members.
88

 At this point I 

find it necessary to comment that there is no evidence clear enough, to corroborate Kuhner's 

assumptions unequivocally. As Kuhner himself stated earlier, the real motivation behind 

drawing the line between Guangqi and his Muslim kin could indeed be related to the 

religious-ideological dispute. On the other hand though, it could simply be an excuse used 

for denunciating members of the lineage with whom he was in a dispute. 
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Conclusion 

Through the analysis of the above-cited texts, the Lin-Li genealogy could be described in 

terms of a typical Chinese-Confucian document. Such a document initially served Li 

Guangqi's ambition to present his lineage as Chinese by nature and practice. The genealogy 

was utilized to express the writer's total identification with Chinese cultural and ethnic 

traits. Such was the case with the Jin lineage and its first genealogy, compiled by Jin 

Zhixing. Similar examples of Guo and Ding genealogical texts were also referred to in this 

chapter. In this context I find very useful Frank Pieke's description of the link between "the 

celebration of common descent to a Confucian or culturalist construction of Chineseness 

that focuses on morality and education", a process that he proposes to call "the Chinese 

'genealogical mentality".
89

 On the other hand, the analysis of other texts, such as those 

contained, together with Guangqi's essay, in a later edition of the Lin–Li genealogy, reveal 

a totally different approach. Some of the writers of later genealogy editions used the 

compilation of the genealogy to emphasize their family's unique customs and origin. The 

same can be said of certain essays in the Ding genealogy. The examples presented above, as 

well as other cases documented in genealogies of other lineages of foreign descent such as 

the Pu 蒲 lineage of Quanzhou
90

, represent the various strategies employed by descendants 

of Muslims in Fujian in response to the changing circumstances in China's once thriving 

cosmopolitan trading center of Fujian coast. Kuhner stresses the strong pressure exerted on 
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 Kuhner, p. 426 notes 67-68; Liu Zhicheng 刘志诚 "Dongshi Puxing Shenjun" 东石蒲姓探讨 (inquiery of 

Pu Family of Dongshi) 福建地方志通迅, 1985, no. 4. pp. 56-58. 
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some of them by the widespread xenophobia that characterized the beginning of the Ming 

era, as the main challenge they were confronted with. In his detailed analysis he conforms 

to the narrative which is widely accepted among descendants of Muslims in Fujian today, 

stressing the reasons for their gradual loss of foreign cultural traits. According to this notion 

Families and lineages dispersed and sought refuge in other places. Some Muslims adopted 

new identities and surnames. They reduced "barbarian customs" or kept them as secret 

family traditions, while increasingly adopting Han Chinese customs. This was most 

apparent in the wide-scale adoption of customs of ancestral worship and its allied tendency 

to construct lineage halls (see the chapter on Chinese Worship for Muslim Ancestors). 

Kuhner even presents a unique case in which a branch of the family that practiced rituals 

and customs deviating from accepted beliefs was excluded from official documents of the 

lineage. Although I agree that the evidence presented here may shed light on the ways in 

which lineage members addressed external ethnic and political pressures, one should bear in 

mind that ethnic identity and identification as well as boundaries, based on these notions, 

may have been rather more fluid in that period.  

 

I think the main significance of the analysis of these genealogical texts lies in revealing 

their dual role as vehicles for incorporation into the Han majority as well as a means for 

differentiation by highlighting their unique origin. In his research of the Genealogical 

Mentality in Modern China Pieke writes that "At the same time that a genealogy writes the 

detailed history of the unique achievements, spread, and proliferation of one particular 

group of agnates, it also incorporates this history into the grand narrative of the history of 

China…" Pieke also quotes a personal communication with Stevan Harrel who said that 
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"civilizing non-Han people might also entail that the non-Han people adopt Chinese 

genealogical practices, producing a kind of 'civilized barbarians who are perfectly Chinese 

but non-Han".
91

 Finally, I adopt Pieke's words that "By reading the past into the present and 

the present into the past, the genealogical mentality provides the flexibility to separate and 

unite people simultaneously"
92

  

  

This chapter has dealt primarily with the actual custom of compiling genealogies and the 

significance attributed to them by family members - from the Ming era, down to the present 

day. On the one hand, educated family members compiled traditional Chinese style 

genealogies. In some cases, such as the cited examples of Jin or Li, they highlighted a 

questionable descent from semi-mythical ancestors whose origins lie in the core of Han 

civilization in the north of China. On the other hand, there were plenty of other cases in 

which genealogical texts, sometimes appearing in the same books, were simultaneously 

used for stressing the ancestors’ foreign descent and thus the special markers of identity of 

the lineage, or in Kuhner's words: "[…] even made their difference into an element of their 

personal, family and lineage identity"
93

 The genealogies indeed function in the inter-family 

sphere as a central means for handing down to future generations the memory of their 

foreign origin. Nonetheless, considering their important role in constructing and shaping a 
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lineal-based group identity according to criteria accepted by all Han Chinese, one can 

equally wonder whether the actual compilation of the genealogies was not in fact intended 

to identify the group with the Han majority, in both ethical and cultural terms.  

 

All that being said, our attention should also turn to the newly developed political aspect of 

genealogical recording: it is those last mentioned examples that are currently highlighted by 

contemporary members of the Ding, Guo and Pu lineages as a means to demonstrate their 

distinct identity. Senior members of these lineages refer to the texts as evidence of their 

special identity, which currently plays an important role in the local political arena and in 

the heightened debate over formal recognition of ethnic identity. This subject will be dealt 

with at length in the last chapter. Suffice it here to state that the very fact of renewed 

interest in these sections of the genealogies marks the dynamic nature of interpretations of 

the genealogical texts that are still undergoing major shifts of approaches and examination 

through different perspectives. 
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Chapter 4: A Han General and a Muslim Admiral 

Changing Memories of Chinese Muslim Descendants 

This Chapter examines how descendants of Muslims from Southeast China create and change 

family-history narratives in response to changing conditions. My inquiry focuses on traditions 

regarding ancestors of the Guo 超 Lineage of Baiqi Township 的奇乡, Huian 志堂 County, Fujian 

and their offshoots in Taiwan and the Philippines, over six centuries. It demonstrates how Muslims' 

descendants adopt or reject either Chinese or Muslim heroes as their ancestors, as a mechanism to 

foster a preferable identity. Previous scholarship generally approached these traditions in ethnic 

terms, corresponding to the discourse of ethnic definition currently prevalent in the P.R.C. It 

focused solely on groups residing on the mainland, overlooking other variations found overseas. 

Hence scholars portrayed the changing narratives as reflecting a linear process: from past 

assimilation into Chinese society, returning to a more "historically authentic" Hui identity in the 

present. The following analysis offers a broader and better informed cultural and historical 

overview. It begins with the main Guo branch, in the P.R.C. Their narrative is one of forced 

assimilation in which their early ancestors falsely adopted Guo Ziyi (697-781), a Han-Chinese 

national hero, as their ancestor. Although its authenticity has recently been largely refuted, the 

tradition remains an important component of their identity, symbolizing their ancestors’ 

persecution. Current resurgence of their Muslim heritage has also encouraged the nurturing of 

traditions portraying close relations between their ancestors and the Muslim admiral Zheng He. In 

Taiwan, Guo Ziyi is still venerated both as an ancestor and as the community's tutelary god; while 

in the Philippines, the Guo Ziyi tradition has broadened to encompass four other Fujienese families 

of Muslim descent. There, Guo Ziyi is the principal figure in the creation myth of the multi-
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surname association they have established in Manila. This following inquiry sheds new light on 

these communities, on mechanisms of assimilation and dissimilation and on the role of historical 

narratives in identity construction. 

 

I have discussed earlier (Chapter One) the history of the Baiqi Guo lineage. The following is a 

short summary: The Baiqi Guo's first ancestor was Guo Deguang 郭德广, a Muslim trader who 

moved to Quanzhou from Hangzhou, at the beginning of the fourteenth century. In 1376, a short 

while after the Ming rose to power, his grandson Guo Zhongyuan 郭仲远 (1348-1422) moved 

across the bay and established the family's permanent home at Baiqi. At present, all Guos in the 

vicinity are his descendants.
1

 According to genealogical sources, at the beginning of the 

seventeenth century, "by the time of the Eighth and Ninth generations [of the Guos in Baiqi] they 

completely abandoned the [Muslim] faith, apparently in the mid Wanli reign period (1573-1620)".
2
 

However, the members of this lineage preserved more traditions and customs related to their 

ancestors’ Muslim origin and faith than did most other groups of descendants of Maritime Muslims 

in Fujian (see Chapter Two). The following pages demonstrate that in addition to markers of 

special identity as descendents of Muslims, the Guo's identity is informed by processes rooted in 

the surrounding Han community. Elements of the Guo identity have clearly been borrowed from 

the surrounding Han culture of Fujian Province.     
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 Baiqi Guoshi Huizu Zongpu vol. 1: 61-62; Chen Dasheng 1984: 102-107 

2
 Baiqi Guo Shi Huizu Zongpu vol. 1, 2000: 15. Members of some sub–branches even practiced Islam until the 1940’s 

(see: Fan Ke 2003:74,77; 2004: 10-11)  
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This chapter focuses on two seemingly contradictory traditions of the Baiqi Guos.  The first argues 

for the lineage's descent from the renowned Han general Guo Ziyi 郭子儀 (697 – 781).  The second 

associates the Baiqi Guos with famous Muslim Admiral Zheng He 和郑 (1371 – 1433).  I examine 

how these two traditions evolved in response to diverse historical and geographical circumstances.  
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Guo Ziyi and the Baiqi Guos 

The Baiqi Guo lineage has preserved such ancestral-worship customs as the pork taboo, which is 

meant to demonstrate its Muslim origins.  At the same time, the clan has also maintained a tradition 

that associated it with the wider Han community. The characters Fenyang 汾陽 alluding to its 

mythic Chinese founder appear on many of the lineage's funerary and ritual articles.  The recently 

restored ancestral hall of the Baiqi village carries inscriptions and couplets alluding to the Tang 

general, Guo Ziyi. They open with the words “our ancestor is of Fenyang, our branch from 

Fuyang….” (zu Fenyang, pai Fuyang… 祖汾陽, 陽富陽…  )
 3

, commemorating the clan's descent 

from General Guo Ziyi, whose official title was Prefect of Fenyang.
 4

 

 

Following the outbreak of the An Lushan rebellion (755-763), Guo Ziyi played a major role in 

restoring order and stability to the Tang Empire. Later he was considered savior of the throne, 

having prevented the invading Tibetans from reaching Chang An.
5
 The Baiqi Guos claims of 

descent from him are by no means unique. Whether in China or overseas, most Guo lineages – the 

great majority of which are Han – consider themselves descendents of Guo Ziyi. Very often, the 

genealogical links to Guo Ziyi cannot be verified through a direct line of descent from the present 

back to Guo Ziyi, and the claims for being his descendants are more a family legend than a well-

established historical fact. Up until the 1980's, the Baiqi Guos of Muslim descent shared with the 
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 For a discussion of primary sources dealing with the early ancestors' origin and history of the Baiqi Guos, see: Shi 

1993: 57-91. See also:  Fan 2001b. 

4
 Field work in Huian County, Baiqi Township 志堂白的奇乡, August, 2002.    

5
 Jiu Tang Shu 120/70; Xin Tang Shu 137/62; Yue Chunzhi, Cui Mingde 1 994 :  95-104 
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rest of the Guos not merely their surname but also the general marker of Guo identity of revering 

Guo Ziyi as an ancestor. 

 

Nowadays when asked about it, members of the old folks committee (lao shehui) and senior 

residents of Baiqi village explain that the tradition of revering Guo Ziyi is a remnant of the troubled 

time during the early Ming period, when minority groups such as their ancestors suffered harsh 

persecution and hostility at the hands of both local Han society and the Ming Government. 

Therefore they were forced to search for a fictional source to help hide their real origin and avoid 

persecution. As I was told, “Since this is a long-lasting tradition of our family we still preserve it. 

Many old people still use the letters of Fenyang to decorate their halls during ceremonies. 

Although we do not believe in it anymore, it is our ancestors’ tradition and therefore it is still 

respected.”  

 

The veracity of the Guo Ziyi tradition in Baiqi, which had been accepted for hundreds of years, has 

been challenged in the past few decades also by historians, arguing that it had been created by the 

persecuted descendants of foreign maritime Muslims. In their attempt to pursue better political and 

social status during the early Ming period, they associated themselves with a notable historical 

figure such as Guo Ziyi.
6
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Fan Ke has quoted a brochure that was printed in 1993 by the committee set up for the restoration 

and maintenance of the Guo Ancestral Hall in Baiqi.
7
 In it, the writers clearly state that they are 

descendants of a Muslim who immigrated to Quanzhou in the Yuan dynasty. Towards the end of 

the Yuan dynasty there was an outbreak of political unrest, violence and hostility towards aliens 

which consequently “made our descent linking to the surname Guo of Fenyang….” Nevertheless, 

they also explained that they decided to preserve the couplets originally written in the ancestral hall 

in their original form without any change: “this is because they have been handed down [to us] 

through generations, as well as being deep-rooted in the hearts of kinsmen …. [These couplets are] 

considered the identity of Baiqi Guo and are therefore continued to be used.” A point of special 

interest in this description is the remark added that, according to these symbolic phrases and 

eulogies that are traditionally manifested in folk life, “we are able to perceive the harsh situation at 

the time when the ancestors started founding our family here….” These circumstances, as 

explained, forced them to seek affiliation with a privileged family, and therefore the couplets and 

other related symbolic phrases were preserved.
8
 As the above quotations show, the Guos in general 

accept the latest scientific rulings. Nonetheless, they do not dismiss the Guo Ziyi traditions 

altogether, but utilize it to enhance a recently promoted narrative depicting themselves as a unique 

minority group which managed to maintain its separate identity amidst harsh persecution.       

 

As demonstrated by the researcher of Fujian Genealogies, Chen Zhipin, the compilation of 

genealogies in general and the tracing of the line of descent to famous historical figures in 
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particular, are prevalent expressions of assimilation by descendants of Muslims in Fujian. In 

copying the Han custom and methods of compiling genealogies, some descendants of Muslims (as 

well as other minority groups) also followed the Han example of establishing artificial genealogical 

links to historical or mythical figures of officials, generals, and ancient heroes. The case of the 

Guos of Baiqi and their claim of descent from Guo Ziyi is a typical one.
9
 Chen Zhipin states that 

the Fujian Guo genealogies, no matter whether of a Han community in a southeastern coastal 

region or of a Hakka community of the mountainous regions of Western Fujian, in most cases 

claim their origin from Guo Ziyi. Tracing their origins to Guo Ziyi bears for the Baiqi Guos, a 

twofold meaning: clearing away all differences between them and other Han Guos, as well as 

enjoying, like most other Guos, the high esteem awarded by the general public to the glorified 

ancestor.
10

 

 

Many Guo genealogical records include clear indications of their illustrious origin. A typical 

example is the foreword to the Liandai Village Baiqi Guos' fourth branch genealogy:  

Master Wenxian, the seventh generation descendant of the sixth son of the ruler of Fenyang 

(Guo Ziyi), the emperor's son in law, Master Ai (Guo Ai, Guo Ziyi's sixth son), was on an 

official tour in Hangzhou whereupon he decided to settle in Fuyang County. Wenxian's elder 

son, master Zhang came to Quanzhou as a Pacification Commissioner. Due to the intense 

fighting and violent clashes occurring there at that time, he was not able to return to the 

capital, thus making Quanzhou his permanent home. Master Zhang had two sons. The elder 

was Master Deguang, the second was Master Dezhao. Master Deguang's son was Master 

Zihong. Master Zihong had three sons: the elder, Master Heqing, the second, Master 
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 Chen Zhipin 1996: 298; Fan Ke 2001b: 139 

10
 Chen Zhipin 1996: 298-299 
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Zhongyuan, and the third, Master Jiyuan. […] Master Deguang's [family] moved on to Shitou 

(nowadays Shitou St. in the village of Fashi on the outskirts of Quanzhou) and to Baiqi.
11

  

 

From these excerpts it seems that the Guos of Baiqi presented themselves both as distant 

descendants of Guo Ziyi and immediate descendants of Guo Deguang, who was the Muslim 

founder of the family branch in Quanzhou.  

 

Although the Baiqi Guos preserved more customs indicating their ancestors’ Muslim origin than 

did most other groups of Muslims' descendants in Fujian, it did not lead them to perceive 

themselves as members of a separate ethnic group, or advocate official recognition of a different 

identity until the 1950's. The Baiqi Guos' claim for being descendants of General Guo Ziyi has 

been maintained for several centuries. Its earliest record can be traced back to Guo Men, a member 

of the fourth generation of the Guos of Baiqi in the beginning of the Ming dynasty, no later then 

1436.
12

 Even in the early 1950’s, when asked about this issue, they saw no contradiction between 

being Guo Ziyi’s descendants and practicing Islam. In fact, the Guos often stated that they were 

simply Han who practiced Islam. The Hui ethnicity discourse is a newly introduced issue that until 

the 1950’s did not play any actual role in their identity. Fan Ke noted that until the 1950's many of 

his Guo informants did not even know of the existence of the term ‘Huizu’ (Hui Nationality).
13
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 The Investigation Section 1983: 214. 
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 Guo Zhichao 1993: 183-184 
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In recent decades the Guo Ziyi tradition changed dramatically as the Guos have faced new political 

and social circumstances. Recent developments regarding official Hui classification of the Baiqi 

Guos have drawn attention to the contradiction embodied in both revering Guo Ziyi as ancestor and 

maintaining traces of Muslim faith and origin. This debate presents the Guos with a rather awkward 

situation, forcing them to give up one of the family traditions and to take a decisive stand on 

whether they are Guo Ziyi's descendants, or rather descendants of foreign Muslims who arrived in 

China at a much later era. Fan Ke
14

  addressed the issue of the multi-faceted identity of the Guos 

whose components are manifested variously in different contexts and according to the changing 

historical social and political circumstances. According to him, by claiming descent from Guo Ziyi, 

the Guo “culturally identify themselves with the other local Han Chinese, who all claim to come 

from the places regarded as the source and imageries of both the Chinese nation and Chinese 

civilization today. But this claim did not obstruct the Guo from practicing Islam.” 
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Guo Ziyi across the Strait and Beyond 

Other variations of the Guo Ziyi tradition among the Baiqi Guo diaspora may shed more light on 

how the tradition evolves in differing social, political and cultural contexts. In many old 

genealogical records, the absence of any sense of contradiction between practicing Islam and 

claiming descent from Guo Ziyi is clearly noticeable.
15

 It is still apparent in the prevalent 

sentiments among Baiqi Guo lineage members in Taiwan,
16

 and is evident in modern genealogical 

compilations edited by them or by overseas Chinese communities in the Philippines and in 

Singapore, where questions regarding ethnic minority status play no role in shaping the Guos 

identity.
17

  

 

Two of the largest compilations of the Guo lineage genealogies; one edited in Taiwan in 1964 and 

especially The Global Guo Clan Genealogy, a three-volume genealogy edited by the Taiwan Guo 

family members
18

, aspire to chart the universal Guo clan, and attempt to include all descendants of 

the Guo surname-group descending from Guo Ziyi. They focus on the Taiwan Guos and on their 

original home communities on the mainland. As such, they also include whole sections dedicated to 

the Guos in Baiqi or to their offshoots in Taiwan. These compilations are based on old editions of 

lineage genealogies, most of which were dedicated to recording the "lineage of the descendants of 

Guo Ziyi". In many of the introductions or essays, extracted from earlier genealogies, the name Guo 

                                                           

 

15
 e.g., Huang Tianzhu 1993:134-137. 

16
 Field work in Lugang 鹿港, Taiwan, spring 2009.  

17
 On the implications of the different political conditions see:  Gladney 1996: 279-286..  

18
 Liu Dan Taiwan in 1964; Huanqiu Guoshi Zongpu Bianji Weiyuanhui 1981-1995. 
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Ziyi, his honorary official title Fenyang Junwang 祭郡陽汾 (Prefect of Fenyang) or his 

posthumous title Zhongwu 武武 ("Loyal and Martial"), appear either in the heading or in the 

opening sentences. Naturally, the sections in these genealogies, which are dedicated to the Baiqi 

Guos and to their offshoots, portray the Baiqi Lineage from a totally different perspective than 

genealogies that were recently compiled or edited on the mainland by the Guos still residing in 

Baiqi. Firstly, as a localized lineage,
19

 the Guos in Baiqi preserve an abundant amount of 

genealogical materials focusing on their more immediate ancestors, with Guo Deguang described 

as the first ancestor to immigrate to Quanzhou followed by his grandson Guo Zhongyuan who 

established the settlement in Baiqi.
20

 Earlier genealogical connections are either referred to in 

passing or, nowadays, when it comes to the old tradition of descent from Guo Ziyi, are even 

dismissed by some as a false tradition. The Taiwan genealogy on the other hand, though dealing 

only marginally with the Baiqi Guos, still refers to them as an offshoot of the greater Guo clan. The 

past existence of Muslim faith among them is normally referred to as an exclusive Baiqi Guo trait 

which does not seem to disturb most of the compilers, who normally do not contest this claim.
21

  

                                                           

 

19
 For a description of the various categories, terms and definitions for analyzing Chinese kinship relations See: Watson 

1982: 589-622. In the context of this work I use these terms as applied by Watson: According to him a "localized 

lineage" indicates a group of agnates who live together in the same geographical area and claim descent from a 

common founder. They usually have a common ancestral hall. See also Ebrey and Watson 1986: 4-6.     

20
 Guo Zhichao 1991: 58-64; 1993:183-185; Fan Ke 2003: 68; Shi Yilong 1993 

21
 The World Guo Clan Genealogy contains a section written in 1961 by two descendants of Baiqi Guos living in 

Singapore. The section opens with the sentence: “The honorable Huian* Fenyang family**” (族安汾陽安族) and then 

provides a general outline of the family history, including their Muslim heritage:  

 “Linked in an unbroken, vein-like network our sources can be traced back as far as the Han and Tang. [The 

ancestors] spread throughout the country, until the mid-Ming era when our hometown’s first ancestor, Master 

Zhongyuan, who migrated from the North to Quanzhou city in Fujian, selected Baiqi in Huian County for settling. […]. 

The original belief in Islam and the [conducting of] devout prayers passed on by the early ancestors to their offspring, 

was continuously maintained for many generations also in our home village [Baiqi] until after the Yuan era. Members 

of the lineage started to sail away towards South East Asia leaving traces all over Malaysia and Singapore. Due to the 

dispersion and separation, the people in the different places gradually lost touch with the principles of Islam. Only 
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Beginning in the early Qing Dynasty, several branches of the Huian County, Baiqi Guo lineage 

crossed the Taiwan Strait and settled in the town of Lugang 港鹿 on the western coast of Taiwan. 

The Lugang Guo community is concentrated in a neighborhood in the old part of town named Guo 

Cuo Li 超厝里. Over the years the Guos in Guo Cuo Li formed a highly organized social structure. 

Nevertheless, it is important to note that, as in many other cases in Taiwan, the immigration and 

settlement of the Guos in Guo Cuo Li did not occur as a communal act by a unified lineage, but 

rather as a set of individual immigrations in a few groups that together joined the new settlement on 

the Taiwan coast. Today the Lugang-Guo community is composed of six different branches (zhi 

支). Four of them belong to the Baiqi second main lineage segment (second Fang 房二). The 

ancestors of these four branches immigrated at different times and differ in population as well. A 

fifth branch is composed of small individual households who originally belonged to the fourth and 

fifth main Baiqi segments ( 房二，房二 ) and due to their small number united to form one branch. 

The sixth branch is not even from Baiqi and its affiliation to the other Guos was based on the 

shared surname.
22

 It is important to note here that the Guos in Lugang lacked the cohesion and 

genealogical depth of their kinsmen in Baiqi. Their rather fragmented social background required 

different institutions and ritual organization and focal symbols to bond around. This, I suggest, had 

a profound effect on their social organization and religious orientation. In this section I propose 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

 

when making offerings to the ancestors on their memorial days and other occasions, do we strictly forbid making 

offerings of pork. This serves to show how we still carefully obey the forefathers’ teachings. This is indeed a clear 

evidence for our sternly making sure not to forget our ancestral tradition.”    *志堂 Huian is the County where Baiqi is 

located.    **祭郡Fenyang is the prefecture where Guo Ziyi was appointed a prefect, and it is often written as an 

honorary title referring to Guo Ziyi himself. Guo Jincheng and Guo Xionghu 郭錦郭 郭雄郭, "Fujian Huian Baiqi 

jiuxiang shisan she lue li" 福建族安白奇九奇十三社建福 (A Brief Outline of the History of Fujian Huian Baiqi Nine 

Villages and thirteen hamlets). In Huanqiu Guoshi zongpu bianji weiyuanhui 1981: 133. 

22
 Field work in Lugang, spring 2009. See also: Yu 1993: 65.  
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exploring them through the distinctive changes between their approach to Guo Ziyi and that of the 

residents of their ancestral home township of Baiqi.
23

  

 

As Barbara Pillsbury has noted, the Guo members, like their kin in Baiqi, do not practice Islam at 

all. Many of them do not retain even the slightest traces of their Muslim ancestral heritage.
24

 They 

are aware of their Muslim origin although it maintains only a marginal part in their current 

religious activities and family traditions. The elders of Guo Cuo Li still recall the purifying well 

that was located in the heart of their neighborhood until about 60 years ago, in what used to be the 

yard of the local mosque. The most vivid marker of their Muslim origin are the rules and taboos 

they preserve during ancestor worship and during funerals and mourning periods, similar to those 

of their Home village in Fujian. The Guo Cuo neighborhood head (里里) said that offering pork 

during ancestral worship or eating pork during these periods are strictly prohibited and one "cannot 

cast divining blocks to communicate with his parents if he had ate pork." The Muslim ancestry of 

their Baiqi forefathers is also mentioned in their own genealogies. However, most of the Guo 

                                                           

 

23
 The Guos in Lugang are well organized as a kinship group. This is visible, among others, in the joint projects of 

temple building, the annual rotation in organizing rituals and the carefully stored ritual equipment divided according to 

the different branches. The temple operates as a symbol of the family's unity. On the left wall of the second floor are 

six stone tablets divided into the six different Lugang Guo branches (支) and inscribed with the names of all the 

individuals who contributed to the building of the new temple. Although highly organized according to lineage 

affiliation, the social organization is not modeled entirely on the pattern that originally existed in Baiqi. This requires 

further research, though one aspect is vividly apparent: nowadays the Rihu branch exerts more power and influence 

among the Guos than the Baiqi branches. The recent compilation of the Lugang Guo Genealogy was in fact prepared 

and edited during the mid 2000s by a senior Rihu branch member. Although it aspires to represent the whole Guo 

community, and its compilation was initiated by the local Guo Clan Association headed by a member of the leading 

branch from Baiqi, the genealogy was compiled from the perspective of the Rihu branch as indicated in its title: Guo 

Hengrui 超恒郭 ed. Quanzhoufu Rihupai Guoshi dutai Lugang zupu 选文港鹿台渡超化派湖鹿港族陳 (The 

Genealogy of the Rihu Guo Branch of Quanzhou Prefecture, who Crossed over to Taiwan, Lugang). See DeGlopper 

1995: 29-136,146-149, for further reading about the changes in social structure between Fujian lineages and their 

offshoots in Lugang.  

24
 Pillsbury 1973: 144-149; Cai Maotang 1980: 101-105; Su Yiwen 2002: 29-38; Aibubaike 2002; Huang Tianzhu 

1993: 139. 
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members I interviewed did not share the enthusiasm of their kinsmen from Baiqi in describing the 

origin or reasons for the pork taboos. Although most people knew it was related to their ancestors' 

foreign origin, some young men I spoke to knew only vaguely about the Muslim aspect. They knew 

it was a unique feature of their family, but were unsure about the exact reason. A few Guos even 

claim that their ancestors were not Muslim at all. According to this explanation, the pork taboo was 

adopted during the Tang period by Guo Ziyi, who agreed to give up pork in order to enlist the 

support of the Muslim Uiguhrs against the invading Tibetans. 

 

The identity and special characteristics of the Taiwan Muslim descendants in general and of the 

Guo in particular, are strongly affected by the different social and political environment in their 

respective places of residence. This has become especially significant in the past few decades due 

to the obvious political and social differences between life in P.R.C Fujian and that on the western 

coast of Taiwan.
25

 The impact of the differing environment and socio-political conditions is also 

reflected in how the Guos perceive their ancient origin, and their different inclinations regarding 

the larger collective with whom they choose to affiliate themselves. Although their relations to the 

Baiqi Guos and the Muslim ancestors are generally unquestioned, the Guo Ziyi traditions in 

Lugang remain very rich and thriving. Ten years ago the lineage members built a new community 

temple (宮堂保) for the lineage's tutelary god, replacing the old one which was built in 1725 and 

demolished fifteen years ago. The local community temple in Lugang has a central role in the 

social organization and ritual life of the Guos. Generally speaking, the Lugang lineages do not 

posses ancestral halls for the common worship of the lineage's early ancestors. The accepted norm 
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among the town's residents is to perform ancestral worship individually at home.
26

 Therefore, in 

Guo Cuo Li as in other neighborhoods, it is the local temple that serves as the venue of the highest 

level form of kinship practice and the main symbol of lineage cohesion. The main deity to whom 

the temple is dedicated is a popular god among Taiwanese - named Guangze 澤廣.
27

 However, in 

the absence of an ancestral hall, the temple is also the focus of veneration for the Guos most 

revered ancestor, Guo Ziyi. In Lugang, Guo Ziyi is venerated not only as a legendary ancestor but 

also as a god. On the temple's second floor, next to the central shrine for Guangze, is the temple's 

second largest shrine which is dedicated to him. It contains a large figure of him accompanied by a 

smaller one and by divine attendants and guards, decorations showing scenes from his life and 

inscriptions of his official titles. Stored on the first floor are various ritual and procession 

paraphernalia which includes big lamps with the two letters for Fenyang 汾陽 signifying the 

descent from Guo Ziyi. The lamps are used during the Kaideng rituals (rituals that involve hanging 

of lanterns by each branch)
28

 and processions that take place during communal rituals. Each lamp 

shows the name of the branch that owns it.  

 

                                                           

 

26
 This is corroborated by: DeGlopper 1995: 129-132,147, 157.  

27
 Interestingly, one of Guangze's names is Guo Shengwang 郭郭汾. According to tradition, he was originally a young 

shepherd named Guo Hongfu 郭洪福 from Quanzhou Prefecture. Guangze is a popular deity in Taiwan in general and 

in Lugang in particular. In Lugang there are two other popular Guangze temples that are not associated specifically 

with the Guos. Nevertheless, the fact that he bears the same surname as theirs makes it even more desirable for them to 

adopt him as their protecting deity. According to their genealogy "the guarding deity shares the same surname as ours. 

Indeed Guo Ziyi is our genuine forefather. (However) since other then these no other deity is venerated in the Baoan 

Gong, one may say it is a pure clan temple". (Guo Hengrui: 11).  

28
 Like the Kaideng ceremony described by Yuen-Fong Woon, the Guo's ritual use of the lanterns also appears to be 

modeled on kinship organization. Woon 1989: 329.   
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The case of the sixth branch of the Guos in Lugang is of particular interest for understanding the 

different perspective prevalent in Lugang towards the affiliation with Guo Ziyi. This branch 

originated from the town of Rihu 日東 (also called Shihu 石東) in Jinjiang County of Fujian, south 

of Quanzhou. They are the only Guos in Guo Cuo Li who did not originate from Baiqi. The 

members of this branch arrived in Taiwan no earlier than the middle of the Qianlong (1736-1796) 

reign period. As is the case with most Fujianese Guos, they also claim descent from one of Guo 

Ziyi’s sons, `Guo Ai 郭郭.
29

 Among all six branches of Lugang, the members of the Rihu branch 

are the only ones who do not practice the taboo on presenting pork offerings during ancestral 

worship or funerals. On the other hand, their branch does display a sense of strong solidarity and 

common identity with their fellow Guo neighbors. This shared identity is based on the belief of 

being descendants of Guo Ziyi. Therefore it is interesting to see how they interpret the difference 

between their approach towards the pork taboo, and their fellow Guos’ approach. According to one 

tradition of the Rihu branch, their ancestor Guo Ai, the sixth son of Guo Ziyi, also complied with 

the taboo on pork. Guo Ai was married to the daughter of the emperor. One day the emperor 

organized a big banquet to which he invited his son-in-law. The emperor knew that Guo Ai was 

forbidden to eat pork. Therefore he deliberately ordered it to be prepared so that he could 

personally grant Guo Ai imperial permission to consume pork. From then on, his descendants 

though Muslims (at least for some generations), have differed from the other Guo branches of 
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 Guo Ai was Guo Ziyi’s sixth son. The Rihu Guos relay on a passage from their genealogy: “Fujian Jinjiang Qianshan 

Guoshi Yuanliu Kao” 福建晉江錢山郭氏源流考 (A Study of the source of the Fujian Jinjiang Qianshan Guo Lineage) 

in Huanqiu Guoshi zongpu bianji weiyuanhui 1981:129, copied from their Qianshan Guoshi Jiapu 錢山郭氏家譜 

(Qianshan Guo Family Genealogy).    
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Lugang, in that they can eat pork.
30

 It is of great interest to learn how the family traditions 

regarding Islam have also infiltrated into the shared beliefs of branches which have no known 

history of Islamic belief. To resolve the question of the difference in traces of religious beliefs 

between the Baiqi and the Rihu branches, the Guos turned to their presumed shared ancestors and 

carved out an explanation within the framework of the greater Guo Lineage.  

 

The tradition described above cannot of course be considered seriously as an historical account, but 

it does have great significance as a symbolic metaphor as to how the Guos interpret the foreign 

religion of their forefathers, as well as its disappearance. A plausible explanation I heard from 

learned members of the Rihu branch in Lugang, was that the close residence of the Rihu branch 

with the Baiqi Guos and their mutual dependence must have forced them to rally together to form a 

close-knit community in the new territory they occupied.
31

 DeGlopper's research of the social 

structure in Lugang contains strikingly similar examples such as the one of the formation of the 

Lugang - Hsu surname group whose members cannot trace descent to a common ancestor: "it was a 

response to the exigencies of a particular situation and the possibility in Chinese culture of using 

common surname as a foundation for an enduring group" 
32

 Therefore an explanation was required 
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 Yu Guanghong 1993: 65. Fan Ke 2001b: 252-254 recorded a very similar story explaining the current prevalence of 

eating pork among the Ding in Chendai. The story he recorded was attributed to Ding Qijun of the sixteenth century 

who achieved the highest official status in the history of the Dings of Chendai.  

31
 Field work in Lugang, spring 2009.  

32
 DeGlopper describes several other examples in which "Residence and locality seemed far more important than 

descent". One of the lineages he wrote about – the Shih, which is the largest surname group in Lugang - also claimed a 

shared descent from a Tang era official. Like the Guos, the Shih's ancestors immigrated from the north to Quanzhou. 

Some members of the family crossed the strait at the beginning of the Qing period and settled in Lugang. Another 

example is the Huangs who have come from different places in Fujian and therefore cannot trace descent from a 

common ancestor. However, they are also identified and organized as a surname group. DeGlopper 1995:131, 135, 

147. 
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for the existence of traces of Islam among some branches, and its absence from others. The Rihu 

Guos' ancestor was simply described as maintaining Muslim taboos. The Chinese emperor, out of 

compassion and affection for his son-in-law and son of the national hero, liberated Guo Ai from the 

pork taboo and thus officially initiated the religious assimilation process.
33

  

 

The claim that the Baiqi Guos' link to Guo Ziyi was forged somewhere in the fifteenth century, 

perhaps in an attempt to blur the traces of their former foreign ethnic identity, was established by 

modern-day research. As Fan Ke stated, the Guos of Baiqi in the second half of the twentieth 

century felt disturbed that they could not be considered simultaneously Hui and Guo Ziyi's 

descendants. Just like their kinsmen across the Strait, they never viewed their Muslim heritage as 

standing in any contradiction to their historical links to Guo Ziyi and to the Han society in general. 

Searching for a clear answer regarding the actual links to Guo Ziyi is beyond the scope of this 

work. Researchers have previously done a meticulous job of collecting and sorting out all the 

available evidence and their conclusions, ruling out origin from Guo Ziyi, are widely accepted in 

scholarly circles.
34

 One cannot but wonder if the present political and social atmosphere in the 

P.R.C. does not exert an extremely powerful effect, similar in force to that of the early Ming era 

conditions. It is current circumstances in China that have forced the Baiqi Guos to completely alter 

their longstanding traditional approach towards Guo Ziyi, and to adopt a decisive stand against its 

veracity. It is the different political and social atmosphere existing in Taiwan that enables the 

undisturbed existence of the belief in descent from Guo Ziyi, together with the more immediate 
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 Of course this tale not only explains the reason for their different customs, but might have also been intended to 

elevate their social status by being associated so closely with the emperor and directly descended from Guo Ai. 
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genealogical links to Muslim ancestors, among the Guos in Lugang. Treating the issue from this 

perspective may contribute to a fuller and more accurate picture of the transformations in the Guos 

self-identity. This I believe will be more useful as a basic assumption for research, rather than 

simply attributing the invention of descent from Guo Ziyi to a specific isolated period of the harsh 

political and social circumstances of the early Ming.  

 

An interview I conducted with Guo Shili 時郭禮 , an eighty year old senior member of the Editing 

Committee of the World Guo Clan Genealogy in Taipei, provides another interesting point of view. 

Guo Shili is not related to the Baiqi Guos and his own branch's affiliation with Guo Ziyi's offspring 

is apparently unquestioned. He dedicated his life to recording and organizing the Lineage activities 

and international assemblies of the world-wide Guos. Among his activities he mentions several 

visits he paid to a few former places of origin of Guos in mainland China, including Baiqi, where 

he was taken to see some of the graves with Arab inscriptions. Although he finds the issue of 

existence of Islam among family members very peculiar, he did mention the possibility that one of 

their ancestors adopted the faith while living in the far North-West. He admitted that he cannot 

verify further back than their ancestor Guo Deguang's (born between 1308 and 1311), what is the 

actual line of descent connecting the Baiqi Guos to the family. However, according to him this is 

the case with many branches. It does not contradict the general belief, he maintains, that all the 

Guos who are represented in the genealogy are descendants of Guo Ziyi. In the absence of more 

authenticated genealogical data, the one thread that links all the different Guo branches to a pan-

Guo collective is their shared belief in a an affiliation to Guo Ziyi. Tracing their origin back to a 

much further common ancestor enabled the inclusion of all the different Guo lineages into a 
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collective surname group. As far as the Taiwan based Global Guo Clan Genealogy Editing 

Committee is concerned, this includes the Baiqi Guos. 

 

This approach demonstrates the sense of nation-wide Guo clan identity that has been nurtured over 

several centuries and was adopted until recently also by the Baiqi Guo community.
35

 This 

viewpoint stands in contrast to the one that has recently been adopted by the Fujian Baiqi Guos. It 

supports the cohesion of the universal Guo identity and therefore is not enthusiastic about the 

consequences of the new ethnic debate on mainland China. Guo Shili certainly does not share the 

interest in revealing foreign origins and altering the Guo members' identity, commonly found 

among some of his mainland fellow Guo communities.
36

  Similar to the approach he represents, 

many people frown upon the latest cases of groups affiliating themselves with Islam and 

demanding official recognition as Hui.
37

 However, I believe that what is currently explained by 

some as cases of sheer fabrication or cynical bureaucratic maneuvers in fact bears deeper 

significance. One must bear in mind that accusations of a similar kind had been made in the past 

against the Baiqi Guos in their opposite claims of descent from Guo Ziyi, aimed at facilitating their 

blending into the general Han population. The above examination reveals that both the affiliation 

with Guo Ziyi and its rejection took place in response to prevailing social and political 
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 I believe that originally, the affiliation with Guo Ziyi was not only a means to change identity and escape unwanted 

consequences of a foreign origin, but also an instrument for affiliation to the larger Guo Surname group. This may have 

served for the Baiqi Guos as an alternative to the classic lineage modeled on Neo Confucian ethics and ritual principles, 

such as the one formed by the Chendai Dings. As Fan Ke demonstrated, this model of lineage organization was far less 

dominant in the lives of the Guos. Fan 2001b, chapter 3 :86-118,133, 140-141. 

36
 When asked about the latest proliferation of revelation of Muslim origins in Fujian, he responded that the current 

favorable situation for minorities in general and the Baiqi Guos in particular, is the cause for a new phenomenon of 

Guos who want to enjoy the same benefits as their Baiqi neighbors do. 
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 See the cases of: the Dongjie Guos in Gladney 1996: 287-289; Xing Zhai village 村宅村 Guos in Shi 1993: 62-63. 
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circumstances. Affiliation with him was at some periods the main tool available for deepening their 

sense of belonging to the local society. Current conditions in China trigger a different set of 

responses which highlight the narrative of forced acculturation. These responses should be further 

examined over the next few decades. 

 

Muslim Five-Surname Association  

As demonstrated above, old family records of the Baiqi Guos and essays in current compilations 

outside mainland China occasionally include both references to genealogical links to Guo Ziyi and 

to a Muslim ancestor who migrated to Fujian during the thirteenth century. In some cases the 

coexistence of the two beliefs was so deeply embedded in their common consciousness, to the 

effect of forming new traditions blending both aspects of the Baiqi Guos' identity.  

 

An interesting example for such a tradition combining both the Guo Ziyi and the Muslim origins is 

contained in an essay included in both the above-mentioned Taipei genealogies. This story links not 

only the Baiqi Guos to the Guo Ziyi heritage, but also members of other lineages of Fujian 

Muslims' descendants. The essay refers to a certain "Five-Surname Association” of Guo, Ding, Ma 

馬, Jin 金 and Bai 白. It was written jointly in the Philippines in 1960 by Guo Fuyou 郭輔郭 and 

Ding Wenqi 丁文丁. Both writers are members of the overseas Chinese communities of the former 

Muslim lineages of Baiqi Guos and Chendai Dings respectively. Interestingly, this essay appears in 
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the opening pages of the World Guo Clan Genealogy published in Taipei.
38

 Although it refers to 

five families of Muslim ancestry, it attributes the special historical relations between the families, 

not to a shared foreign origin or ethnic identity but rather to the Guos' claim of being descendants 

of the famous Han general Guo Ziyi. Accompanied by a portrait of the five families’ presumed 

ancestors ("Wu Xing Lian Zong Tu" 五姓聯宗五), the essay reads:   

Since the end of the Tang Tian Bao reign period (742-755) up to the ninth year of Da Li 

period (774), the country had declined and the throne weakened. For over more than 20 

years the country suffered not only the hardships of the violent internal strife tearing it apart, 

but also the devastating foreign intrusions aimed at taking captives. This twofold menace put 

the empire indeed in an extreme danger. Fortunately our Loyal and Valiant 武武 Fenyang 

prefecture ruler汾陽汾, Lord Guo Ziyi both, resourceful and courageous, mighty and 

graceful, acted to relieve the country from the calamity brought about by the Tubo [Tibetans]. 

He initiated the union with the righteous army of the Huihe [the old name for the Uigur] and 

together with our [ancestors] Master Bai Yuanguang, Master Ma Lin, Master Ding Hunzhen 

and Master Jin Zhujie, they all gathered to discuss the country's very existence and 

recompense our emperor's grace. At a time of grave danger they led the forces in regions of 

extremely rough conditions of hot damp air (miasma), mist and fierce rain. Side by side they 

fought the enemy. Together they attended to soothe the country's calamity. Their loyalty, 

righteousness and courage, mighty power and grandeur, greatly thrilled the whole country. 

They cleared the land of all the enemies. The country thus regained its stability and peace 

prevailed under heaven. All of our masters Jin, Ding, Ma, Bai and Guo recall their 

[ancestors'] battlefield toils and are sincerely moved by the fellow officers' deep mutual 

affection, being as brothers of one heart and mind, their sentiments exceeding beyond those 

                                                           

 

38
 This indicates the high level of influence and power of the overseas Chinese who are able to apply their narrative 

onto the local Chinese/Taiwanese. Watson mentions an interesting example of the setting up of Man Clan Associations 

among overseas communities. These associations engage in various lineage activities also in their ancestral home in the 

New Territories. (Watson 2004:905). For a similar example regarding the Guan lineage and its diaspora: Woon 1989: 

341-342. 
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of flesh and blood. So that the former alliance of sworn brothers will be engraved for 

eternity, this Five Surname Association of Lineages is herein established.     

Humbly co- authored by descendants Ding Wenqi and Guo Fuyou.
39

 

 

Identical or similar names appear in Tang historical sources describing the struggle against the 

invading Tibetans. However, it seems that there is no historical foundation for linking them to the 

Muslim families.
40

 In various biographical accounts, both in the Old and New Tang histories, there 

are direct references to Bai Yuan Guang 的元白 and Ma Lin 璘馬, two generals subordinate to 

Guo Ziyi during the wars against the Tibetans.
41

 It is rather difficult to ascertain the existence of 

figures bearing the names of those described in the essay as the Jin and Ding forefathers. The 

reference to Ding Hunzhen 的渾丁 is likely to be based on the account of a famous general Hun 

Zhen that also took part in the wars against the Tibetans.
 
Like Guo Ziyi, Hun Zhen became a well-

known historical figure as well as a focus for worship.
42

 Jinzhuqie 金祝金 could indeed be based 

on the General Jin appearing also in the same texts.
43

 In the current publications of the Philippine 

'Qing Zhen Five Surname Association', the Guo members of the association are referred to as the 

                                                           

 

39
  Liu Dan 1964: A3. The same essay and picture appear in Huanqiu Guo Shi zongpu bianji weiyuanhui 1981: 15. 

Gladney (1996: 278 and 378 n. 39) also mentions the existence of the Philippine "Five Surname Association”.    

40
 Li Zhaorong mentions as well that this is probably only an oral tradition with no historical foundations. She claims 

that even if the above mentioned generals were Uighurs, during the 8
th

 Century the religion of the Uighurs was not 

Muslim but rather Manichean. (Li 2002: 43-44). It was not until the mid-10
th

 Century that Islam has been widely 

adopted by local elites. See: Li Tang, Asia Research Institute. Working Paper Series No. 44. A History of Uighur 

Religious Conversions (5
th

 – 16
th

 Centuries). National University of Singapore. 2005.      

41
 Jiu Tangshu. 11.120: 3449-3475; 12.152: 4065-4067; 16.196:5243-5268; Xin Tangshu. 15.137: 4599-4614; 15.138: 

4617-4618; 19.216:6091-6110. 

42
 See Song and Yuan stone inscriptions from Hun Zhen's shrine in Yichuan County, Shaanxi in: Wang, Chang 汾昶

.1805. Jinshi Cuipian 金石萃篇 138, ("渾汾廟記", "渾汾廟牒"), and 139 ("奉天縣渾武武公祠堂記"). 

43
 Ibid; Ibid; Jiu Tangshu. 11.134:3703-3712; Xin Tangshu 16.155: 4891-4896. For a modern account of the events 

connected to Guo Ziyi's campaigns against the Tibetans see also: Yue and Cui 1 9 94 :  95-104.  
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"Fenyang Guos" (Fenyang Guo Shi), leaving no doubt also that the other members, namely Ding, 

Jin, and Bai shared this belief in the tradition.
44

 It seems as if outside Mainland China, the Guo 

Ziyi's heritage developed its own unique character, extending the veneration of Guo Ziyi and his 

valiant deeds to other families of Muslim descent. 

 

However, in the dramatic account cited above there is no mention of foreign origin or different 

ethnic or religious identity of the five ancestors. On the contrary: the five lineages are said to be 

descended from ancestors who played a crucial role in preserving the Tang throne and in the 

salvation of the whole Chinese nation from foreign aggressions. Only one hint in the genealogy 

suggests the foreign origin of these figures. Guo Fuyou, one of the two authors of the essay about 

the Five Surname Association, wrote a second, longer essay, entitled "The Biography of Fen Yang 

Ruler, Master Guo Ziyi and the History and Origin of Qingzhen Five Surname Association of 

Lineages" (來由五族宗聯族五真清). Even though the term qingzhen, meaning Islam, appears in 

its title, the essay contains no information about the association's origin and its Muslim context. 

The essay is a lengthy account of the life and deeds of Guo Ziyi. Only towards the end does the 

writer again mention the role of the four other figures in the valiant struggle against the invading 

Tibetans:  

                                                           

 

44
 Only members of the Ding and Guo were mentioned in the articles published on 2008. See "Qingzhen wuxing 

fenyang tang fang funu yanglaoyuan" (accessed on February 2008).   



 

 

 

228 

…in the 9
th

 year of Da Li reign period, the Tibetans had repeatedly invaded. The master 

joined together with Bai Yuanguang, Ma lin, Ding Hunzhen and Jin Zhujie (hence the origin 

of the Qing Zhen Five Surname Association of Lineages) and pursued and routed them.
45

  

The parenthesis appears in the original text. Clearly the writer is aware of the Muslim issue, but 

unlike the mainland communities where claims of foreign origin are nowadays so prominent in 

their identity discourse, he chooses to ignore it.   

 

I have not been able to find any evidence for the existence of such an association prior to its official 

establishment in Manila in 1953. Jacques Amyot who conducted a thorough research of the Manila 

Chinese during the late 1950s mentions the alliance between these five surnames among other 

eleven associations which he terms "multisurname clans" (lian zong 聯宗). However, Amyot does 

not discuss them separately, nor does he supply any hint of their common Muslim origin. He 

discusses in more detail the Chendai Ding Clan members of Philippine numbering over 1,000 

people in 1958, though also in that case he does not mention their Muslim heritage.
46

 Members of 

these lineages residing in Taiwan are familiar with the tradition of the Five Surname Association, 

but in all my communications with them they regarded it as an old tale with no practical 

implications for the present-day.
47

 In my communications with Lugang Guo members of various 

                                                           

 

45
 Guo Fuyou 時輔郭, Fenyang Wang Guo Ziyi gong zhuanji yu qingzhen wuxing lianzongzu shi youlai 

與記傳時儀子郭王陽汾清真五族宗聯族五真清  (The Biography of Fen Yang Ruler, Master Guo Ziyi and the History 

and origin of the Muslim Five Surname Association of Lineages). In Liu Dan, 1964. The same article appears in 

Huanqiu Guoshi Zongpu 1981: 48-50, under a slightly shortened title: Ziyi Gong Zhuan yu Qingzhen Wuxing 

Lianzong Shi 儀子郭王汾清真五族宗聯五 .  

46
  Amyot 1973 [1960]: 27-29, 88. 

47
 Although the essay was included in the genealogy that he was so active in compiling, Guo Shili of the World Guo 

Genealogy Compilation Committee (he himself is not a Baiqi Guo) declines any suggestions of a unique solidarity or 

relations between members of the Five Surname groups in Taiwan. According to him, the Five Surname Association 

originates in the Philippines. The compilers of the essay, Guo Fuyou and Ding Wenqi are both Philippine Chinese of 
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branches, including the head of the Lugang Guo Clan Association, I often heard of the past 

existence of the Five Surname Association, but all of my informants said that this association no 

longer exists, at least not in Taiwan, and there are no activities or any unique exclusive sentiments 

between members of these lineages. In fact, I did not hear any account of past events related to 

such an association. This was further corroborated by Ding lineage members in Lugang who had 

very little knowledge of this tradition. The Dings in Lugang are descendants of the large Chendai 

Ding population (Fujian, Jinjiang County) who also received official Hui status by the PRC 

government due to their proven Muslim ancestry. The Taiwan Chendai Ding offshoot settled in 

Lugang during the early Qing. Their knowledge of their Muslim ancestry is even poorer than that 

of the Guos.
48

  

 

 All my attempts to find the sources of the Muslim Five-Surname Association among descendants 

of Muslims in Mainland China yielded very few sketchy traces. Most of these apparently also 

originate in the Philippine overseas communities.
49

 Researchers have pointed out a marked 

tendency of families of Muslim descent in Fujian to establish marriage relations with other Muslim 

descent surnames. Gladney attributes this trait to ethnic preservation. He quotes a member of 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

 

Muslim origin. As an important contributor and representative of a powerful branch of the World Guo lineage, Guo 

Fuyou promoted the adding of the two essays to the book.  

48
 The Dings were only recently reacquainted with their ancestors' Muslim heritage following renewed contacts with 

their Chendai ancestral village. In interviews I conducted with Ding members in Lugang I was told that they did not 

retain any of their Muslim ancestors' special traits. Ding Renfu has personal contacts with Lugang Guos who run 

businesses in the vicinity of his store but only recently, when he took part in the funeral of one of his Guo neighbors' 

father, did he realize that they keep some taboos related to their ancestors' Muslim faith. Lugang field work, spring 

2009. See also: Li 2002: 43-44.                

49
 Although senior members of the Jin Lineage in Quanzhou refer to the existence of the "'Five Surname Association' of 

Descendants of Yuan period Muslims", they mention it as being based in the Philippines. (Guanyu '3. 17' qiangxing 

chaichu Jinshi zucuo shijian de baogao. 2001). In this letter, the writers include the Xia (夏) family as one of the five 

Muslim families, instead of Bai.     
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Quanzhou's Jin lineage whose family was traditionally allowed to marry only those with the 

surnames Guo, Ding, Bai and Ma.
50

 It still has to be investigated whether this tradition was indeed 

familiar to the Jins over many generations, or whether it originated in their communications with 

their kinsmen from Manila.
51

  

 

Conclusion of Guo Ziyi Traditions 

In light of the examples mentioned, and especially the evidence from Taiwan, Singapore and the 

Philippines, I suggest considering the possibility that as part of the process of acquiring Han 

identity, the Guo Communities of Muslim ancestry had to adopt not only a local Fujianese identity, 

but also an additional affiliation to a pan–Guo collective. From this perspective, I propose that over 

the last few decades a new process has been unfolding in Fujian, in which the attempts to meet the 

criteria of the ethnic Hui modern identity discourse are forcing out those of the pan-Guo identity. I 

argue here that the Baiqi Guos are experiencing a process of dissimilation, being re-separated from 

the larger Guo clan that has "hosted" them for six centuries. 

 

                                                           

 

50
 Gladney 1996: 278. 

51
 A rare example that I came across appears in a recent article concerning the origin of a certain branch of Guo lineage, 

published by the Jinjiang municipal government in Fujian. The writer describes a group numbering 3770 Guo 

members, residents of Jinjiang County. Though also residing in the close vicinity of Quanzhou, not far from Baiqi, the 

two lineages apparently do not share a common history of immigration and settlement in Fujian. Nevertheless both 

lineages shared the universal – Guo, written and oral tradition of reverence for Guo Ziyi whom they considered as their 

early ancestor. However, surprisingly enough, in May 1997, the Jinjiang Guos submitted an appeal to the Quanzhou 

District Peoples Committee to be granted official Hui Minority status. Considering their reverence for Guo Ziyi, how is 

their affiliation to the Hui Nationality justified? One of the arguments employed by the Jinjiang Guos is that their 

affiliation with Islam extends back to no other then Guo Ziyi himself. The writer cited the tradition regarding the 

battlefield hardships and the mutual respect which led Guo Ziyi to form the Qing Zhen Five Surnames Association of 

Lineages with the other four Muslim generals of the above mentioned surnames. (Nian  2004).  
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In this treatment of the changes which occur in the family myth of descent from Guo Ziyi I borrow 

Duara's suggestion that "myths are simultaneously continuous and discontinuous."
52

 Although the 

Guo Ziyi traditions among the Baiqi Guos remain visible and important, at the same time they 

continue to evolve, both in content and in the role they play in the lineage's identity. The changes 

can be discerned in both time and location, and occur primarily due to transformations in the 

political, religious and social environments. The changes can be traced back in time – from the first 

records of early Ming genealogical texts and until the 1990's. They occur in different locations 

from Baiqi, across the Taiwan Strait to Lugang and further away, to the overseas community in the 

Philippines.  

 

The different policies extended towards ethnic minorities by Taiwan and the P.R.C set the 

background for the differing identities of the Lugang, and the Baiqi, Guos. The Baiqi Guos are 

rapidly changing their views regarding their family ties to Guo Ziyi, and reverting to highlighting 

their genealogical links with Muslim settlers of the Yuan Dynasty. Official recognition of their Hui 

status has had a tremendous effect on their longstanding claim of descent from Guo Ziyi, making 

way for an alternative narrative in which the Guo Ziyi tradition becomes a symbol of their 

ancestors' complex condition of forced assimilation. While the veneration of Guo Ziyi is no longer 

utilized to prove their authentic genealogical links to the general Guo surname group, it is still 

significant for a counter reason. It demonstrates the harsh conditions that led them to conceal their 

true identity and adopt local cultural traits.  
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 Duara 1988: 778. 
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Across the Strait, in Lugang, the attitude towards Guo Ziyi remains unchanged. In the absence of a 

special incentive to prove a unique foreign ancestry or to assume a different identity, the Guo Ziyi 

tradition and the Guo clan sentiments that are attached to it, continue to play a dominant role in 

lineage genealogical compilations and ritual activities, and are largely uncontested.   

 

Furthermore, I suggest that the different religious and ritual organization prevailing in Lugang 

make the veneration of Guo Ziyi fulfill a more prominent role among the Lugang Guos than the 

one reserved for him in their ancestral home in Baiqi. The fact that in Lugang ritual life, ancestors 

are normally worshiped only by the more immediate family, in private dwellings or in small 

family-home shrines, not in a common lineage ancestral hall, shifted the lineage's ritual focus from 

the ancestral Hall to the local temple. It took only a small step forward to venerate Guo Ziyi as a 

family deity and the lineage-based organized ancestral rites became lineage-based temple rites 

where each family branch marks its ritual jurisdiction, among other things by raising their own 

Fenyang (marking their descent from Guo Ziyi) lanterns.    

 

The different approaches towards Guo Ziyi reflect also the prevalence of different conditions of 

kinship group structure and organization among different Guo communities. Although the social 

conditions and cultural environments are not identical, in this context I find that the principles and 

terms used by Yuen-Fang Woon in the analysis of the Guan lineage constitute a useful model for 

analyzing different approaches towards descent from Guo Ziyi. Woon
53

  distinguishes between 

different levels of Guan identity, according to the various social contexts in which they are 
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 Woon 1989: 324-344. 
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embedded.
54

 Accordingly, I suggest making a clear distinction between three variations of kinship-

based social organization of the Baiqi Guos and their offshoots: the first is the highly localized 

lineage of Guos residing in the home township of Baiqi. Their community is based on what Watson 

terms a "single-lineage village" or in this case, a cluster of villages resembling the localized Guan 

lineage described by Woon.
55

 The second case is the Guos of Lugang whose social structure can, in 

many respects, be described as a localized lineage. Their community, however, is composed of six 

different branches. Although five trace their origin to the same ancestral village of Baiqi, they share 

varying degrees of genealogical relations. They are, to a large extent, what Watson referred to as a 

"diasporic community" residing away from their ancestral home villages. Their local lineage 

organization and marker of a unitary kinship group is based mainly on their shared surname 

affiliation and not on one genealogical chart into which they can all equally fit. For that reason, 

they may still find it more desirable to nurture their affiliation with a larger surname group of the 

World Guos which I term here as a sense of pan-Guo identity. The Lugang Guos affiliation with 

the World Guo Association entails the cultivating of ritual and eulogy to Guo Ziyi - the clan's focal 

ancestor.
56

    

 

                                                           

 

54
 Woon distinguishes between the localized lineage of Guan in Kaiping County, Guangdong; the non-localized lineage 

composed of other branches in a wider geographical circle; and the clan-level Guan identity that incorporates Guan 

members from the widely dispersed overseas communities.     

55
  Watson 1982: 608; Woon 1989: 326-328. In the context of this work I use these terms as applied by Watson. See 

note 19. See also Ebrey and Watson 1986: 4-6.     

56
 A similar example is that presented by James Watson in his works regarding the Man Lineage in Hong Kong's New 

Territories. Watson (2004: 902, 905) describes how in the early 1990's Man from the diaspora began to cultivate ritual 

traditions of venerating Wen Tianxiang (1236-1283), an early ancestor and an illustrious historical figure who is 

celebrated for leading the Southern resistance to the Mongols at the late Song period..          
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The case of the Philippine–overseas Guo presents another variation of the role played by the 

veneration of Guo Ziyi in shaping the identity of the Guos. As scattered members of a distant great 

lineage which at times was also beyond their reach for logistic and political reasons, the Philippine 

Baiqi Guos had probably been seeking alternative circles to affiliate with. The Philippine Guos 

maintain highly elaborate ritual and symbolic relations to Guo Ziyi. They took an active part in the 

compilation of the Taipei-based world Guo Genealogy by raising funds and contributing essays to 

it. But being fairly isolated from the localized lineage center of Baiqi and from its secondary center 

established in Lugang, the Philippine Guos turned to extend their lineage affiliation not only to the 

Guo clan focal ancestor but also to a mythical brotherhood with other members of Fujianese former 

Muslim lineages who shared similar family and social conditions. Being a minority of scattered 

lineage fragments within a population of Chinese ethnic minority, set the background for a very 

unique utilization of the Guo Ziyi tradition in the Philippines, advocating a unity with four other 

lineages of Muslim descent. Although some researchers highlight the notion of shared ethnic origin 

of the five families, conveyed in their association's title, all agree that such an alliance is a strategy 

employed by members of these five rather small groups in order to enlarge their kinship 

organization.
57

 However, as I demonstrated above, in most contexts the Muslim origin is referred to 

only in passing and it is rather the mythic affiliation between Guo Ziyi and his comrades which is 

highlighted. I suggest that such an expansion of a clan or surname group tradition, tightening 

                                                           

 

57
 Zeng: 2001: 39; Ding 2005: 38. Reflecting on the story related to her by the head of the Philippine organization in 

Manila, about the mythic origin of the Five Surname Alliance, Ding Yuling writes that an association of that kind 

might have served the members of the five lineages living as a minority in a foreign country. According to her, it 

demonstrates how Overseas Chinese utilize their forefathers' historical heritage by producing legends and traditions 

that contribute to the formation of alliances aimed at strengthening their position in society.         
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connections and making allies with other surname groups, tends to match overseas Chinese 

interests and needs more than the home village lineage members.   

 

In discussing the multisurname alliances of the manila Chinese, Amyot states that a common theme 

of describing their history and origin is myths of sworn brotherhood.
58

 The foundation myth of the 

Qingzhen Five Surname Association evokes similar motifs, terminology and symbolism applied in 

the tales related to sworn brotherhoods in Southeast China early in the Qing Dynasty, and in 

particular those associated with the tiandihui (Heaven and Earth Society, "triads" in western 

literature). Dian Murray claims the tiandihui was a multisurname fraternity set up primarily for the 

purpose of mutual aid and was transmitted throughout South China by an emigrant society: "In 

regions where kinship among people in settled communities constituted the primary vehicle of 

social interaction, Chinese who found themselves adrift in alien communities seemingly 

endeavored, through the rituals of sworn brotherhood, to create pseudo-familial networks as a 

basis for interacting with others. […]. Indeed the purpose of the tiandihui in the first instance was 

to offer unacquainted people the kind of protection and mutual aid normally afforded by family 

members."
 59

 The circumstances presented above may easily be applied to those of the Baiqi Guo 

offshoot in Manila. 
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 Amyot 1973 [1960]: 28-29. 

59
 Murray 1994: 178. The similarities between the tiandihui and the Qingzhen Five Surname Association may be 

discerned both in the practical level of the society's foundation which is said to emanate from social motives of mutual 

aid, and the declarative level, presenting the brotherhood as primarily engaged in the nationalistic undertaking of 

ousting the foreign Manchu regime and restoring the Ming. The formation of the tiandihui may be perceived as a 

source of inspiration for the Five Surname association. The creation myth of the tiandihui was disseminated in the form 

of the Xi Lu Legend which describes its founding heroes – five Shaolin Monastery Monks. In various sources the 

founders are referred to as the "Five Ancestors" (wu zu五祖) and initiation ceremonies included the use of plaques 

inscribed with the "Five Ancestors Seat" (wuzu zhiwei 五祖之五). The battle toils, bravery and mutual aid in combat, 
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Muslim Camaraderie in the Post-Yuan Era 

Zheng He and the Baiqi Guos  

Just as the Guo Ziyi tradition in Baiqi is undergoing deep changes and assuming a different 

character, and its veracity is being strongly contested, a body of traditions of a different sort is 

becoming popular. In the following pages, my examination returns to Baiqi, where I explored local 

traditions and legends related to the Guos early ancestors' contacts with the Muslim admiral, Zheng 

He 和郑  (1371 – 1433) during his visits to Quanzhou in the early fifteenth century. Although these 

are commonly claimed to be a few centuries old, they have only recently began to draw official 

attention and to be documented by scholars and family members. I suggest that in present-day 

Baiqi, the Guo Ziyi tradition is making room for traditions of the ancestors' special relations to a 

celebrated Muslim historical figure. In my opinion, this is a vivid reflection of the shifts in the 

current self-identity of the Baiqi Guos. 

 

The heritage associated with Zheng He's visit was maintained and nurtured throughout many 

generations by descendants of Muslims in Fujian, and in particular by the members of the Guo 

lineage of Baiqi. By exploring Zheng He's image and his role in the history of Muslims in Fujian as 

portrayed in these traditions, one can learn a great deal about the formation processes of these 

communities’ character and their self-perceived identity.    

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

 

as well as the five ancestors' struggle to secure the Tang throne from foreign invaders resonates the Xilu legend's 

description of the sworn brotherhood founded by the five fighting monks and their struggle to restore the Ming. 

(Murray 1994: 2, 12-16, 54, 76, 168, 202-203, 207, 222-224). See also: Amyot 1973 [1960]:154 n. 29  
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With the end of the Yuan – Mongol rule in China and the ascendance to power of the Ming 

Dynasty (1368-1644), a tremendous change occurred in the government's attitude towards 

involvement in maritime trade. The new regime forbade individual trade operations, and 

international commerce activities were largely limited to government-sponsored trade missions. 

The limitations and prohibitions sanctioned by the Ming rulers on China's international trade 

activities were among the main causes for the steep decrease in the scope of economic activities by 

Muslim merchants in Fujian. Nevertheless, the final chapter, and perhaps the grandest of all in the 

history of imperial China's trans–cultural relations along the maritime trade routes, occurred at that 

period and the Muslim population of China also played a part in it. To aggrandize the reputation of 

the Ming Dynasty among neighboring nations, and to widen the circle of subordinate countries 

paying tribute to the Chinese throne, Emperor Zhu Di (ruled 1402 – 1424) initiated a huge-scale 

project of building a fleet of an unprecedented size. As commander of the whole fleet, he appointed 

one of his closest and most loyal assistants, a Muslim eunuch named Zheng He. Between 1405 and 

1433, Zheng He commanded seven maritime expeditions. His fleet consisted of hundreds of ships 

manned by over 20,000 sailors. In his voyages he visited, among other places, the Arabian 

Peninsula and several harbors along the North-East African coast.
60
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  Zheng He's official biography appears in Ming Shi 程究 26.304:7766-9. Zhonghua Shuju 1974. Translated in 

Dreyer 2007: 187-191. For a general description of the voyages of the Chinese fleet during the early Ming see: Mote & 

Twitchett 1988: 232-236. For a comprehensive research wholly dedicated to this topic see: Dreyer 2007; Levathes 

1996. A large collection of articles dedicated to Fujian and Zheng He's voyages was published in 2005 in China 

marking the 600
th

 anniversary of his voyages. See: Quanzhou Harbor Affairs office and Quanzhou Harbor Association 

2005.  
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Zheng He was indeed of Muslim origin, but his high status in government and the social circles he 

was affiliated with, indicated his complete acculturation into the Han-Chinese environment.
61

 In 

these respects he was different from many previous Muslim officials who held military or 

administrative positions during the Yuan dynasty. However, to this day Zheng He has an important 

role in shaping the identity and nurturing the heritage of Descendants of Muslims in Fujian. 

Although many traditions linked to his visit to the Quanzhou region are related to the Pu 蒲 lineage 

(see chapter Five), in this chapter I focus on his impact on the Guo Lineage of Baiqi.   

 

'Welcoming the Official' Pavilion 

In 1417, just before leaving Chinese shores for his fifth voyage towards Hormuz, Zheng He and his 

fleet anchored in Houzhu harbor 后渚鹿 outside Quanzhou. They stayed in the city for a few 

months to stock up supplies and make final preparations for the voyage. As befitting his respected 

status, he was shown warm hospitality by local high officials. Zheng He also displayed a great deal 

of personal interest in the Muslim heritage of Quanzhou and demonstrated a considerable level of 

involvement in the affairs of the Muslim community residing there, and even established friendly 

relations with some of them. During that time, he participated in services in Quanzhou's central 

mosque.
62

 He also made a pilgrimage to the holy graves in Lingshan ("Miracle Hill") on the city’s 

outskirts. This site ranks third in importance among all Muslim sites in China and the two main 

graves located there are attributed, according to tradition, to two Muslim emissaries who were sent 
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  Levathes 1996: 146-148. 

62
  Levathes 1996:146-148; Wan shi 2005:610-616; Chen Dasheng 1984:11-13; Dreyer 2007:83-84. Some even go as 

far as to claim that he was personally involved in placing the inscription of the imperial edict ordering the protection of 

the town’s Muslims.   



 

 

 

239 

by Mohammed himself to spread Islam in China during the Tang Wu De reign period (618-626).
63

 

Zheng He visited the saints' graves to light incense and seek their blessings and protection for his 

journey. Quanzhou's Muslim descendants proudly display the Ming stone inscription that was 

erected on the site by a local official to mark Zheng He's visit.
64

 

         

Local tradition maintains that during his visits to the mosque he became acquainted with Guo 

Zhongyuan 超仲元 (1348-1422), and through him came to know the small community of Muslims 

in the village of Baiqi north-east of the city, just across the bay, where descendants of the Guo 

lineage had very recently established their home. According to these stories, since they shared 

common ethnic features and racial origin, Zheng He not only chose to recruit sailors to his fleet 

from among the Guos, but also paid no heed to differences in status and rank and established close 

relations with the heads of their family. Nowadays, the local villagers proudly present visitors the 

“Welcoming Official Pavilion” (Jie Guan Ting 亭官接) erected beside the small wharf close to the 

entrance of the village, where it is believed that the admiral rested and even played chess with his 

hosts. As the tradition goes, Guo Zhongyuan’s family members were utterly surprised and 

extremely delighted by the immense honor bestowed upon them by the admiral’s visit, but on the 
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other hand, felt embarrassed for not having any adequate place to host him. Therefore they quickly 

refurnished the small pavilion next to the fishing dock with an incense burner table and gathered all 

the family members there to await respectfully the arrival of the imperial envoy’s large entourage. 

From then on, in memory of Zheng He’s visit, it was named the “Welcoming Official Pavilion”.
65

 

The beams supporting the roof are said to be arranged intentionally in the shape of a small square 

encircled by a bigger one, thus forming the shape of the "Hui" character (回). Like all traditions 

related to Zheng He's visit to Baiqi, there is no evidence or any mention of this special feature of 

the pavilion in any sources I found prior to the 1990's. The 汉 shape structure of public buildings 

belonging to Hui is a theme I encountered in a few instances in Fujian. The Ding of Chendai claim 

their ancestral hall that was built in the early sixteenth century, secretly served as a mosque and 

was intentionally constructed in that shape to symbolically indicate their ancestors' identity. A 

similar story was related to me by the Quanzhou Jin Lineage members who described their former 

ancestral hall.
66

  

  

The pavilion is also known by another name: “The Marrying-off Pavilion” (Song Jia Ting 送亭嫁 ). 

This name is also related to a tradition involving the Guos' close contacts with Zheng He. It is said 

that during his first visit the newly built pavilion was frequently used by Zheng He and Guo 

Zhongyuan in long games of chess. In 1422, on his return from his sixth voyage, Zheng He made 

another short stop at Quanzhou. Having fond memories of the friendly welcome he received on his 
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previous visit, and the long hours of entertaining chess games with Guo Zhongyuan, he decided to 

cross the bay once more to visit old friends. Unlike his previously well-proven profound chess 

skills, Guo Zhongyuan lost repeatedly and seemed very troubled. Zheng He inquired after the 

reason and learnt that a pressing family matter was preoccupying his friend’s thoughts: Guo 

Zhongyuan’s fifth son, Guo Shizhao 郭仕郭 had been taken to serve in the military and was 

stationed in Xuan Zhong in Southern Fujian
67

 to serve under Commander Zheng (Zheng zhihuishi 

使揮栺鄭). Later on he was taken to serve as Commander Zheng’s own bodyguard. This allowed 

him freely to enter all parts of the Zheng’s family mansion where he frequently met with 

Commander Zheng’s third daughter, Zheng Fu 使鄭. Soon after, the two fell in love, had an affair 

and were determined to get married. When Commander Zheng learnt of Guo Shizhao’s secret 

relations with his daughter, he immediately ordered him put on trial according to military law. Guo 

Shizhao and Zheng Fu managed to escape. The infuriated Commander Zheng ordered one of his 

officers to pursue the young couple, capture them and bring them to trial. Guo Zhongyuan knew 

that if the whereabouts of his son were not revealed, the whole Guo family would be certainly held 

responsible and thereupon suffer the harsh consequences. Upon hearing that, Zheng He assured his 

friend that he need not worry and that moreover, he had a plan that would not only save the Guos 

from Commander Zheng’s wrath, but would also make the young Lady Zheng become a member 

of the Guo Household. The next day, as they were sitting in the pavilion for another chess match, 

they saw in the distance a couple of official warships racing through the waves across Houzhu bay. 

These were the ships carrying the punitive expedition towards Baiqi. Zheng He began to execute 
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his plan. He hung the imperial edict, issued on his behalf, ordering him to travel to the western 

seas, on the pavilion’s top lintel and calmly returned to continue the game. Within a short while the 

fierce military force landed. The officer in charge was surprised to discover the yellow silk banner 

upon which were embroidered dragons and the two letters of “Imperial Edict” (郭聖), hung above 

the two men. Moreover, in the pavilion he was astonished to find the renowned admiral playing 

chess with the local Guo Zhongyuan. Zheng He demanded an explanation for the sudden arrival of 

this military official force. The bewildered officer found no words to explain the purpose of his 

mission and only managed to utter the words: "to marry [a girl] off” (song jia). So then, “what are 

all the soldiers for? And where is the dowry?” inquired Zheng He. The force retreated immediately 

and returned to report to Commander Zheng. When Commander Zheng heard of the unexpected 

turn of events he had no choice but to comply with what was already promised to the imperial 

eunuch. He immediately dispatched people in all directions until Guo Shizhao and Zheng Fu were 

finally found. Then, Guo Zhongyuan selected a bright Friday (the Muslim holy day) for the grand 

wedding ceremony that took place in the pavilion, with Zheng He himself presiding over the 

ceremony. By then Commander Zheng had prepared a generous dowry which he unloaded from the 

official vessels straight onto the wharf of Baiqi and from there to the pavilion. From that day on, 

the pavilion was also called “The Marrying-off Pavilion.”
68
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It is worth noting that a short version of the story appears in the Biography of Guo Shizhao in the 

2000 edition of the genealogy.
69

 There, the modern compiler, a member of the Guo's nineteenth 

generation, cites older versions of the genealogy that mention only Shizhao joining the military at a 

young age and serving in Xuanzhong, and his marriage to Commander Zheng's daughter. The 

account of the marriage is different than the one orally transmitted down to the current generation. 

The first interaction between the two families is described as the visit of Guo Zhongyuan to the 

Zheng family: "…He married the youngest daughter of commander Zheng. Our ancestor Yi Xuan 

[the style of Guo Zhongyuan] prepared a large amount of funds which he delivered in a guarded 

convoy to Xuan Zhong. He then constructed a large dwelling with several studies, a garden and a 

fish pond. Afterwards, Guo Shizhao dutifully returned together with his father for paying respects 

to the family's ancestors performing a big and beautiful ceremony."
70

 An inscription carved inside 

the pavilion, from 1772, commemorating the restoration of the pavilion during the Qian Long 

period of Qing dynasty doesn't supply any hint of the special role of Zheng He in the pavilion’s 

history. The inscription only mentions the big undertaking of the restoration in order to preserve the 

pavilion which "was built by people of the previous dynasty who raised funds to build this 

pavilion…." The only fact that can be ascertained is that it was constructed during the Ming era.
71

 

There is no mention in the old sources available to me, of the role played by Zheng He in that 

affair. The first mention of the affair on the actual site dates from the 1990's, when a new tablet was 

added by the Baiqi Township government, where they inscribed the following text: "Jie Guan Ting, 
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formerly called Qiao Wei Ting 亭尾接. In 1417 the Ming imperial envoy, expedition commander, 

eunuch Zheng He embarked on his fifth voyage to the western seas and his fleet anchored in 

Houzhu Harbor. In response to the invitation by Baiqi's founding ancestor Guo Zhongyuan he 

came here on a visit. Baiqi's early ancestors welcomed him at this pavilion hence the Welcoming 

Official Pavilion obtained its name."      

 

Although this story has no historical foundations to support its veracity, it is still indicative of the 

notion that contacts with a high official, thanks to a shared Muslim origin, was the very means for 

pushing forward an otherwise unlikely intermarriage with a high ranking military Han official and 

thereupon promoting the integration of the Guos into the Han society. It could on the one hand be 

read as a story about assimilation into Han society and gaining recognition and social 

legitimization.  However, with the current renewed value of affiliation with Muslim ancestors, the 

support from Zheng He is now celebrated by the Guos as a marker of special identity. In an 

interview in 2005 a family member from Baiqi said that during his stay in Baiqi "Zheng He acted 

as a go-between of Hui-Han intermarriages, thus promoting national unity. Praise for his 

tremendous help to the people was passed down from generation to generation of Baiqi Huis."
72

  

 

The Zheng He Embankment 

The fourth branch of the Baiqi Guos accredits Zheng He with the founding of its village Liandai 

(莲 埭. also called Daishang 埭上, meaning: 'Lotus Dam' or 'On the Dam'). On the outskirts of that 
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small village in the Baiqi Township remains to this day an ancient embankment that served to 

prevent the flooding of the adjacent fields. Members of the Guo lineage attribute its creation to 

Zheng He and even name it the “Zheng He Embankment” (Zheng He Di 郑和郑).
73

 At the foot of 

the mountain there used to be a big rock on which one could identify the shape of a boot-print, 

commonly referred to as the “Immortal’s Foot Print”. The rock was demolished during works to 

develop a saltern. Just like the welcoming pavilion, both the Immortal’s Foot Print and Zheng He’s 

Embankment are revered by Baiqi residents, who see them as evidence of the close relations they 

had with Zheng He. 

       

According to the tradition, Zheng He had heard that his fellow Muslims in Baiqi were suffering 

immensely from the growing havoc caused by frequent pirate raids along the coastal region of 

Fujian. Therefore, while anchoring in the area he dispatched a force to Baiqi to eradicate the 

invaders. Only when Zheng He's troops arrived at Baiqi did they hear that the marauders, who had 

temporarily captured the village of Ke Pu 克圃, had already been wiped out by "a mixed local force 

of Hui and Han villagers" led by Guo Zhongyuan's fourth son, Guo Shimin 郭仕郭.
74

 Nevertheless, 
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the troops remained in Baiqi and were ordered by Zheng He to continue assisting the Guos. In 

those days the members of Guo Zhongyuan's family who settled in Dai Shang village were also 

suffering from constantly rising tides that flooded their homes. When Zheng He's soldiers camped 

in Dai Shang, the admiral made an inspection tour and witnessed the flooded stretch of land. He 

suggested building two embankments to stop the seawater flooding the village and at the same time 

to reclaim land for agricultural cultivation and settlement. Since his troops were anyway stationed 

in the village he offered their aid in the construction. Interestingly, family traditions stress the 

combined effort of the local Guos and the imperial troops who, in close to two months, erected 

embankments with a total length of about one and a half kilometers. Upon completion of the 

construction, the joyous soldiers and locals were dismayed when an exceptionally forceful tide 

violently surged toward the newly built embankment, breaching it at several points. The combined 

efforts of the soldiers and locals to repair the damages were to no avail. All along Zheng He and 

Guo Zhongyuan were standing on top of San Tai Shan, anxiously inspecting the ascending water 

level. Were it to go up two or three more inches, it would destroy all the hard work of the past few 

months. Worried and annoyed as he was, Zheng He faced the gushing waves and furiously stamped 

his foot down as he shouted towards the surging sea "How long will this water keep on rising?!" 

According to the legend, following his dramatic gesture, the footprint of his stamping boot was 

imprinted deep into the huge rock he was standing on, and at that same instant the water 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

 

was a follower of Islam. He observed the rules scrupulously with no errors." See Qinci Budaoguan Guo Jianping 欽賜
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miraculously retreated by about half a meter, sparing the embankment.
75

 This tale brings to mind a 

strikingly similar tradition, also related to the early Ming, of the "Golden Foot Mosque" which Zvi 

Ben-Dor describes in his work about the claims of Muslim Chinese for the existence of an intimate 

bond between their ancestors and Zhu Yuanzhang, the founder of the Ming Dynasty. According to 

this tradition the emperor, while on tour in Nanjing with several of his Hui generals, visited a 

mosque. Mistakenly he stepped into the mosque without taking his shoes off. Regretting this 

mistake he ordered the footprint he had just made to be dug out and had it inlaid with gold. In a 

similar fashion to the Immortal's Footprint, the emperor's gold-inlaid footprint became "the 

commemorative marker of his visit to the mosque and a reminder of his respect for Islam."
76

           

 

As in the case of Zheng He's intervention in the Guo Shizhao affair, the tales about Zheng He's 

assistance in constructing the embankment are also based only on oral traditions around his 

historical visits to Quanzhou and his connections with the local Muslim elites. Unlike the Baiqi 

traditions, the visit to Quanzhou and Zheng He's communications with the city's local Muslims are 

well established through several sources. Prominent among them is the inscription describing 

Zheng He's visit to Lingshan to burn incense and seek the saints’ protection before his fifth voyage 

to the western seas. This inscription deserves a separate discussion of its own.
77

 However, in the 

written sources available to us there is no evidence for Zheng He's connections with the Baiqi 
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Guos. Several local Guo and non-Guo Fujianese scholars and researchers point out the high 

probability of these accounts: Zheng He visited Quanzhou in 1418, when Guo Zhongyuan was still 

alive. A meeting between the two was therefore possible. The two practiced the same religion. Guo 

Zhongyuan frequented Quanzhou's main Mosque where Zheng He was said to have visited as well. 

Moreover, the Baiqi dock – the site of the welcoming pavilion dedicated to Zheng He - is right 

opposite Quanzhou's main harbor. Its location perfectly matches the details of the story. Zheng He's 

fleet anchored in the harbor and might have moved across the bay to Baiqi; in that case, the troops 

themselves might have embarked on the shore of Baiqi. However, these are sheer guesses.
78

  

 

Guo Zhichao, a senior researcher of the history and anthropology of the Baiqi Guo lineage 

dismisses the stories of Zheng He in Baiqi as lacking any historical foundation. However, he 

conducted a detailed analysis of the available historical evidence of the links between Zheng He 

and the local Muslim lineages of Quanzhou, and possible byproducts that his visits might have had 

on communities of Muslims’ descendants in the area. Guo Zhichao states that by personally going 

to the holy tombs in Lingshan and burning incense there, Zheng He conveyed a message of the 

imperial government’s renewed esteem toward Islam. This expression of respect served as a great 

source of encouragement for the oppressed Quanzhou Muslim community following several 

decades marked by the bloody turmoil and reign of terror of the late Yuan Quanzhou
79

, the 

suspicious treatment of former se mu ren practiced by the authorities in the early Ming, and the 

discriminating imperial orders regarding Islam during the early Yongle reign period (1402-1424). 
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This may have helped in creating a more tolerant and relaxed social environment for the practice of 

Islam. This in turn might explain the ambition of the Guos to disseminate traditions which connect 

them to a notable with such a potential positive effect on their status.   

  

Guo Zhichao names two important developments which he suggests attest to the possible impact of 

Zheng He's visit to the region on the local communities of Muslim descent: the increase and 

flourishing of the use of Muslim style tombstones, and the initiation of five consecutive restorations 

of the Qingjing Mosque in Quanzhou over a period of two hundred years following his visit. In the 

period following 1422, the Baiqi Guos made no attempts to conceal their special ethnic and 

religious character when constructing their family's members' tombs. According to Guo Zhichao 

this phenomenon reflected the flourishing of Islam and the corresponding social and political 

environment of the time. The construction of that kind of tomb had already begun in the founding 

generation of Guos in Baiqi, Guo Zhongyuan and his wife. They were buried in 1422 and 1433, 

respectively. It was followed by similarly styled tombs of members of later generations, mainly in 

the fifteenth century, in several different locations in and around Baiqi. The tombs bear typical 

Muslim characteristics including motifs such as layered structures with inscriptions in Arabic of 

Kura'an verses, lotus petals, clouds and flowers. Some of these tombs are even situated facing 

South-West, toward Mecca. Although during the centuries following the establishment of the Guo 

settlement in Baiqi, the Muslim style of the tombs was greatly simplified, it still remained in some 

form until the late Qing era.
80
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Shortly after Zheng He's visit and pilgrimage to Lingshan, towards the end of the Yongle reign 

period (1403-1424), the Quanzhou Qingjing Mosque was renovated. Guo Zhichao accredits the 

initiation of such a project and the official backing it received to Zheng He’s visit. He concludes 

that the mosque renovations and the flourishing custom of erecting tombs in a Muslim style reflect 

the implementation of the imperial government's friendly policy towards the Muslims and the 

active support extended to them, from the Yongle reign period onward. The pilgrimage of an 

imperial emissary of such high status as Zheng He to the saints' tombs in Lingshan, made a 

tremendous contribution to elevating and providing authoritative validity to the government's 

backing.
81

  

 

The lack of additional sources does not allow us to determine unequivocally the extent to which 

Zheng He’s visit actually affected the conditions and status of the Muslims in and around 

Quanzhou during the early Ming period. Nevertheless, what remains undisputed is the fact that in 

present-day Baiqi, the Guos are showing a growing interest in disseminating traditions which blend 

official historical events with their own family traditions linking them to Zheng He and 

highlighting his personal interest and care for their affairs. I suggest this bears a profound meaning 

on its own. Zvi Ben Dor describes the writings of Ma Zhu (1630-1711), a renowned Muslim 
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Beijing scholar who documented a family tradition involving the Ming founder, Zhu Yuanzhang 

and his own ancestor, a Muslim dignitary named Sai Hazhi. According to the story, in 1391 Zhu 

Yuanzhang granted Sai Hazhi an imperial decree to renovate and establish mosques in several 

locations in China. According to Ma Zhu's description, Ming Taizu appears as a patron of Islam, 

charged with special care and concern for the maintenance of Islamic knowledge and institutions. 

As in the case of the present day Baiqi Guos, Ma brings together Chinese Muslim tradition with 

documented official history. While an actual imperial decree to build mosques was indeed granted 

to Sai Hazhi, historical sources do not portray it as an act of "Islam-friendly benevolence" but 

rather a practical act of efficient governing. Ben Dor demonstrates how Ma Zhu enlists an alleged 

historical precedent and the Ming founder's unique affection for Islam for the purpose of his appeal 

to the Kangxi emperor to secure his own position. The two cases portray a common "strategy of 

dressing up documented historical events so as to give them specifically Islamic relevance."
82

   

 

I suggest that even if the Baiqi traditions regarding Zheng He are unfounded, their very invention 

attests to the growing significance of an affiliation with a prominent official.  Raphael Israeli has 

noted that such traditions evince the transformation of the Muslim communities after the fall of the 

Yuan Dynasty. Such legends celebrate universal Chinese heroes, rather than sectarian Muslim role-

models. Zheng He's deeds contributed to Chinese society at large.
83

  The cultivation of his legend 

implies that the Baiqi Guos seek to highlight their foreign heritage as integrated into the cultural 
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fabric of the general Chinese society. Under current government policies, it is particularly 

important for the Baiqi Guos to have their heroes recognized by the larger society. 

Recently there has been a marked tendency on behalf of local official authorities to legitimize and 

sometimes to adopt these oral traditions. The "Welcoming Pavilion" and the "Zheng He 

Embankment" were classified by the Huian County government as protected historical relics. In the 

spring of 2004, a team of seven local historians and experts visited Baiqi as part of a survey of 

"Historical Sites of Zheng He in Quanzhou" to investigate the history and traditions related to these 

sites.  

 

I have never encountered any notion of these family traditions in Lugang or in any of the 

genealogical writings of other Baiqi Guo branches outside China who remain faithful to their 

affiliation with Guo Ziyi. Thus one may assume that the proliferation of the Zheng He tales and the 

official attention they recently receive coincides with the general acceptance of the scientific 

findings ruling out descent from Guo Ziyi, and the decline of his veneration as an ancient 

ancestor.
84
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Conclusion 

This chapter has demonstrated how traditions and communal identities are being reshaped in 

response to changing historical and political conditions. I set out to check how family-traditions are 

being changed, but in doing so I have witnessed the dynamic nature of the past. As the present and 

future unfold, the past changes in response to contemporary conditions and perceptions of identity. 

 

The findings of this research are the product of anthropological field work into sentiments and 

memories coupled with historical research into family genealogies, gazetteers and other written 

sources. The interrelation of current sentiments and historical sources is best demonstrated by the 

compilation of family genealogies. These family histories contain invaluable historical information. 

Nevertheless, in this work, anthropological research into the customs and mentalities underlying 

the preservation of ancient genealogies and the compilation of new ones has been of equal 

importance. It supplies us with insights into the changes that have occurred in the perception of 

cultural, religious and ethnic identity and into the shifting roles of families' historical narratives. 

 

The combined anthropological and historical research into the Guo communities has yielded a more 

complete and a more accurate understanding of the changes in family traditions and their 

significance. The examples from Taiwan and the Philippines are instrumental in demonstrating that 

the changes are not simply a linear process of shift from assimilation to differentiation, or from 

concealment to reassertion of particular identities. In this chapter I proposed examining these 

traditions as continuous – sometimes contradictory – responses to the dynamics of local culture, 

politics, and the social environment.   
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In my view the decline of the Guo Ziyi tradition in Baiqi coincides with the increasing 

embracement of the Zheng He tales. Attributing this phenomenon to the Guo's interest in 

emphasizing their Hui affiliation is a plausible claim but not a sufficient explanation. Ethnic 

differentiation in present P.R.C constitutes a main feature of the current local Chinese identity 

discourse, which accommodates also Chinese identity of people of foreign ancestry, rather than 

actual separatist tendencies. As one scholar has pointed out "a broader and more accurate 

framework by demonstrating that in contemporary China, along with representations that stress the 

otherness of minority peoples, there are also contrasting narratives and representations that stress 

their belonging to the Chinese self…we ought to pay more serious attention to these narratives of 

belonging rather than focus exclusively on practices of othering."
85

   

 

                                                           

 

85
 Baranovitch 2010: 85-122. 
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Chapter 5: Locking and Unlocking the City Gates; 

the Pu (蒲) and Jin (金) Lineages of Quanzhou 

In 1277, Pu Shougeng, a wealthy Muslim merchant who held a major political, economic and 

military power in Quanzhou, betrayed the faith of the Song imperial leaders, shifting his support to 

the advancing Mongol army. He shut Quanzhou city gates and harbor, not allowing the retreating 

Song troops to take refuge in the city and denying them the support they were counting on to 

continue resisting the Mongols. The service he rendered the new rulers proved highly beneficial. It 

marked the Pu lineage's ascendance to its most powerful status ever, which they enjoyed 

throughout most of the Yuan period (1279-1368). Almost a century later, in 1366, as the Yuan 

regime was declining, another local Muslim notable, General Jin Ji (金金) switched allegiances at 

the gates. This time he opened the city gates, to allow the forces of a Chinese general in the service 

of the Yuan government, to enter and take over the city and thus put an end to the decade-long 

regime of a foreign-led Muslim militia. For this meritorious deed Jin Ji won the admiration of his 

descendants as well as other later, Ming period local literati commentators. By opening the gates, 

Jin Ji also symbolically determined the fate of the descendants of Pu Shougeng, since apparently 

the notorious rebel leader was a close associate of the Pu lineage. While Pu family sources almost 

completely ignore this event, for the Jin it constitutes the core theme of their genealogy and family 

history traditions.  

 

This chapter explores oral and written traditions which reflect the shifting attitudes of the 

Quanzhou Pu and Jin lineages towards the origin and identity of their celebrated Song, Yuan, and 



 

 

 

256 

Ming ancestors. The analysis of these traditions demonstrates how historical documentation, family 

traditions, genealogical records and literature were, and still are, utilized by family members to 

highlight certain themes in their own history and play down others. This chapter focuses on two 

historical narratives which are at times tightly related while on the other hand represent conflicting 

themes and sentiments. These narratives had tremendous influence on the lives and fortunes of 

Muslims in Quanzhou at large, and especially those of the Pu and Jin lineages whose descendants 

live to this day in Quanzhou and its surroundings. In the present, in oral exchanges, the two 

families' historical narratives are sketched along similar lines. Under current political conditions, 

both emphasize their origin from foreign Muslims who gradually assimilated into local society. 

However, in the past they developed separate narratives, related to the same historical incidents, 

though serving different goals.  

 

Previous treatment of these traditions is largely based on official historical sources compiled 

mainly during the Ming and Qing dynasties. These sources are employed by researchers whose 

works tend to analyze these communities and the traditions related to them in ethnic terms, marking 

direct references to the current P.R.C. policies regarding ethnic identification. My analysis employs 

a different approach.  This chapter analyzes the Pu history and their current identity from both a 

contemporary and a historical standpoint. By combining official historical sources, contemporary 

materials and anthropological field-work, I will portray the image and deeds of Pu and Jin notables 

as depicted in family narratives currently extant among their descendants. A thorough analysis of 

these family narratives will demonstrate how their figures have been used by later generations in 

identity formation. Special attention will be given to the interrelation between past and present 

family narratives and the evolving identity of the descendants who transmit them. Thus this chapter 
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will constitute a unique attempt to study family histories and the changing roles of certain figures in 

historical narratives over a span of seven centuries.   

 

The widely accepted narrative, shared by families of descendants of Muslims and by several 

scholars in Fujian, highlights the Ming takeover as a turning point in which their Muslim ancestors 

were persecuted, compelled to step down from the central political stage, and dispersed throughout 

Southeast China. The Pu lineage presents similar accounts to those often related by Guo and Ding 

members regarding their ancestors' forced emigration from Quanzhou. Both highlight the 

persecution they suffered at the hands of the Ming rulers and local Han population, who harbored 

deep resentment for those lineages which were identified as foreign collaborators with the Yuan 

regime.
1
 

 

Pu family members in the vicinity of Quanzhou often describe their family history along similar 

lines: 

 "Our most celebrated ancestor was Pu Shougeng, a famous official and military leader of 

the late Song Dynasty who was in charge of all maritime affairs in ancient Quanzou. Due to 

his support of the Yuan takeover the new rulers bestowed him with tremendous honors and 

even higher ranking positions than before, making him and his descendants the most 

powerful family in the region. After the Ming ascendance to power they persecuted many of 

the foreigners who enjoyed favorable status by the Mongols. Due to their key role in the 

Mongol take over, our ancestors were among the foreigners who received the harshest 

treatment. Most of them left the city and were dispersed throughout the region and forced to 

                                                           

 

1
 See the discussion of the Guo Ziyi traditions in Chapter Four.  
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conceal their identity. They ceased to preserve their Muslim religion and many of them even 

took other names. Others kept their names but tried to deny any family ties to Pu Shougeng."
2
  

The ethnic feature is clearly central to this description and in fact it is not completely without 

foundation. The Pu is the most well-known Fujian lineage of Muslim descent that is actually 

directly referred to in certain imperial edicts as a target of persecution and of discriminatory 

policies executed  by the Ming regime due to their previous political alliance. According to these 

sources, the Ming founder, Zhu Yuanzhang (r. 1368-1398) who seized the throne about a century 

after Pu Shougeng's surrender, persecuted his descendants and banned them from taking part in the 

imperial exams or serving in any official post. 

 

The Quannan Zazhi 泉南南志, compiled between 1628 and 1644, quotes the earlier Song Yuan 

Tongjian 鉴元元宋 (Xue Ying 应薛 1500-1573) as follows: 

"Our great Emperor Tai Zu banned the descendants of Pu Shougeng and Sun Shengfu
3
 of 

Quanzhou from serving in any official post as punishment for their forefather's crime of 

supporting the Yuan take over the Song, therefore he fully persecuted them"
4
 

 

In the early Qing Gu Yanwu 武炎顾 (1613 ─1682) wrote in his Ri Zhilu 鹿知日: 

"When Ming Taizu took over China he punished the descendants of late Song Pu Shougeng 

and Huang Wanshi, banning them from entering officialdom."
5
 

                                                           

 

2
 Field-work, Dongshi, 2002. Similar accounts were given to me in Quanzhou, Yongchun and Dehua, 2009.  

3
 Sun Shengfu was an official serving under Pu Shougeng. Jitsuzo Kuwabara, "On P'u Shou-keng, a Man of the 

Western Regions, who was Superintendent of the Trading Ships' Office in Ch'uan-chou...," Part 1, Memoirs of the 

Research Department of the Toyo Bunko (the Oriental Library) 2 (1928) p. 99 n. 20. 

4
 Chen Maoren 陳懋譜, Quannan zazhi 选南南志 卷下. Compiled between 1628 and 1644. 

5
 Gu Yanwu 武炎顾 (1613 ─1682). Ri Zhilu 鹿知日 (Collected notes on Record of Knowledge Gained Day by Day).  
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Based on fragmentary official historical sources of later times such as these, a tradition developed 

that placed the brunt of the responsibility for the Mongol takeover of Quanzhou and the consequent 

collapse of the Song resistance on Pu, the alien official who orchestrated the surrender to the 

Mongols.
6
 This in turn was believed to be the cause for the harsh fate of Pu Shougeng's 

descendants in the early Ming.  

 

Persecution of the Pu by the Ming apparently did take place and as a result certain Pu branches 

were forced to emigrate from Quanzhou to remote rural areas and conceal their identity. However, I 

argue that the strong links drawn between Pu Shougeng's deeds and the shifts in his descendants' 

status are rooted in the ethnic identity discourse currently prevalent in China. This approach tends 

to employ a rather simplistic, ethnicity-based explanation characterized by a monolithic perception 

of the dynastic cycle in which the Song is portrayed as a "Chinese dynasty." During the foreign 

Yuan dynasty, the Muslims enjoyed a high position and then after the Ming takeover, the 

authorities persecuted those non-Hans who were the Mongols' allies. The sources analyzed below 

show that the reality was far more complex, and that the approaches of Yuan and Ming and in 

certain respects also of Qing, towards non Chinese, was far more composite.      

                                                                                                                                                                                     

 

Huang Wanshi was also a Song official who surrendered to the Yuan. See: Kuwabara, "On P'u Shou-keng" p. 99 n. 20. 

See also: He Qiaoyuan  远乔何 (1558～1631), Minshu 书闽 卷房十房: “仕入书祭得蒲者吾蒲禁祖闽朝皇 (“Our 

Emperor Taizu forbade all Pu family members to attend the examinations and attain officialdom”), and Shao Yuanping 

邵远平 (~1676), Yuanshi Leibian 元史类编， 卷 18.   

6
 Modern research-work, especially that of Billy K. L. So, demonstrates that Pu Shougeng would not have been able to 

stand alone, without the support of certain sections of the local leadership, against the local forces of Song Loyalists. 

Billy K. L. So, Prosperity, Region, and Institutions. pp. 303-305.  
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Pu Shougeng's Descendants and a Narrative of Forced 

Assimilation 

Pu Shougeng – Historical Background 

Pu Shougeng 蒲寿庚 (ca. 1230- ca. 1297) was a high official of either Arab or Persian origin who 

held key positions in the international port city of Quanzhou (renowned in the west by its Arab 

name “Zaitun”). During the late Song and early Yuan, he became one of the most powerful 

political and military figures in the South-East coastal provinces of China. Most researchers 

support the claim that Pu Shougeng's ancestors were merchants who settled around the tenth 

century in Southeast Asia. During the eleventh century they moved from there to Guangzhou. After 

a while Pu Shougeng's father, Pu Kaizong moved from there to Quanzhou. From then on the 

family's high social and political position grew constantly.
7
 In 1274, after successfully repelling a 

pirate attack together with his brother Pu Shoucheng 蒲寿宬, Pu Shougeng was appointed in 

charge of Maritime affairs and was later granted additional military and administrative authority 

allowing him control over a substantial naval force. In addition to the local militia and the fleet that 

were available to him due to his official posts, Pu Shougeng enjoyed the support of several military 

                                                           

 

7
 The widely accepted version is the one presented by Kuwabara and approved also by Billy K. L. So. Kuwabara "On 

P'u Shou-keng…" pp. 1-6; So, Prosperity, Region, and Institutions, pp. 108-109. Another view, relying mainly on 

genealogical entries, maintains that he was a descendant of a renowned Song official from Sichuan named Pu 

Zongmeng who also originated from wetern or central Asia. See: Luo Xianglin, Pu Shougeng yanjiu, pp. 11-37. For a 

brief summary of the different theories see: Li Yukun 昆玉李，" 20 shiji Pu Shougeng yanjiu shuping" 20 

评述蒲研庚兰斯纪世 (Review of 20
th

 century research about Pu Shougeng), Zhongguo shi yanjiu dongtai  

态动究兰斯国中 2001, no. 8. pp. 17-19.  
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officers who were stationed in the city, some of the wealthy Chinese merchants and the community 

of foreign merchants whose influence was growing more powerful during that time.
8
 

 

In early 1276 the Mongols invaded Southern China and occupied the capital Lingan (Hangzhou). 

The Song loyalists gathered their forces in Fuzhou where they enthroned the young prince Yi Bing 

and proclaimed him the new Southern Song emperor. By the end of the year, the Mongol troops 

defeated them in Fuzhou and soon after, in early 1277, started their advance south towards 

Quanzhou. The Song forces were counting on the maritime power of Pu Shougeng and planned to 

retreat to Quanzhou and reorganize in order to stop the Mongol advance there. Yet to their dismay 

Pu Shougeng shifted his allegiance to the Mongols, denying the Song loyalists' entrance to 

Quanzhou and depriving them of the naval assistance they were so desperately counting on. The 

Song army led by General Zhang Shijie 张世杰 (1236-1279) put a siege on the city but Pu 

Shougeng endured for three months awaiting the Mongols' arrival. In the meanwhile, he massacred 

thousands of Song imperial clansmen and loyalist local elite, as well as a force of imperial troops 

who had been transferred to Quanzhou from the Huai River Valley in the previous year. This 

marked the last stage of the struggle against the Mongols. Two years later the Song were finally 

defeated in Guangdong where the last surviving crown prince, Yi Bing's younger brother, 

apparently drowned.
9
 Thus, according to Chinese tradition and official historical sources of later 

times, Pu Shougeng, the official of foreign descent, was responsible for the fall of Quanzhou which 

                                                           

 

8
 So, Prosperity, Region, and Institutions, pp. 108, 110-114, 301-305; Kuwabara pp. "On P'u Shou-keng." pp. 35-38.  

9
 Chan Hok-lam. "Chang Shih-chieh." In, Herbert Franke ed. Sung Biographies, vol. 1. Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner 

Verlag GMBH., 1976. pp. 29-37. 
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led to the final collapse of the Song. Modern research-work, especially that of Billy K. L. So, 

demonstrate that Pu Shougeng would not have been able to stand alone, without the support of 

substantial sections of the local leadership, against the local forces of Song loyalists.
10

 

Nevertheless, the common sentiment, attributing to Pu Shougeng the main responsibility for the 

failure of the resistance, bore far-reaching consequences for his descendants.  

 

Pu Shougeng was repaid generously by the New Yuan regime. Between 1279 and 1297 he was 

appointed to a series of key positions and enjoyed a flourishing career. He was conferred several 

official posts, among them the vice-governor of Fujian Province and the prefect of Quanzhou. 

Some sources even claim that at that time his military and political influence was extended over the 

entire South-Eastern Chinese coastline.
11

 

 

Pu Shougeng's long career and his widespread connections established the status of his whole 

family. Many of its members, in the following generations too, held key positions in the regional 

and national administration, and hence the Pu became one of the most powerful lineages on the 

                                                           

 

10
The dynastic histories and local gazetteers stressed not only Pu Shougeng's part in surrendering the city but also his 

far-reaching political and military power. Based mainly on these sources, earlier scholars researching Pu Shougeng, 

such as Jitsuzo Kuwabara and Luo Xianglin concluded that Pu's military influence covered the entire Fujian circuit and 

possibly Guangdong. However, Billy K. L. So provides a detailed explanation to show that this is based on rather 

exaggerated or simply mistaken reports, and that in reality Pu's political influence, though significant, was confined to 

Quanzhou and did not extend beyond the prefectural level, much less the provincial level. Billy K. L. So, Prosperity, 

Region, and Institutions. pp. 303-305; Chaffee, "Diasporic Identities", p. 409; Kuwabara, "P'u Shou-keng…" pp. 35-40. 

Luo Xianglin 林香羅, Pu Shougeng yanjiu蒲研庚兰斯 (A New Study of Pu Shougeng and his Times), Hong Kong: 

Institute of Chinese Culture, 1959. pp. 39-41.  

11
 Kuwabara, "On P'u Shou-keng…" p. 40 lists all the official titles and posts he was bestowed by the Mongols which 

included that of The Grand Commander and Military Commissioner of Regulations of Fujian and Guangdong 

Provinces. Afterwards he was promoted to the assistant minister of Jiangxi Province and in 1278 he was further 

promoted to the position of the left vice-minister of Fujian Province.  
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South China coast: Pu Shougeng's son served as the vice governor of Fujian; his grandson was the 

inspector of maritime affairs and of the administering and mobilization of salt and other products 

on which there was a state monopoly; one of his sons-in-law was a Quanzhou foreign Muslim who 

owned a large trade fleet of over eighty vessels.
12

  The Pu lineage had already enjoyed a high status 

and influential positions during the late Southern Song. However, during the Song the Pu's power 

base relied on the support of local Han elites. During the Yuan, they enjoyed a wider array of 

options of appointments to official posts. As quoted above, some Ming and Qing sources assert that 

ninety years after the surrender of Quanzhou, due to Shougeng's dominant role in the Mongol 

takeover, the Ming persecuted his descendants and banned them from serving in any official post, 

thus deeply affecting the future of their descendants.
13

  

 

Only recently did researchers come across increasing evidence which shows that in fact the Pu 

Family's close ties with the Yuan regime were dramatically severed already in the late Yuan era 

and that it was a violent struggle between the Muslim militia - headed by a Pu in-law and the Yuan 

regime backed by local Chinese warlords - that marked the final undermining of the Pu's status, 

two years prior to the Ming take-over. The following sections will deal extensively with this less 

familiar narrative.  

                                                           

 

12 
Kuwabara, Ibid. pp. 67-68, 92-96 notes 14-17.  

13
 The history of the Pu Shougeng and his family was studied in detail by several researchers beginning in the second 

decade of the twentieth century and until now. Most works were predominantly based on the official historical sources 

and dealt mainly with the identity, origin, official posts and biographical data of the first Pu ancestors who settled in 

Quanzhou during the Song dynasty. It is not the aim of this paper to repeat these works and review all the available 

sources regarding Pu Shougeng and other renowned Pu descendants. See: Kuwabara, "On P'u Shou-keng…;" Luo 

Xianglin, Pu Shougeng yanjiu; Pu Faren 蒲發軔 ed., 1988. Pu Shougeng xingyi yu xianshi jiguan 蒲壽庚行誼與先世

籍貫. Tai Nan, Shijie Puxing zongqin zonghui. Li Yukun, "20 shiji Pu Shougeng yanjiu shuping". 
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The Pu of Dongshi 

The Pu family residing in the town of Dongshi 东石 to the south-east of Quanzhou, are a branch of 

the Pu Shougeng lineage who moved in the early Ming era to a section of the town formerly called 

Gurong Village (古榕村). I have discussed earlier their claims of preserving a pork taboo and also 

their appeal to the local authorities to reclaim their ancestral grounds where their ancient ancestral 

hall that was dedicated to Pu Shougeng's great-grandson had existed up to the 1950’s (see Chapter 

Two). The Dongshi Pu maintain that rebuilding the hall would be of great significance for the 

whole region's population, not only for themselves: "If it was not for our ancestors who immigrated 

here, Quanzhou and the other places in the region that were influenced by the Maritime Silk Route, 

would not have developed as they did."
14

 Their campaign was only partly successful. The local 

government was mainly concerned that responding to these claims would result in a series of many 

similar demands to rebuild other ancestor halls that were demolished during the past few decades. 

Instead, in August 2006 they authorized the building of a small pavilion in one of the corners of the 

school-yard with a "Gurong Pu History Stele" 古榕蒲究古 erected in its center. The stele contains 

a brief family history beginning with the early Song dynasty Muslim ancestors of Persian origin, 

continuing with Pu Shougeng, through to the time of his great-grandson who established the sub-

branch in Dongshi and down to the present.      

                                                           

 

14
 Related to me by members of Pu Family in Dongshi. 14 August 2002. 
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Switching Narratives and Changing Names 

Throughout my communications with the Dongshi Pu, I sensed a clear tendency to highlight what 

they saw as a crucial aspect of their family history, one which was previously obscured: as 

descendants of a controversial historical figure such as Pu Shougeng, past generations found it 

necessary to play down their relations with him and in some periods they even tried to deny it 

altogether. However, in the present, the Pus wish to highlight their foreign origin. Descent from Pu 

Shougeng and the persecution they suffered on his account are major components of this legacy. 

Current narratives even allude to past attempts of concealing their true identity. The Pu in Dongshi 

and in other sub-branches present various evidence for their ancestors' strategies of concealing their 

identity, or at least avoiding linkage to Pu Shougeng.  

 

Among several Pu branches in Quanzhou, Dongshi, Dehua 德化, Yongchun 春永 and Hainan 

Island, I have encountered cases of adopting a different surname, either the mother's family name 

or simply names with a similar sound, in an attempt to avoid the discriminatory policies of the early 

Ming. Some resumed their original name, while others continued to hold their adopted names while 

secretly maintaining family traditions attesting to their ties with the Pu lineage.  

 

The most well-known case is that of the founder of the Pu branch in Dongshi. Genealogical 

evidence reveals that during the early Ming, the eleventh-generation ancestor, Pu Benchu 蒲本蒲, 

the great-grandson of Pu Shougeng, was taken as an infant from Quanzhou to his mother's 

hometown of Dongshi where he remained under the custody of her family. He was officially 

adopted by them and received his mother's surname Yang 杨 and from then on was called Yang 

Benchu. Family sources maintain that this action was taken to avoid persecution and the harsh 
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restrictions imposed by the Ming Founder (Zhu Yuanzhang, reigned 1368-1398) on Pu members. 

This enabled him, when older, to take the examinations and qualify as a student in the imperial 

academy.
15

  

 

This was recorded by later generations in the Pu Genealogy compiled between 1662 and 1722:  

"The tenth generation, Sir Benchu, hao Chengzhai, first generation ancestor to have found 

[the branch of] Dongshi. style Chunren, second son of father Chongmo. [He] adopted his 

mother's surname Yang. He was among the successful candidates of the provincial imperial 

examination at the Quanzhou Prefectural school in 1384
16

 and was ranked ninth among the 

successful Jinshi candidates in the exam of 1397, and 25th in the second group (jia) in the 

final imperial examination. He was selected for the post of the Hanlin Academy Junior 

Compiler. He retired at an old age and moved to his hometown Gurong […] he brought 

along his personal attendant Wangfu and others and found happiness in cultivating the land."  

 

A later edition of the genealogy compiled by the Yongchun offshoot in 1870, added the following:  

During the Ming Dynasty period, in the year 1375, the emperor angrily proclaimed: "The Pu 

were the chief usurpers in the uprising in Quanzhou in the previous dynasty" and thus they 

were annihilated and no one was spared. Fortunately, a friend surnamed Wang of Anping 

carried away the few months old baby  and fled straight to Dongshi to call on his (the baby's) 

mother's family surnamed Yang. They brought him up and sent him to study at school. Thus, 

                                                           

 

15
Zhuang Weiji & Zhuang Jinghui, 玑为庄 玑景文. "Quanzhou chuan xiangliao yu Pu jia Xiangye" 

选文家香百丁蒲族香泉. In Quanzhou yisilanjiao yanjiu lunwenxuan 选文论究研教兰斯伊州泉  (Symposium on 

Quanzhou Islam). p. 236. 1983 (Originally published in Xiamen Daxue Xuebao 报学学门门厦 2. 1978); Liu  

Zhicheng  诚志刘 1985. "Dongshi Puxing tantao" 东石蒲者石东, Fujian difangzhi tongxun  谱族集方志元福. No 4; 

Quanzhou haiwai jiaotongshi ji diaocha ziliao – Pu Shougeng jiazu kaoji 选文究调研元究交外海州百- 

蒲研庚族族寿蒲. Quanzhou; Fujiansheng Quanzhou haiwai jiaotongshi bowuguan bianyin, 1983. pp. 105-108 ("Pu 

Songling shi hanzu dan ta de zushang keneng zeng shi huizu" 蒲回是龄回族上祖丁祭上族汉是龄汉族).     

16
 The original text mentions the seventeenth year of Hongwu as- 的丁. 1384, the seventeenth year of Hongwu is in 

fact  的丁。子孟 is 1387,  the twentieth year of the Hongwu reign period.  
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he became an official and was conferred the title of Hanlin Academy shujishi (those who 

passed the annual civil service examinations with high grades). Thereafter, he changed his 

name and surname; [returning to] his surname Pu and name Benchu
17

 

 

Further evidence for the adoption and name change of Benchu into the Yang family is found in a 

biography of Yang Yiweng 杨颐杨 from Dongshi in the Quanzhou Fuzhi.
18

 Yang's biography 

mentions only one son he had, named Ben Chu, who passed the exams. That was probably Pu 

Benchu. It did not mention any other sons.
19

  

 

At the same period, not only were the Pus banned from participating in the exams, but in 1368, 

seven years prior to Benchu's immigration to Dongshi, his elder brother Pu Taichu 蒲书蒲 was 

registered in the military where he was first stationed with the Quanzhou guard and later on sent to 

Shandong.
20

  Michael Szonyi demonstrates how the adoption of  as well as the subsequent return to 

the original surname in Fujian during the late imperial period, served as a strategy to deal with 

government demands such as the enlistment of households for military service.
21

 Taichu's fate may 

                                                           

 

17
 Liu Zhicheng "Dongshi Puxing tantao" p. 57; Quanzhou haiwai jiaotongshi ji diaocha ziliao – Pu Shougeng jiazu 

kaoji. p. 7 

18
 Quanzhou Fuzhi 选文港志, 1763. 55: p.46  

19
 Liu  Zhicheng, "Dongshi Puxing tantao". pp. 57-58; Quanzhou haiwai jiaotongshi ji diaocha ziliao – Pu Shougeng 

jiazu kaoji. pp. 10-14 (Dongshi Pushi zai diaocha 东石蒲化蒲外海).  

20
 Zhang Yuguang & Jin Debao 张玉光， 金德宝. "Baogao fajian Pu Shougeng jiapu jingguo" 报告发见蒲寿庚家谱

经过. In, Quanzhou Yisilanjiao yanjiu lunwen xuan 泉州伊斯兰教研究伊文泉  (Symposium on Quanzhou Islam). 

Quanzhou Foreign Maritime Museum, ed. Quanzhou: Fujian People’s Publishing Society, 1983 (Originally published 

in Yue Hua 华月 1-3. 1940). p. 225 

21
 Szonyi, Practicing Kinship. pp. 64-68. 
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be added to the examples recorded by Szonyi which demonstrate the kind of difficulties that 

adoption into another family may have eased.  

 

The persecution and the attempts to avoid it are a central theme in the Dongshi Pu's family history, 

one which is demonstrated to this day in the symbolic imagery of their early ancestor. In 2009 the 

construction of a new ancestral hall in their contemporary residence was completed. In contrast to 

the Gurong Pavilion, the new family ancestral hall is dedicated only to the founder of the Dongshi 

branch and to the heritage of his immigration and settlement in the region. The walls of the hall are 

decorated with inscriptions and couplets commemorating Pu Benchu and his host family, 

emphasizing the forced concealment of his true identity and the hospitality he received from his 

mother's kin.  

 

An inscription on the inner entrance lintel reads as follows:  

芳傳王榕 "Rong Yang (Referring to Yang family of Gurong village) Disseminate virtue"  

According to family sources this verse was originally inscribed by Pu Benchu on the lintel of the 

family hall he established when he retired to Gurong village
22

  

 

Another sentence on one of the pillars explicitly refers to the help given by Yang family to Pu 

Benchu.   

情記頤典最陽渭: "As for maternal uncles, we cherish with greatest affection Yiweng[Pu 

Benchu's uncle]".
23

 

                                                           

 

22
 This claim appears in a newly compiled, untitled manuscript genealogy of the Yongchun Pu family.    
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The Gurong Pavilion and the newly built ancestral hall represent two different facets of the current 

Dongshi Pu identity: the public official approach that is aligned with the current ethnic discourse 

and resurgence of Hui or Muslim heritage, and the more private and traditional aspect which is in 

accord with the centuries-old ideology and terminology of lineage discourse. The stele in the 

pavilion highlights the foreign origin emphasizing Pu Shougeng and decorated with a heading "The 

Gurong Pu History Tablet" in Chinese and Arabic. These aspects have recently become very 

important, and the Pu are extremely keen on promoting them. Nonetheless, the hall represents the 

other, complementary aspect of the family's narrative, celebrating their more immediate ancestors' 

achievements and emphasizing the high esteem towards the Yang family who enabled these 

achievements.  

 

This case of the changed name Yang received further attention from researchers due to the 

association of the family legacy with the famous author Pu Songling 蒲回是 (1640-1715). 

Although during his lifetime no traces of Islam remained in his family, some commentators raise 

the possibility that his family was an offshoot of Pu Shougeng's lineage. It is said that during the 

same period of the late fourteenth century when the Dongshi branch was established, Pu Songling's 

ancestors moved from Fujian to Shandong. The claim of sharing the same ancestors partially relies 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

 

23
 Other sentences refer only to the founders' merit and achievements with no mention of his origin: 

榕祖燦仕簪仕登祖芳 "Our first ancestor assumed an official post. His (official) cap (clasp and tassels) shed glory on 

Gurong (Village)."   
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on a piece of evidence according to which Songling's family had also temporarily changed its name 

to Yang during the early Ming period, and subsequently resumed the original one.
24

 

 

Other Cases of Changed Names 

The case of Pu Benchu is not isolated. Beginning in the 1920's, researchers reported encounters 

with branches of the family that chose to change their names from Pu to Wu 吴 in order to hide 

their true identity. Some were told that the choice of Wu is due to its resemblance to the sound of 

Pu in the Minnan dialect. According to accounts related during the 1930's by Pu family members in 

De Hua, to the north-west of Quanzhou, some family branches still maintain tomb stones that on 

their front more visible side inscribed "a grave of Wu" while on the back "a grave of Pu."
25

 

Contemporary researchers report similar cases among descendants of Pu Shougeng in Nanjing and 

among sub-branches who migrated to Qinghai and Gansu.
26

    

 

Another case is that of the small Bu 卜 family in Fashi 石石 Township on the outskirts of 

Quanzhou. According to Bu family sources, they also changed their name during the Yongle period 

                                                           

 

24
 One of Songling's ancestors may have been a descendant of Pu Benchu who migrated to Shandong, still bearing 

memories of the surname Yang. It is possible that since his elder brother was stationed in the Shandong guard, 

Benchu’s descendants may have joined him there. Luo Xianglin, Pu Shougeng Yanjiu. pp. 230-233; Liu  Zhicheng, 

Quanzhou haiwai jiaotongshi ji diaocha ziliao – Pu Shougeng jiazu kaoji. pp. 94-113. Bai Chongren 的崇白. "Pu 

Songling wei huizuren houyi kao" 蒲回是为汉族白龄松寿, Pu Songling yanjiu 蒲回是兰斯  no. 1, 1992. pp. 15-22; 

Bai Zhen 的白. "Pu Songling de minzu chengfen yu lishi shang huihui minzu de bianhua" 

蒲回是丁族族回上丁历究上汉汉族族丁用氏, Neimenggu shehui kexue 学科古社古田门, no. 4, 1992. pp. 47-52.  

25
 Zhang Yuguang & Jin Debao. "Baogao fajian Pu Shougeng jiapu jingguo". p. 218; Gladney, Muslim Chinese. p. 273. 

26
 Liu Zhicheng, "Pu Shougeng houyi liuyu Jiangsu ji zai qian Xibei" 蒲研庚龄松苏江汉苏裔蒲庚寿蒲 (the migration 

of Pu Shougeng's descendants to Jiangsu and then to the North-West), Gansu minzu yanjiu 究研族族兰斯 1984. no. 1-

2. (Originally published in Quanzhou haiwai jiaotongshi ji diaocha ziliao – Pu Shougeng jiazu kaoji).    
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(1403-1424) from Pu to Bu. Fashi was the hometown of Pu Shougeng and the Bu believe they are 

his descendants who were forced to hide their true origin. Nevertheless, they indicate other family 

traditions related to their early ancestors. Early sources show that Pu Shougeng used to have a 

flower and incense garden in Fashi. The Bu keep an ancient family occupation of growing flowers. 

They even had an ancient flower garden which is their family property. According to them, this is a 

direct continuation of the ancient family tradition and a testimony to their links with Pu 

Shougeng.
27

 Some researchers debate the authenticity of this claim and say that the Bu may have 

been the family who traditionally tended to the garden as workers of the Pus, rather than being 

descendants of the Pu Lineage.
28

 Regardless of whether they really are Pu descendants or not, the 

Bu are using the same discourse of forced assimilation to put forward their claims of membership 

to a bigger lineage.   

 

The Pu members present the adoption into their forefather's maternal line, the name change, and the 

subsequent return to the original name, as outcomes of the unique circumstances their ancestors 

faced. However, examining these issues within the context of the local historical social and cultural 

spheres, one may reconsider just how unique it really was. In Chapter Three I discussed Michael 

Szonyi's findings regarding the customs of uxorilocal marriage, cross-surname adoption, and the 

return to the original surname (termed fuxing 齋姓) in the late imperial period. According to his 

research these customs were widely practiced at that time in some parts of Fujian.
29

  The Ming 

                                                           

 

27
 Zhuang Weiji & Zhuang Jinghui "Quanzhou chuan xiangliao yu Pu jia Xiangye". p. 238.  

28
 Personal communication with Liu Zhicheng. Quanzhou 2008.  

29
 Michael Szonyi, Practicing Kinship. pp. 28, 36, 39-42, 64-68. 234 note 21, 236 note  41. 
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Hongwu (1368-1398) reign period brought about a sharp change in the status of the Pu lineage and 

posed them with threatening challenges, of a sort which they previously had not encountered. It 

forced them to adopt efficient mechanisms for coping with the decline of their social and political 

standing. However, such mechanisms were also employed by other lineages and even by Pu family 

members in other locations or at later periods, for different reasons, not necessarily connected to Pu 

Shougeng. 

  

In Hainan Island many who are surnamed Hai 究 Ha 哈, Liu 诚, Gao 高, Mi 米, Jin 金 and Li 昆 

are in fact descendants of Muslims surnamed Pu. Their ancestors were Muslim merchants who 

arrived in Hainan from South-East Asia during the Song Dynasty. Many of them retain their 

Muslim faith to this day. There is no certain evidence linking them to the family of Pu Shougeng. 

However both Pu families share the same ethnic and religious origin and their ancestors settled in 

Quanzhou and Hainan respectively, in close proximity. Luo Xianglin claims that during the early 

Ming many Pu branches adopted new names for similar reasons of avoiding persecution. The 

Hainan Pu family records do not point to an imperial ban or restrictions but rather to a lack of 

security especially due to the violent attacks by the Li 黎 ethnic group. Since then many were 

dispersed throughout the island, retaining their new names, while some resumed their original 

name.
30

 

 

                                                           

 

30
 Luo, Pu Shougeng yanjiu, pp. 165 – 226. Ma Jianzhao & Du Ruier 钊建马  尔瑞杜. "Hainan Dao Danxian Puxing 

xisu Xianglin wenhua diaocha" 海南化文县蒲姓蒲县文化调查, Guangxi Minzu Yanjiu 广西民族研究, 1990. 1: 97-

103. 
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The custom of cross surname adoption among the Pus also occurred in the much later Republican 

era. Wide-scale banditry and the lack of government law enforcement caused the incursions and 

harassment of small families by larger families. Under those circumstances many Pu households 

branched out of the bigger lineage concentrations and many chose to adopt their mother's surname. 

Thus, to this day there are many within the Cai 蔡  and Wu 吴 families in the vicinity of Dongshi 

who were originally Pu and who still maintain close relations with their Pu relatives. In fact, some 

of the most active and vociferous family representatives who are involved in reclaiming ancestral 

grounds and even claiming Hui identity for the Pus are actually surnamed Cai. These phenomena 

deserve separate attention and I do not deal with it here. However, it seems to me that the current 

change of atmosphere, together with the new opportunities which may become available, raise a 

renewed interest in their origins and perhaps will even initiate a fuxing – a return to the original 

surname.
31 

      

                                                           

 

31
 Field work in Dongshi 2002, 2009; Liu Zhicheng, Quanzhou haiwai jiaotongshi ji diaocha ziliao – Pu Shougeng 

jiazu kaoji. 1983 (1978), p. 5 (Anhai Dongshi Puxing diaocha jilu), pp. 6,9 (Dongshi Pushi zai diaocha). 
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Omitting Shougeng from the Genealogy 

Another family trait which the Pu attribute to their special historical circumstances is the omission 

of traces of Pu Shougeng from the genealogies as a strategy to conceal or at least to avoid attracting 

unnecessary attention to their family ties with him.  

 

On a visit to Dongshi in 2005 I was shown a copy of the Nanhai Ganjiao Pushi jiapu 

南究究蒲蒲化族谱 from Guangdong. The first edition was compiled in 1619 and the last revision 

was made in 1908. A pedigree chart of the first eight generations includes Shougeng's brother, Pu 

Shoucheng. Next to him, where Shougeng would have been, there are two blank squares 

representing an anonymous ancestor.
32

 This is quite odd since his renowned brother does appear in 

the genealogy and more oddly, there are also entries and biographies of his direct descendants up to 

the nineteenth century.  I believe it was not a measure taken for real effective disguise but rather for 

avoiding extra attention to this undesired link. However it appears that this measure was also taken 

in genealogies of other branches in different locations. Zhang Yuguang and Jin Debao reported the 

same in the 蒲化族谱, the genealogy of the Pu family branch in Yongchun. The genealogy which 

was first compiled during the Kangxi period (1662-1722) includes relatively detailed biographies 

of the Pu ancestors. Pu Shougeng's father appears in the sixth generation and Pu Shoucheng, his 

brother is mentioned as the seventh-generation ancestor. Surprisingly, there is no entry dedicated to 

Pu Shougeng. The only mention of the name Shougeng is in his father's biography, in one brief 

                                                           

 

32
 This chart was also reproduced in the modern punctuated edition which was published as a volume in the Zhongguo 

Huizu Guji Congshu 态动汉族古回国闽: Nanhai Ganjiao Pushi jiapu 南究究蒲蒲化族谱. Tianjin: Tianjin guji 

chubanshe, 1987. p. 6.  
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sentence, among the list of three sons. Zhang Yuguang and Jin Debao who discovered the original 

genealogy in Dehua in 1939 and were permitted to copy parts of it, commented that in the section 

dedicated to the seventh generation there was a blank space of one page and not even one word 

written about Shougeng.
33

 That copy was destroyed during the Cultural Revolution. However, in 

1982 Liu Zhicheng discovered another copy in Yongchun 春永, which was handwritten between 

1875 and 1908 and it contained the same avoidance of mentioning Shougeng while documenting 

his direct descendants.
34

 In 2009 I was presented in Dehua with a copied manuscript of a new 

genealogy originally composed in the mid-2000's by a family member in Yongchun. I will discuss 

this compilation later on. However, at this point I wish to stress its importance regarding the 

tremendous change through which the family members' approach evolved, regarding the publicity 

given to the links with Pu Shougeng. Contrary to the old editions found so far, this edition contains 

a long, detailed and very well-informed biography of Pu Shougeng.
35
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 Zhang Yuguang & Jin Debao. "Baogao fajian Pu Shougeng jiapu jingguo". p. 224. 

34
 Liu Zhicheng, "Dongshi Puxing tantao," pp. 55-59.  

35
 Untitled manuscript of the Yongchun branch Pu family, genealogy. Undisclosed compiler.   
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Intermediate Conclusion 

In his research into Hui identity, Dru Gladney addresses the traditions of forced assimilation 

prevalent among descendants of Muslims in Fujian in general, and the specific traditions of the Pu. 

According to him such legends are the thread that links the Pu, through their ancestors, to the larger 

collective of the Hui and also differentiates them from their neighboring Han. It also serves as an 

explanation for their distinct character as Hui who "differ from other Hui who maintain Islamic 

customs". Gladney added that the "common experience of suffering and forced assimilation may 

have been what galvanized the Hui ethnic consciousness into a single minority".
36

  

 

From the viewpoint of the present developments among the Pu, this explanation seams to make a 

lot of sense. Under the current policies regarding Hui minority status, the Pu family members strive 

to openly commemorate all aspects of their foreign origin and reinstall Pu Shougeng in the center 

of the family's consciousness. The common opinion in Dongshi is that in the past it was necessary 

to conceal one’s foreign origin to avoid discrimination. Now, when circumstances have changed so 

much, not only is there no need to hide one’s identity, but they also desire to bring the knowledge 

of their unique origin to the wider public. Hence, the choice of text for the stele, that reinstalls the 

central role of Pu Shougeng in their heritage.  

 

Seemingly one may be satisfied with an explanation based on Gladney's approach of resurgence of 

Hui identity. In a few instances I have encountered family members who indeed expressed their 
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wish to persuade the government to grant them the same Hui status as their kin living in 

Quanzhou.
37

 However, most informants in Dongshi showed no interest in obtaining this status. 

Apparently, this group of Dongshi - Pu is not eligible at all for Hui status and in fact has no 

intention of presenting such an application. We can argue that they just wish to honor their ancestor 

in an age when separate ethnic identities are officially embraced. It is certainly a plausible 

explanation, yet it does not supply a complete picture. 

 

The other issue we should consider is the actual historical validity of the narrative passed on by the 

Pu. In the following sections, I closely examine various sources that question certain aspects of 

these family legends and show that the historical conditions were rather different and surely more 

complex than those currently narrated by the Pu.       

                                                           

 

37
 The Quanzhou branch members returned to the city and settled in the vicinity of the mosque where they are involved 

in local Muslim affairs. A few family representatives in Dongshi have been claiming that they should not be denied the 

Hui status which was granted to their subbranch in Quanzhou.  Field work Dongshi 2009.  
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The Puzzling cases of Pu Heri and Jin Ali 

Pu Heri 

A thorough investigation of the family records of another early Ming Pu lineage-member poses 

researchers with some further pondering that questions some of the basic assumptions regarding the 

fate of the Pu during the early Ming dynasty. In the following section, I analyze information 

derived from the family genealogy and from stone inscriptions, attributed to Pu Rihe 蒲鹿和, Pu 

Shougeng's nephew, the second son of his elder brother Pu Shoucheng 蒲研蒲.  

 

In previous chapters I mentioned the importance of Lingshan Hill as one of Quanzhou's major 

symbols of Muslim heritage. At present, this holy site serves also as a focal point and a symbol of 

identity for several individual lineages of Muslim descent in the area. During the 1980's the 

Chendai Ding family moved their ancestors' graves to the southern slope of the hill where the 

graves of the first four generations of ancestors were already sited. The yearly Qing Ming rituals 

that attract thousands of kin members from Chendai and other localities to the lineage cemetery on 

the hill are only one indication of its importance for the Dings. (See Chapter Two).
38

 

 

Another family that has a traditional attachment to Lingshan beyond its universal-Muslim 

significance is the Fujian Pu lineage. In 2002 a member of the Quanzhou branch led me to his 

father's grave on the hill. This family member, like the rest of the Quanzhou city Pu branch, is a 
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 Field-work in Fujian, Spring 2007; Gladney, Muslim Chinese. pp. 265-268; “Muslim Tombs and Ethnic Folklore.” 
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practicing Muslim. His father's tomb is decorated with Arabic Quran verses. As a Hui he was 

allowed to bury his father in a special plot allocated to Muslims on the Lingshan hill. However, his 

family's affiliation with the site stretches back much further than the twentieth-century regulations 

regarding minority rights. In fact, as early as the Ming Yongle reign period (1403-1424), the name 

of the Pu family already appears upon one of the most well-known monuments of the hill. As 

described in Chapter Four, Zheng He made a pilgrimage to the hill in 1417, to light incense at the 

saints' graves and ask for their blessing. This event was commemorated by the famous tablet: 

"Zhenghe xingxiang bei"
39

 which ends with the words: "Inscribed by Military Commander Pu 

Heri."  

 

Based on an entry in their genealogy, contemporary Pu members and several scholars share the 

assumption that Pu Heri was the second son of Pu Shoucheng, Shougeng's brother.
40

 Although the 

name Pu Heri does not appear in any of the Pu genealogies, a biography of a person with a reversed 

order of the same personal name (Rihe 鹿和 instead of Heri 和鹿), and bearing the same title, does 

appear. The earliest version of this biography appears in the Yongchun Pu genealogy compiled 

between 1662 and 1722 and constitutes the earliest recorded link between that family member and 

the person whose name is signed on the inscription.  

Ri He 日和, style Gui Fu 貴甫, is the second son of Pu Shoucheng. He is a Muslim believer, 

prudent in his speech and cautious in his actions. He regularly attends daily prayers. During 

                                                           

 

39
 See Chapter Four. A translation of the inscription is found in: Chen Dasheng, Quanzhou Yisilanjiao Shike, pp. 96-97. 

40
 See: Luo Xianglin, Pu Shougeng yanjiu. pp. 62-63; Zhuang Jinghui 玑景文 , Zhenghe xingxiang beikao" 

和郑行行和考 (a study of the tablet of Zhenghe's offering of incense) in, Haiwai Jiaotong shiji yanjiu 

海外交通史迹研究 (research of historical relics of maritime transportation). Xiamen: Xiamen daxue chubanshe, 1996. 

pp. 158-164.  
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Zhi Zheng reign period (1341-1370) of Yuan dynasty, the mosque was damaged with no 

means of repair. Together with Jin Ali 金阿里 from his hometown, they attended to this 

matter and restored the building. Throughout they used big slabs of stone for the construction 

and the outcome was most magnificent. An inscription, with his name, on a board to the right 

of the building's entrance, exists till this day. In the thirteenth year of Yongle reign period 

(1417), together with the court eunuch Zheng He, he dutifully obeyed the imperial orders to 

travel to the western regions to search for the imperial jade seal, and he accomplished that 

with merit. Therefore he was awarded the title of Quanzhou Military Commander which can 

be witnessed in the stele that exists till this day near the holy tombs [Lingshan]. 

 

The detailed description of his role in Zheng He's expedition draws a clear link between the Rihe 

appearing in the biography and Heri whose name is signed upon the Lingshan stele. However, an 

analysis of historical sources suggests that Rihe, Shougeng's nephew, might not after all have been 

the same person as Heri who erected the stele commemorating Zheng He's visit. The Rihe 

biography contains two significant details: his collaboration with other local Muslim notables to 

restore the Quanzhou Mosque and his participation in Zheng He's fifth voyage to the western seas a 

few decades later. These biographical details raise considerable speculations regarding the identity 

of Rihe and the validity of his biographical details.  

 

Firstly, an important feature of the sense of communal identity shared by contemporary Pu 

members is of being descendants of an eminent family which since the days of Pu Shougeng and 

over a long period thereafter produced high-ranking officials. If Zheng He had visited the Muslim 

holy sites of the city, he would naturally have been in contact with the Muslim leaders of the city. 

On the other hand, as pointed out before, during the early Ming, less than fifty years prior to Zheng 

He's visit, the Pu had been banished from all official posts and suffered severe persecution which 

led some of them to flee Quanzhou and conceal their identity. How could one explain the 
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appearance of a close relative holding such a prominent position and openly declaring it in the 

inscription? 

 

There are a number of possible explanations: perhaps the persecution which is referred to so often 

by Pu descendants was not that wide-scale or harsh? Several scholars approach this question stating 

that the tablet itself is indicative of the shift in the Ming regime's attitude towards the Quanzhou 

Muslims in general and to the Pu lineage in particular.
41

 The fact that Pu Heri, in the second decade 

of the fifteenth century, could publicly proclaim his achievements under his own name and was, at 

least according to the genealogy, elected to join Zheng He in his voyage and later assumed the 

position of the Quanzhou zhenfu, attests to the gradual appeasement of the policies aimed against 

the Pu lineage members and to its subsiding towards the mid fifteenth century. This process began 

after the Hongwu reign period and went on through the Yongle period. Zhuang Jinguhui and Guo 

Zhichao attribute the change of attitude to the new agenda promulgated by the Yongle emperor, the 

son of the Ming founder. Those were exactly the Zheng He voyages that had an appeasing 

influence on the government's policies towards the foreigners. Unlike his father, he had a wider 

view of the country's role in the international trade and was not as conservative as his father. This 

brought about a series of policy changes in the approach towards the foreigners and their 

descendants. The tablet of the Ming imperial edict inscribed in 1407 and placed in several mosques 

throughout China, including Quanzhou, is a good example for the shift in anti-foreign sentiment 

that took place during the Yongle period. The edict orders to protect the mosque and the 
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 Zhuang Jinghui, "Zhenghe xingxiang beikao" pp. 171; Guo Zhichao, "Zheng He sheng mu xing xiang yu Quanzhou 

yisilan jiao de chong xing", pp. 35-40. 
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worshippers: "I am giving you this imperial edict to protect your abode. No official, military or 

civilian personnel should despise, insult or bully them; whoever disobey my order by doing so 

should bear the blame."
42

 Although this imperial edict was specifically aimed at the protection of 

mosques it surely had an important contribution in shifting the general attitude towards foreigners 

in general and Muslims in particular. This might explain how Pu Heri had freely returned to the 

public arena and even joined Zheng He. Claims have even been made that what breached the 

Hongwu period debar from official office imposed on the Pu family was his recruitment to Zheng 

He's fleet, either as a military officer
43

 or as an experienced trader with an intimate knowledge of 

overseas affairs and proficiency in Arabic or Persian, and his consequent appointment as the 

Quanzhou Garrison Commander (zhenfu).
44

 

 

Other scholars do not accept this explanation and reject the identification of the tablet's compiler 

with Rihe, Pu Shougeng's nephew, claiming that Rihe could not have participated in Zheng He's 

expedition. A closer examination of family and other historical sources reveals a chronological 

incompatibility in the genealogical entry claiming that one person took part in both the renovation 

of the mosque and Zheng He's fifth voyage. A simple calculation shows that at the time of the 
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  Chen Dasheng, Quanzhou Yisilanjiao Shike, p. 11. 

43
 Based on the official title attached to his name, Luo Xianglin assumes he filled a military post. He also claims the Pu 

family was acquainted with Zheng He's family through marriage relations among kinsmen of both sides residing in 

Nanjing. Luo Xianglin, Pu Shougeng yanjiu. pp. 104-106, 114-115, 121. 

44
 Zhuang Jinghui states that the definition of zhenfu is "an official in charge of a location's law protection and 

simultaneously managing the military's craftsmen and artisans." In his capacity as zhenfu, Pu Heri engraved this 

inscription to commemorate Zheng He's visit and moreover, to make known his own position. Zhuang Jinghui 

"Zhenghe xingxiang beikao," pp. 162-164, 169-171; "Sui Zhenghe xia Xiyang de Fujian Ren" 随郑和下西洋的福建人

“(The Fujianese people who accompanied Zheng He in his Voyages to the Western Seas). In, Haiwai Jiaotong shiji 

yanjiu 究调研元究交兰斯 (research of historical relics of maritime transportation). Zhuang, Jinghui ed. Xiamen: 

Xiamen daxue chubanshe, 1996. pp. 194-196.  
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mosque renovation in 1349, Rihe, the eighth generation of Pu, was already about eighty years old. 

The fifth voyage which he presumably joined, took place more than sixty years later, in 1417, when 

he would have been about hundred and forty years of age. Not only that, but he also returned and 

erected a stele to report it! 
45

 

 

A few explanations were offered for resolving this improbability. Guo Zhichao, generally with the 

tendency to highlight authentic Muslim roots of lineage members in the area of Quanzhou, claims 

that one should not regard Pu Heri and Pu Rihe as the same person. It was the seventeenth-century 

compilers of the genealogy who mistakenly attributed the information on the stele to their ancestor 

Rihe. Assuming this same identity, they also derived information from the 1417 stele adding Heri's 

title to the earlier person, Rihe. Nevertheless, Guo Zhichao thinks that this should not raise doubts 

as to the very existence of such a Pu Heri and the authenticity of the stele signed by him.
46

  

 

Wang Hongtao proposes a theory according to which Rihe or Heri was simply not the son but 

rather the grandson (or at least a member of the grandson's generation) of Shoucheng.
47

 Pu Faren 

thinks Pu Heri is a descendant of a different lineage of Pu of Hui nationality, the offspring of Pu 
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 Chen Sidong 究泗东. "Quanzhou haiwai jiaotong shiji shishi kao" 选文究调研元究交究例寿, Quanzhou shizhuan 
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47
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Luoxin 蒲罗辛, a foreign Muslim merchant who arrived to Quanzhou in 1136.
48

 Chen Sidong 陈泗

东 presents a totally different explanation according to which Pu-He-Ri is not a person's name at all 

but rather a time segment pronoun. pu 蒲 stands for puyue 蒲月, the fifth month of the lunar 

calendar. Heri 和鹿 stands for "an auspicious day." According to him, Zheng He - as an imperial 

envoy, a military official and a court eunuch in an official visit - was surely received upon his 

arrival by the local Quanzhou garrison commander. The issue of erecting an official tablet was 

entrusted in the hands of the commanding officer (suppress and pacifying 泉州衛的鎮撫代辦) in 

charge of the Quanzhou guard. The zhenfu 鎮撫 was a military officer of a rank no higher than the 

sixth or fifth grade. Therefore, he would certainly not dare to put his own name first in order before 

Zheng He, the high official and imperial envoy of the first rank.
49

  

 

The above-presented sources, regarding Pu Heri (or Rihe), leave us with several unresolved 

questions. The two main issues referred to in the biography, namely the mosque restoration and the 

Zheng He voyage, most likely concern two separate people. At least one of them is not the nephew 

of Pu Shougeng. What could be the reason for this apparent distortion of historical truth? Was it an 

intentional fabrication on behalf of later generations of Pu? a simple mistake? It is difficult to 

ascertain. In an attempt to shed more light on this issue I shift my attention to other genealogical 

sources, of different families who refer to matters addressed in the Pu Rihe genealogical biography.  

                                                           

 

48
 Pu Faren 蒲發軔. Pu Shougeng xingyi yu xianshi jiguan 蒲壽庚行誼與先世籍貫. Taiwan, Tai Nan: Shijie Puxing 

zongqin zonghui, 1988. pp. 8-9.  Reference to Pu Luoxin may be found in Song Huiyao Jigao 宋会要辑稿, 番闻 94.4, 

in documents regarding foreign merchants in 1136 in Quanzhou.   

49
 Chen Sidong, "Quanzhou haiwai jiaotong shiji shishi kao," pp. 2-3. 
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The Conflicting Narratives of Jin and Pu 

The sources available to me indicate that the most severe persecution was inflicted upon the Pu at 

the hands of the Yuan rulers two years prior to the Ming takeover. In fact, the narrative portraying 

the interests of the Mongol rulers and of Muslim settlers such as the Pu family grouped together on 

the one side against those of the Han Chinese identified first with the Song and later with that of the 

Ming dynasties, is completely inaccurate. The reality was far more complex and we shall see later 

on that the Yuan government's approach towards the Muslims was dynamic, ambivalent and not 

monolithic in the sense that different lineages received different treatment. The same may be said 

regarding the Ming treatment of its foreign subjects. While Fujian Muslims' descendants in general 

and the Pu in particular, portray them as ethnically biased, other sources show that in fact their 

regime dealt individually with different lineages according to different considerations which were 

not necessarily ethnic. In this analysis I also inquire when and under what circumstances the 

current narrative was created and nurtured. 

 

I will now turn to other sources in an attempt to verify some of the details mentioned in the Pu 

genealogy biography. Pu Rihe (Heri) is said to have participated in restoring the Mosque during 

Zhi Zheng reign period (1341-1370) of Yuan dynasty. According to the biography, he teamed up 

with Jin Ali 金阿里 to restore the building: "An inscription, with his name, on a board to the right 

of the building's entrance exists till this day." An inscription describing the restoration indeed exists, 

to this day, on a wall in a different mosque: the Ashab Mosque (mistakenly identified with the 
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Qingjingsi 譜寺寺 Mosque which in fact no longer exists
50

) in central Quanzhou. The inscription 

provides a much more detailed description of the restoration. However, while mentioning Jin Ali, it 

does not mention Pu Rihe (Heri) at all.
51

 The existing inscription in the Mosque was copied in 1507 

from the original one prepared in 1349, right after the restoration. It describes the establishment of 

the Qingjing Mosque during the Southern Song, in 1131, by a foreign Muslim who arrived to 

Quanzhou on board a trading ship from Siraf and then goes on to describe how on 1349 a Muslim 

clergyman acted to gain the government's support for restoring the Mosque continuing with the 

following: "Fully supporting this action, a native by the name of Jin Ali financed the renovation of 

the mosque. He then asked me to write an account of it".
52

 Hence, the reason for claiming that Pu 

Rihe's name can be seen to this day on the inscription is not clear. Of course, this may simply 

indicate that the biography was erroneous.  

                                                           

 

50
 As mentioned earlier (the historical introduction in Chapter One), the Ashab Mosque in central Quanzhou is widely 

known also as Qingjingsi Mosque. However, originally these were two separate mosques. The Ashab Mosque is the 

one currently standing at Tumenjie in central Quanzhou. It was established during the Northern Song, in 1009-1010 

A.D. The Qingjingsi Mosque was established later, in 1131, in southern Quanzhou, and existed there until its final 

destruction at the late Yuan period. The event of restoring the Qingjingsi Mosque, which is referred to in Pu Rihe's 

biography, occurred in 1349 and was documented by a stele (Chognli Qingjingsi Bei 重立清寺寺和). About a century 

and a half later, the original stele was rewritten "owing to the fact that the inscription on the original tablet is worn out 

by the ravages of time, Imam Shaik Yan Gao […] had its full text transcribed from the annals of Quanzhou". 

Apparently the inscription on the original tablet written by Wu Jian was blurred and therefore it was transcribed from 

the gazetteer of Quanzhou, and re-erected by Ding Yi, a local Muslim notable. This time, however, it was placed on 

one of the walls of the surviving Ashab mosque. The presence of the stele there is probably the source of the confusion 

between the two mosques. At the time when the new inscription was reinstalled, the Qingjingsi Mosque had not been 

existent in Quanzhou for over a century and the Muslims residing in Quanzhou might have not been aware of the 

difference between the two. Chen Dasheng, ibid, p. xv of Foreword, pp.16-18.  

51
 According to both sources, the mosque was badly damaged and the officials were unable to provide adequate 

financial support. It took devout Muslim believers and people with sufficient financial resources to initiate and bring 

about such a project. Zhuang Jinghui thinks that although the entry in the genealogy does not shed light on the sources 

of the funds raised for the repairing of the mosque, it is sufficient to examine Pu Heri's family background and 

maritime commercial activities to assume he was probably able to make such a contribution. Zhuang Jinghui "Zhenghe 

xingxiang beikao," p. 160. 

52
 Wu Jian  Chongli Qingjing Si Bei 重立清寺寺和 (Tablet recording the restoration of the Qingjingsi Mosque) Chen 

Dasheng (trans.), in Quanzhou Yisilanjiao Shike. pp.13-18. In fact the inscription on the mosque's wall does not 

mention Pu Heri. Only Jin Ali and Xiabuluhanding 夏不鲁罕丁 (Sheikh Burhan al-Din) are mentioned.  
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While the Pu genealogy omits details of Pu Shougeng, it highlights a presumed link to a prominent 

Muslim who took part in a prestigious religious public project. One contemporary Pu family writer 

even goes as far as claiming that Pu Rihe and Jin Ali were cousins as Rihe's father (Pu Shoucheng) 

was married to Jin Ali's aunt.
53

 One has to consider what might have been the reason or motive of 

the Pu genealogy compilers to make such a claim. First of all it is important to point out that one 

can not discard the Pu claim so easily. Perhaps the Kangxi period biography was based on an 

earlier version which was originally compiled earlier than the new copy of the inscription made in 

1507. If so, maybe at that time the inscription was publicly displayed somewhere and did include 

Rihe.
54

 Moreover, in the last passage of the new inscription the writer added: "Owing to the fact 

that the inscription on the original tablet is worn out by the ravages of time, Xia Yangao… had its 

full text transcribed from the "annals of Quanzhou" and raised funds to erect a new stele…".
55

 In 

1507 the original text was unreadable to the extent that the inscription had to be copied from the 

local gazetteer so there is a possibility that in the process, the name of Pu Rihe was omitted. It is 

impossible to verify any of these opposing versions. Nevertheless, for the Pus the appearance of 

their ancestor within the context of such a public official undertaking must have constituted an 

                                                           

 

53
 I have found genealogical evidence pointing to the fact that Pu Shoucheng married a woman surnamed Jin. However, 

I did not find any proof for the claim made by Pu Faren according to which it was Jin Ali's aunt whom Pu Shoucheng 

married. This claim is problematic since Jin Ji, Ali's father, was stationed in Quanzhou only in 1331 while Pu 

Shoucheng had most likely already passed away. It seems unlikely that Pu Shoucheng married Jin Ji's sister. See:  Pu 

Faren, Pu Shougeng xingyi yu xianshi jiguan, pp. 8-9, 49.  

54
 Earlier genealogies than the Yongchun Pushi Jiapu apparently did exist. The earliest genealogy I managed to obtain 

is the 1619 Nanhai Ganjiao Pushi Jiapu from Guangdong. However, it does not include a biography of Pu Rihe. Wu 

Wenliang mentioned the existence of a Ming Jiajing 嘉靖  (1522-1566) manuscript genealogy named Quanzhou 

Nanmen Zhongsuo Puxing Zupu 泉州南门武所蒲姓族谱. Other compilations may have existed prior to the 1507 

renewed mosque inscription. Wu Wenliang 吴文 良 , 1957 (1
st
. ed.) Quanzhou Zongjiao Shike 泉 州 宗教 石刻 

(Religious Inscriptions of Quanzhou). Beijing; Kexue Chubanshe.      

55
 Wu Jian "Chongli Qingjing Si Bei" 重立清寺寺和 (Tablet recording the restoration of the Qingjingsi Mosque) In, 

Quanzhou Yisilanjiao Shike. Chen Dasheng (trans.). p.16. 
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important source of legitimization which stands in contrast to their early ancestors' negative 

reputation. 

 

In order to shed some more light on this issue, I turn to examine the Jin Lineage genealogy in 

search of references to Jin Ali and his part in the mosque restoration. Jin Ali whose name appears 

in the Mosque inscription and is mentioned in Pu Rihe's genealogical biography, is identified with 

Jin Heli 金呵哩 who appears in Jin Family records as the second generation of the Quanzhou Jin 

lineage of Muslim descent, the son of the lineage founder Jin Ji 金吉.  

 

The 1555 genealogy of Jin family of Quanzhou (Qingyuan Jinshi Zupu 來族金李族族), which was 

discussed in detail in Chapter Three of this dissertation, includes two central themes related to the 

early Jin ancestors' deeds: in the following pages I discuss the important role played in 1366 by the 

founding ancestor Jin Ji 金金，in bringing an end to the decade long violent internal strife between 

contesting local Muslim militias. The other important theme is the above-mentioned contribution of 

Jin Ji's son, Jin Heli (Ali), to the restoration of the Qingjing Mosque seventeen years earlier. These 

two themes are represented in a number of essays, honorary introductions, eulogies and biographies 

in the genealogy. But most important in this respect are two external documents which appear as 

appendices at the very end of the genealogy. 
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Jin Ali - Pious Philanthropist or Notorious Plunderer? 

The Qingjing Mosque Restoration in the Jin Genealogy 

An appendix at the end of the Jin genealogy contains the complete text of the renewed inscription 

discussed above, commemorating the Qingjingsi Mosque restoration in 1349. The appendix is a 

copy of the actual inscription; however, Jin's name is spelled in it as Jin Heli 金呵哩, rather than 

Ali 阿里, as in the original inscription. Another essay within the genealogy that refers to this matter 

is the biography of Jin Heli which relates the event of the Mosque restoration:  

Our lord's usual conduct was oblivious to material gains, charitable and generous, merciful 

and benevolent. He revered Islam and Muslims. In Quanzhou there was [a mosque called] 

Qingjingsi. It has long fallen into disrepair. The master used wood and stone to renovate it, 

spending a large amount of money. The Building was grand and spacious its splendor can be 

witnessed to this day. Muslims are most appreciative of him and repeatedly carved steles to 

commemorate his merit.
56

  

      

Although the Pu found it desirable to link their Ming era ancestor to the Jin ancestors, the Jins were 

apparently reluctant to do the opposite. In fact a closer look at their genealogy reveals a tendency to 

play down any relations, if they existed, with the early Pu ancestors and, moreover, to make a clear 

differentiation between them. The sixteenth-century Jin Heli biography as well as the fourteen-

century restoration inscription included in the genealogy, do not mention Pu Rihe (or Heri) at all. 

Some may claim that this provides further evidence for the lack of authenticity of the Pu Rihe 

biography. However, I suggest another possible explanation: the lack of evidence for the Pu's 

                                                           

 

56
 Zhu Wu 朱梧, "Ershizu Yuanchu shisu xuan fujun zhuanzan"二世祖元处士肃轩府君传赞. In Qingyuan Jin Shi 

Zupu 清源金氏族譜 (Genealogy of  the Qingyuan Jin Family). 
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involvement in the project may have been part of the wider tendency of the Jins to distance 

themselves from the Pu lineage.  

 

Jin Ji and the Capture of Na Wu Na  

To examine further a possible degree of rivalry between the two families I suggest a closer look at 

the other important theme in the Jin's family history: the noble deed of the Quanzhou Jin’s earliest 

and most illustrious ancestor Jin Ji (see Chapter Three),
 57

 the general who opened the city gates 

allowing the Yuan loyalists' troops to enter the city. This step brought to an end the Muslim-led 

Ispah rebellion (yisibaxi bingluan 亦兵巴系兵亦1357 – 1366 see Chapter One) which had ravaged 

the region for almost a decade. By doing so Jin Ji is credited with saving the city and its inhabitants 

from unnecessary additional bloodshed and the atrocities of the long siege which would have been 

imposed on it. 

 

This issue is referred to in several essays throughout the genealogy. The major two are Jin Ji's 

biography: Wulue jiangjun Yian Jin Gong zhuanzan 元武建将军一庵金公传赞 and the second 

appendix – an essay titled Li Shi 史史 – The Glorious History (Billy K.L. So translated it as 

History of the Wonderful). 

  

                                                           

 

57
 Jin Ji worked in the service of the Yuan government and resided in the capital Shang Du (上上). In 1333 he was 

stationed in Quanzhou where he integrated into the thriving Muslim community. Soon after, he and his son Jin Heli (Jin 

Ali) became prominent figures in the city's leadership. (see Chapter Three). Qingyuan Jin Shi Zupu, P. 30a; So, 

Prosperity, Region, and Institutions, pp. 124 – 125. 
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This historical narrative is a unique and fascinating historical source that until now has been largely 

overlooked by scholars. Billy K.L. So describes it as "a miscellaneous history of Quanzhou."
58

 

Nevertheless, most Chinese commentators describe it as a romantic historical novel (xiao shuo 小

说59
) set against the background of events at the end of the Yuan dynasty in Fujian. It mentions 

important historical relics and city landmarks of Quanzhou in the Yuan period and historical events 

such as the Ispah Rebellion and its quelling by local Chinese forces loyal to the Yuan regime.  

 

The author of Li Shi is unknown. Judging by the style, structure and language most scholars agree 

that the novel was written in the first half of the sixteenth century, presumably during the Ming, 

Jiajing 嘉靖 reign period (1522-1566).
60

 Its partial inclusion in the Jin genealogy compiled by Jin 

Zhixing 金志行 (also called by his second hao, Jin Nangu 金南谷) in 1555 also asserts its origin in 

a period prior to the mid-sixteenth century or 1574 at the latest.
61

 

 

The Li Shi predated the book of Min (書書, by He Qiaoyuan, 1558-1632) and the Geography and 

Landmarks of the Unified Ming Empire (大明一地與地名明志 by Cao Xuequan佺學曹, 1574-

                                                           

 

58
 So, ibid, p. 305. 

59
 Guan Guiquan 官桂官, "Xin Faxian de Mingdai Wenyan Xiaoshuo" 说小言丁程过州现小说, Wenxian州文 1993, 

No. 3. pp. 3-19; "Wen Xun" 州福, Dushu 祖闽 , 1993, no. 10, pp. 156-157.   

60
 Guan Guiquan, "Xin Faxian de Mingdai Wenyan Xiaoshuo", p. 3-5; Wen Xun, pp. 156-157.  

61
  The Jin genealogy also includes some essays about the compiler himself, which were added to the genealogy after 

his death. One such essay, Nangu Jin Gong Muzhiming 南谷金公金志铭 (the epitaph of Jin Nangu) indicates his death 

in 1574. It indicates that the extant manuscript was prepared not earlier than 1574 and thus the novel could have been 

written and added as late as that year. Liu Fuzhu, 刘福刘. "Quanzhou Shaolinsi shizheng kaobian" 

泉州证林寺史少考泉, Fujian Shida Fuqing fenxiao xuebao 福建校大福清大师建报 (Journal of Fuqing Branch of 

Fujian Normal University), No. 34, 1997. p. 49. 
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1647). It seems to have been compiled separately from these official works. Since the sixteenth 

century, scholars and Jin lineage members have been drawing on the novel as a source of 

information regarding the history of Muslims in Quanzhou and the fate of some of them towards 

the end of Yuan Dynasty. It was used as a primary source for some entries in the 1763 (Qian Long) 

edition of the Prefectural Gazetteer of Quanzhou (Quanzhou Fuzhi 泉州府志).
62

  

 

The main figures in the novel are members of three Fujianese families who were related through 

marriage connections. However, the Lishi text was presumably included in the Jin genealogy 

thanks to its last few pages mentioning Jin Ji and the last days of the Ispah rebellion. It recounts 

how a foreign Muslim of Persian or Arab origin (xiyu ren 寿域白) named Nawuna 纳兀那, 

took over Quanzhou during the rebellion. Jin Ji served under him as a lieutenant of a qianhu 

户千 (a thousand military households) but later collaborated with the government forces.  

According to the novel, Jin Ji's force was appointed by Nawuna to guard the western gate of the 

city. As the government forces besieged the city, he secretly plotted with one of its officers to open 

the western gate, allow them in, capture the city, and seize Nawuna.
63

 

 

                                                           

 

62
 This is indicated in the end note of the biography of Jin Ji, the founding ancestor of the Jin lineage of Quanzhou who 

plays also an important role in the novel. The comment reads as follows: Compiled by Li Yunxi溪筠李, a friend of the 

Jin family, …extracted from "Qingyuan Lishi". Jin Ji Zhuan  金金泉 Quanzhou Fuzhi 29. 选文港志, 卷廿卷, 55-a. 

See also the Qing edition of the Jinjiang Xianzhi 誌汉江晉. 

63
 See Chapter One for a discussion of the history of the Isba Rebellion and the various spellings of Nawuna. This part 

appears in the last pages of the novel: "Li Shi" 史究, Qingyuan Jin Shi Zupu 清源金氏族譜 (Genealogy of Qingyuan 

Jin Family) P. 52a-53a (103-105). ("城典千户金吉, 亦回回种也, 守西门...") 
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The historical events described in the Lishi regarding the end of the Ispah rebellion are preceded by 

a few passages of background information regarding the foreigners' leadership in the city. This 

description includes a lengthy and extremely unflattering account of Pu Shougeng and his elder 

brother Pu Shoucheng (Rihe's father) during the last days of the Song, where they appear as 

deceitful scheme-mongers. The narrative describes in broad details the role of Pu Shoucheng as the 

main figure behind the treacherous plot to betray the Song heir and surrender Quanzhou to the 

advancing Yuan forces.
64

 

Formerly, numerous foreigners of the western regions (xiyu ren) resided in Quanzhou. At the 

Song there were Pu Shougeng and [Pushou]cheng who received official titles thanks to their 

suppressing of pirates. Shougeng was Pacification Commissioner (zhaofushi), in charge of 

the customs (shibo) affairs. Shoucheng was [appointed an office] in Jizhou (in present day 

Jiangxi) but since he knew the Song days were numbered he did not attend to his position. In 

1276-77, Yiwang (one of the two last child emperors of the Southern Song), on an imperial 

tour to the south, stopped over in Quanzhou Harbor. Zhang Shijie (a Song general who 

headed the resistance to the Mongols in the last years of the Dynasty
65

), raised an army of 

3500 people from among the Huai region people and left them for Shougeng's use. The 

military men were fierce and intrepid but not good strategists. Shoucheng on the other hand 

had a plan worked out. When Yiwang's force was approaching the city he instructed 

Shougeng to shut the gates and refuse to let them in, kill all the Song royal clansmen in 

Quanzhou, numbering over thirty people, and leave nothing of the entire Huai River army. 

Together with the Vice Prefect, Tian Zhenzi, he went to Hangzhou to surrender before Suodu 

                                                           

 

64
 Li Shi，pp. 50b – 51b.  

65
  Chan Hok-lam, "Chang Shih-chieh". 
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唆都  (the Supreme Commander of the Mongol army in that campaign)
66

. Zhang Shijie 

returned back to re-take (Quanzhou) but he attacked for ninety days to no avail.  

 

Once the execution of Shoucheng's plan was agreed upon, he set out dressed in rustic clothes 

and retired [from his posts] to the seclusion of Faming Temple (Famingsi). One day while he 

was taking a nap, there appeared two scholars (shusheng) who said they had come from 

Chaozhou (in Guangdong). The two poems they left behind, titled "Calling on the reclusive 

scholar", read as follows: 

Plum blossoms fell and scattered over the moss; 

Heaven seems to wish [the Song] to take refuge by going out to sea
67

  

Butterflies did not realize that spring had gone,  

And still came darting in pairs over the whitewashed walls.  

     

Swords and spears were assembled in number for the support of the emperor. 

While solitude reigned in the hills and woods and the door was shut, 

The sound of water and the chirping of birds both proclaimed current affairs. 

Do not say that the old man of the mountains is completely unaware.
68

     

 

When Shoucheng woke up the gate keeper submitted [the songs] to him. Shoucheng lost his 

presence of mind and covered with sweat from fear. He urgently dispatched people all over 

the country but they where nowhere to be found. 

                                                           

 

66
 Suodu was the Mongol commander who sent reinforcements from Hangzhou to relieve the siege placed by Zhang 

Shijie on Quanzhou. His arrival caused the retreat of Zhang Shijie south to Guangdong.  

67
 This is an allusion to the flight of the last Song emperor to the mouth of West River and his drowning on 19 March 

1279. Chen Yuan is of the opinion that the mei 梅 in the original text must have been a mistake and should be hai 海 

instead.  Chen Yuan, Western and Central Asians in China under the Mongols; Their Transformation into Chinese. 

(Ch'ien Hsing-hai and L. Carrington Goodrich trans.) Nettetal; Steyler Verlag – Wort und Werk,, 1989 (first ed. 1966), 

15. 

68
 I used the translation made by Ch'ien Hsing-hai and L. Carrington Goodrich of Chen Yuan’s work: Western and 

Central Asians in China under the Mongols; Their Transformation into Chinese. Chen Yuan copied these poems from 

the Ba Min tongzhi: Huang Zhong Zhao 黃仲郭, 1490. Bamin Tongzhi 八闽通知: 86/1008.    
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When the Yuan ruled over China, due to his meritorious service they conferred upon 

Shougeng an official post serving as the kaiping haisheng 開平海省 at Quanzhou. 

Shoucheng also occupied a high government position and at that period their descendants 

where the most highly placed and eminent officials in the country. The people of Quanzhou 

were subject to their influence for ninety years. Until the Yuan government declined, armed 

rebellions started everywhere and the state's orders could not be carried out….
69

 

 

Many commentators accept the basic claim in this account, holding Shoucheng responsible for the 

plan to surrender to the Mongols, since a very similar passage with identical poems also appears in 

the earlier Ba Min Tongzhi 八书元知.
70

 However, other researchers have pointed out that the 

authenticity of this account is highly improbable. In fact, they state that Pu Shoucheng was most 

likely not involved in the scheme and that he retreated to the monastery in Fashi only to await the 

unfolding developments regarding the struggle against the Mongols, not to act secretly against the 

Song.
71

 Nevertheless, this account shows that the Jin Genealogy adopts the early Ming official 

approach presenting the most famous Pu ancestors - Shougeng and Shoucheng - as responsible for 

the fall of Quanzhou to the Mongol forces.  

                                                           

 

69
  Li Shi, p. 51a.  

70
  Huang Zhong Zhao. Bamin Tongzhi: 86/1008. Similar passages appear in later works such as: Cao Xuequan 佺學曹 

(1574-1646) Quanzhou Fuzhi sheng 泉州府志明 : 5 and the Qianlong editions of  the Fujian Tongzhi 福建通知 :66 

(1737) and Quanzhou Fuzhi 泉州府志:76 (1763)       

71
 Chen Ziqiang 陈自强, "Pu Shoucheng Shiliao Kaobian" 蒲寿晟史料考泉 (research of Historical Materials of Pu 

Shoucheng). In, Quanzhou Yisilanjiao yanjiu lunwen xuan 泉州伊斯兰教研究伊文泉 (Symposium on Quanzhou 

Islam). Quanzhou Foreign Maritime Museum, ed. Quanzhou: Fujian People’s Publishing Society, 1983. pp. 244-246; 

Chen Yuan, Western and Central Asians in China under the Mongols, pp. 14-17.    
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Nawuna and the Ispah Rebellion  

The description of the Pu brothers in the novel is only an introduction to a detailed account of a 

later event featuring another historical figure named Nawuna 纳兀那 , a notorious Muslim militia 

leader who took command of the Persian garrison which ruled Quanzhou during the second phase 

of the Ispah rebellion (1357-1366), between 1362 and 1366. His short-lived tyrannical regime 

caused immense suffering to the city's population, and severely damaged its economy.
72

 In the 

novel Nawuna is presented as the son-in-law of Pu Shougeng. Chronologically it seams unlikely 

and it is also impossible to assert this through other historical sources. However, it is known that he 

indeed married a member of the Quanzhou Pu lineage.
73

 

"…His (Pu Shougeng's) son-in-law, the man of the western regions Nawuna, staged a sudden 

armed rebellion. The non-Mongol administrative prefecture officials were all driven out. The 

[Han] central plains scholars where all gone […]. Nawuna had already seized control of the 

city. He committed excessive pillage and rape. He selected women from among the people to 

serve in his residence as his concubines. He ordered them to collect kumquats he cast 

beneath the Su building to satisfy his own amusement.
74

 He took over Qiao Pingzhang's 

residence and built there the temple Fan Fosi
75

. He then embellished the temple to the 

                                                           

 

72
 See Chapter One. See also Shiniji Maejima, "The Muslims in Ch'uan-chou at the End of the Yuan Dynasty. Part 2," 

p. 55-57.    

73
 So, Prosperity, Region and Institutions, p. 305. 

74
  Nuer claims that showering a young couple with a thousand pearls or small fruit is a custom originating in Muslim 

communities and it exists till this day among Muslims in Quanzhou. See: Nuer 尔努 "Na Wuna yu Fan Fo Si" 

寺佛番丁番兀那 (Naina and "Fan Fo Si") in Zhongguo Musilin 态动穆究羅, no. 1, 1982, p. 42-47.  

75
  A great deal of research regarding the Fan Fo Si in Quanzhou has been written. While some (such as Wu Wenliang) 

think it was a Hindu temple and explain its establishment in the South-East Asian origin of the Pu clan – others claim 

Fan Fo was a term also used to describe Muslim prayer-houses and the foreign Buddha stands for the Muslim Alla.    

http://china.eastview.com.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/KNS50/Navi/Bridge.aspx?LinkType=BaseLink&DBCode=cjfd&TableName=cjfdbaseinfo&Field=BaseID&Value=ZGMS&NaviLink=%e4%b8%ad%e5%9b%bd%e7%a9%86%e6%96%af%e6%9e%97
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extreme, storing in it treasures that he had stolen from elsewhere. The people had nowhere to 

flee, and there were so many monks that they occupied half the city.
76

 

 

In 1354
77

 he dispatched cavalry to attack Xinghua. The Fuzhou Branch Secretariat presented 

a memorial to the emperor of a call to arms of Xunwei Chang Assistant Director Chen Xian 

and Bingzhou Assistant Director Gong Mingan to join forces to quell him [Nawuna]."
78

 

 

Here also lies the real reason for including the novel in the genealogy. Towards the end of the text, 

an account appears of the noble deed of the Jin's earliest ancestor Jin Ji.  

When Yi Su (a leading figure in the novel) was seventeen he joined the Fuzhou military 

school. He saw there Chen Xian and said to him: "the rebels are in fact only Na and Pu, 

while all the people are unwillingly forced to join them. During war surely they will be sent 

to the frontlines. What use will be in the government forces killing them?" [Yi Su] offered to 

go into town behind the enemy lines. Inside the city, the commander of the thousand 

Households (qianhu) Jin Ji, also of Muslim (Hui-hui) origin, was guarding the city's western 

gate. Yi Su saw him and said: "The military man who would put the Muslim [rebels' leader] 

to death will be regarded in great esteem. You, illustrious lord, in your capacity as the 

garrison's commander, can kill Nawuna and then receive the government troops and that will 

be to your tremendous merit. However, If you wait until the government troops will enter 

[without your help], and only then greet them, I must humbly convey my fear that in the midst 

of fighting, it will be difficult to distinguish who is on which side, and you, my lord, may find 

yourself in a very difficult situation." Jin Ji was startled. He made an agreement with Yi Su 

and at night he opened the Western gate and secretly allowed Chen Xian's troops to enter the 
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city. Nawuna charged out of the city with his cavalry to counter block their advance. Yili, 

holding a large hatchet, courageously charged right into the [enemy's] battle lines and 

beheaded over a hundred cavalrymen and seized Nawuna's city.
79

  

 

It was this narrative of Jin Ji's merit which during the Qing dynasty, was incorporated into the 

official histories and local gazetteers of the region: I discuss this towards the end of this chapter. 

 

This account also reveals a different reason for the animosity against the Pu family, one that did not 

receive any attention in Pu family sources. Those years of political and military turmoil elicited a 

great deal of resentment towards the foreigners of Quanzhou but especially towards those who 

were considered responsible for the bloody events. One can only imagine that after the final defeat 

by the Chinese forces, the Pu lineage, now linked to Nawuna, suffered from the anger and 

resentment of the local population. The Lishi goes on to recount the harsh persecution that took 

place in the rebellion's aftermath:  

All of the Western peoples were annihilated, with a number of foreigners with large noses 

mistakenly killed while for three days the gates were closed and the executions were carried 

out. […] The corpses of the Pus were all stripped naked, their faces to the west. […] They 

were all judged according to the 'five mutilating punishments' and then executed with their 

carcasses thrown into pig troughs. This was in revenge for their murder and rebellion in the 

Song.
80
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These passages shed new light on the historical context of the imperial edict banning the Pu from 

any official post. Although the writer mentions Pu Shougeng's betrayal of the Song as the reason 

for the harsh treatment of the Pu, it seems more convincing that the direct reason for the imperial 

ban and the persecution by Zhu Yuanzhang in the late fourteenth-century was not the general 

animosity towards Yuan supporters or Pu Shougeng's surrender to the Mongols almost a century 

earlier, but rather the more recent Ispah uprising and the association of its leadership with the Pu 

family.  

 

Official History and Family History of the Quanzhou Jin 

In previous sections I examined the Pu narrative in light of contemporary sources of the Jin 

Lineage, but in fact, the Jin Genealogy employs similar editorial manipulations to those of the Pu, 

for their own purposes. The two themes highlighted in the genealogy neglect other issues. Jin Heli

金呵哩 is identified in his biographical entry and in other essays throughout the genealogy with the 

person in the Yuan era mosque inscription "liren Jin Ali 金阿里", hence the editorial decision to 

include the inscription in the genealogy.  

 

However, other sources suggest a different perspective of his character and role in historical events 

of the region. According to Shiniji Maejima, prior to the surrender of the town in 1366 to the 

Government forces by Jin Ji, his son Jin Ali (Heli) was deeply involved in the military campaigns 

of the rebel leader Nawuna and was one of his chief military officers, responsible for many of the 

war atrocities of that period. The biography mentions only several details which do not reveal any 

moral misconduct. On the contrary: he is presented as noble and illustrious.  
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Our master's name is Heli, the elder son of the commandant, master Yian (Jin Ji). He was of 

outstanding ability and wisdom, grand and magnificent. He was devoted to the learning of 

Sun and Wu (Sunzi and Wuqi military methods
81

). Debating over it he could not be surpassed 

[…]. He led the struggle against Chen Tong and Lin Gong who rose in revolt and annihilated 

a few hundred villages in Quanzhou prefecture leaving them completely desolate.
82

 Our 

master angrily said: "Such lawless behavior! how can one inflict such dreadful deaths on 

innocent babies?!" Thereupon, he ordered a young nobleman named Bopai to recruit 

courageous soldiers to set off to free Puxi (in Putian, Fujian). The master took the lead in all 

of the more than ten battles where he stood out above everyone else. The enemy fled after 

being defeated and he pursued them to the outer walls of the city. The enemy was hard-

pressed to defend themselves from within the city, while the master surrounded the city with 

several bands of troops. By way of a hidden side route, the enemy [managed] to enlist the 

help of Chen Youding who dispatched a force twice as big [as the surrounding force]. [After 

entering the city secretly] They raised the military banners organized in rows and opened all 

the city gates. The master himself had not been aware of the arrival of reinforcements and 

was completely stunned. He fought hard but could not endure, his troops were routed and he 

was killed. The people of Quanzhou considered him highly righteous and recorded [his 

deeds] in the local gazetteer.
83

     

      

His figure emerges totally different in official accounts. Maejima identifies him with a Muslim 

general whose name appears as Yu Ali 余阿里 in the lengthy account of the Ispah rebellion in the 

                                                           

 

81
 Wu ching chi shu (Ralph Sawyer trans.), The Seven Military Classics of Ancient China. Boulder; Westview Press, 

1993.   

82
 The official regional histories also include references for Jin Ali and Chen Tong. See: Maejima, "The Muslims in 

Ch'uan-chou," pp. 58-60. 

83
  Zhu Wu 朱梧, "Ershizu Yuanchu shisu xuan fujun zhuanzan". In Qingyuan Jin Shi Zupu. 



 

 

 

301 

Ba Min Tongzhi and in Fujian Tongzhi.
84

 In these official accounts Ali appears to be a notorious 

Ispah leader responsible for executing local opponents' leaders, massacring civilians, and 

plundering and destroying villages: "[At the end of 1365] Bopai 的牌, Jin Ali and others…led their 

armies and captured the two towns of Xinghua County and Xianyu 仙遊 County. Everywhere they 

committed slaughtering and plundering with cruelty."
85

 Two months later there is a record referring 

specifically to the campaign of Jin Ali (Heli) and Bopai in Puxi which is mentioned above in Heli's 

biography:   "Bopai, Ma Hemou 璘合謀, Jin Ali and others arrived at Puxi 莆禧 with their armies 

and they ransacked the town where they seized Hsu-ying's family and possessions. … they also 

massacred and plundered the inhabitants of Xinan 说堂, Wucheng 顾盛, Fengguo 奉动, Liquan 醴

选 , Hepu 合浦  and other villages, which were entirely destroyed. Thus the Yisibaxi army 

devastated the seashore areas…."
86

 The gazetteers and official histories go on to relate how in 

1366 General Chen Youding
87

 was dispatched south to put down the rebellion. His forces met the 

Ispah warriors at Xing Hua. Jin Ali was captured by the son of Chen Youding and was executed 

along with the other rebel leaders. The rest of their force was completely annihilated. Due to their 

mass killings and cruelty towards the local inhabitants, the Ispah rebels were extremely unpopular. 

"Now the Ispah soldiers were quite at a loss and did not know what to do. They were utterly 

defeated, the corpses numbering several thousands. Zong Hai [Chen Youding's son] pressed hard 
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upon them, captured Bopai, Ma Hemou, Jin Ali and others, and killed them. The remainders were 

scattered. Peasants, who lived in nearby villages, also murdered the defeated with their spades and 

hoes."
88

 

 

The Genealogy mentions in only a few sentences Jin Ali's (Heli) involvement in the above 

mentioned Ispah atrocities. The editors place stronger emphasis on his merits, such as his earlier 

role as a local leader and chief contributor to the mosque restoration.  

 

The battle at Xinghua marked the collapse of the Ispah force. Right after it Chen Youding turned 

his forces to Quanzhou for the last confrontation with Nawuna and it was there that Jin Ji, a month 

after his son’s death, opened the city gates to allow in the government forces. Commenting on the 

issue of Jin Ali's identity, Chen Dasheng questions the actual authenticity of the genealogical 

biography which was compiled two centuries after the restoration project of the Qingjing Mosque 

by Jin Ali. He examined the genealogical charts and other historical evidence and arrived at the 

conclusion that the person who appears on the tablet as Jin Ali was in fact a foreign merchant of the 

same generation as Jin Ji rather than his son (named in the genealogy Heli 呵里), and in any case, 

not a member of his lineage. Ali was presumably a widely used name among Muslims in China at 

that time. The identification of Jin Ali from the inscription with the son of the Jin founder, 

including the incorporation of the inscription into the genealogy, were done either intentionally or 

mistakenly by the compilers of the genealogy and the scholars who contributed eulogy essays in 
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honor of the renowned Jin ancestors, two centuries later, in 1555.
89

 According to him, Maejima 

may or may not be correct stating that Jin Ali (mistakenly spelled in the Ba Min Tongzhi as Yu Ali), 

the Left Vice Governor (zuocheng 左丞) of Jiangxi who took part in the Ispah rebellion, was the 

person who initiated the renovation of the mosque in 1349. However, he concludes that this person 

cannot be Jin Heli 金呵哩 the elder son of Jin Ji.
90

 

 

Jin Ji in Qing Dynasty Sources  

The official sources of the Ming period do not mention Jin Ji and his role of opening the city gates. 

The Quanzhou Fuzhi of Wanli period edition (vol 10 官港志，1612 vol. 13) as well as other 

sources such as Ba Min Tong Zhi (vol 67, 1490) and Min Shu (vol. 125 1628-1644) only mention 

Chen Xuan 究钟 (钟甫), one of the staff officers of the government forces and Kong Mingan a 

local official – the chief 司令 of the bingzhou Chang Saltern - who collaborated secretly to enable 

the government forces to enter the walled city and capture Nawuna. Jin Ji is not mentioned at all. 

The first account of Jin Ji in the local gazetteers appears only in the Qing Dynasty in the Qianlong 

Jinjiang and Quanzhou gazetteers. They contain a biography of Jin Ji which is an abridged version 

of the longer genealogical entry. All these biographies are based on detailed information from the 
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Li Shi: "in 22 zhi zheng, Nawuna, the Muslim rebel, rose in revolt. He occupied Quanzhou. When 

the government army arrived, Jin Ji commander of qianhu (Thousand Military Families), opened 

the city gate and received the army. Then at last they could capture Nawuna."
 91

 This entry is based 

on Jin Ji's biography of the 1555 genealogy.
92

   

 

This raises several questions: why was the role of Jin Ji in putting down the rebellion recorded only 

400 years later in the Qianlong era? It could of course be the result of limited access to the original 

genealogical entry of 1555, but it is more likely related to the Qianlong shift in approach towards 

foreigners in general, and Muslims in particular. Liu Zhicheng also points out that it might have 

been the Qing wish to portray the Ming as hostile and vindictive towards pro-Mongol Muslims and 

strengthen their own image as emperors of the Five Nations comprising a more global empire in 

which the Han Chinese are only one important part but by no means hold an exclusive power.
93
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Conclusion 

This chapter explores the strategies of narrative building of Muslims' descendants in Southeast 

China by analyzing official, local and family sources regarding the Pu and the Jin lineages. A close 

investigation into the Pu and Jin relations contributes an additional perspective on these strategies. 

Finally, we should look into the latest developments in the way these families perceive their own 

history.   

 

On December 1939 Zhang Yugauang and Jin Debao, two young Muslim clergymen (ahongs 阿訇) 

and activists of The Chinese Muslim Association of Saving the Nation 中国回教教国协会,
94

 

conducted a survey among the Pu lineage members in the town of De Hua 德氏 and were the first 

outsiders to have an opportunity to view their 17
th

 century genealogy. They recorded an interview 

with a member of the Pu who revealed his family history to them. It is a rare record of what seems 

to be the earliest introduction of a family narrative that is designed according to modern notions of 

ethnic Hui identity. The writers describe how Pu Zhenzong 蒲振宗 had only scanty fragments of 

his family history. They introduced him to the details of his ancestor's high position in the political 

arena of the Song and Yuan explaining that:  

"In the past, the Pu were a prominent Muslim family who had made important contributions 

to the country. At present there are many scholars, world wide, who concentrate their efforts 

in researching Pu Shougeng's deeds. We believe Pu Shougeng is among the most honorable 

Muslim (Chinese) people and we respect and admire him. We have no doubt that you must 
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surely be very proud of the glory and great meritorious exploits of your esteemed ancestor. 

However, I fail to understand: your honorable ancestor was originally a Muslim. Your 

abandoning of Islam is the equivalent of giving up your ancestor's glory. You have to return 

to your ancestors' religion and thus make known your ancestor's past meritorious service and 

so add to the prestige of both the Pu family as well as Islam...".          

 

Pu Zhenzong responded: "I know that we, the Pu family, have had in our family a high official but 

in fact we do not know who he was." Then he went on to recall the story of the Dehua graves 

inscribed with Wu 吴 in front and Pu at the back as evidence for concealing their true identity. The 

two Hui representatives answered:  

"That is correct; you were not suppressed due to misdeeds committed by your forefathers. 

Persecution of that kind frequently occurred during imperial times. Ming Taizu gained his 

political power through a popular uprising. For the purpose of securing his position he 

naturally suppressed any family who had previously held military power and made them 

submit to him. In that time not only you[r family] suffered persecution but also the Sun and 

Liu families met the same fate. Ming Taizu issued edicts banning the descendants of Pu 

Shougeng, Liu Mengyan Sun Shengfu, Huang Wanshi and others from entering officialdom. 

These matters can all be found in historical accounts
95

. In the past, due to political reasons, 

you were compelled to renounce your religion. Now that you are already aware of this state 

of affairs - for the sake of your ancestors; for the sake of your glorious history; for the sake of 

obtaining your right belief; for the sake of saving the nation
96

 - we hope that you, with your 

entire clan will all return to your ancestral religion." We earnestly related all that to him.
97
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Seventy years later, during a visit to Dehua in 2009, I was able to witness the latest turn in the Pu 

family's narrative. A senior of the Dehua Pu branch introduced me to a hand-copied manuscript of 

the Yongchun Pushi Jiapu 春永蒲化族谱, a family genealogy compiled a few years earlier in the 

neighboring town of Yongchun 春永.
98

  This compilation holds an essentially different approach to 

the family history than earlier compilations. In this genealogy these are the Pus themselves who are 

telling the story which was related by outsiders to their great-grandfather in 1939. The new 

Yongchun genealogy abandons the old tradition of omitting Pu Shougeng from the genealogy. In 

fact the biographical section of the genealogy contains a long and detailed entry of Pu Shougeng's 

biography which includes a description of his betrayal of the Song and the persecution inflicted on 

his descendants. Moreover it contains an interesting biography of his great-grandson Pu Benchu, 

who was saved by adoption into the Yang family in Dongshi. In this biography, unlike previous 

ones, the full explanation for the persecution is given including a direct reference to Nawuna's 

family relations with Pu Shougeng and his role in causing the wrath of both the late Yuan rulers 

and the Ming founder. This genealogy is impressively updated by current researches on the subject.  

 

It transpires that in the 21
st
 century, with the help of historians and the current policy regarding Hui 

identity, The Pus no longer find it necessary or beneficial to conceal their origin. Now, distanced by 

several centuries and in an age when a proof of foreign descent is most desired, the Pus have no 

problem admitting, not only origin from the Muslim Chinese official Pu Shougeng, but also family 

ties with a foreign despot such as Nawuna. The new Yongchun genealogy has been copied and 
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introduced also to the Dehua offshoot and thus is instrumental in disseminating new themes into the 

family history. The Pu narrative is continuously evolving and resuming new shapes as previously 

unknown chapters in their history unfold. Steven Harrell and later on also Melissa J. Brown, have 

applied the term "narratives of unfolding" to the dynamics of narrative construction and identity 

formation. Brown has noted that "the relation of the past to the present is crucial to narratives of 

unfolding. Although ostensibly about the past, they are really about the present. They are attempts 

to justify, to naturalize, to immortalize the present-day claims of a nation or an ethnic group."
99

 

Along these lines I have analyzed family narratives of Muslims' descendants demonstrating how -

as the present unfolds - the past changes in response to contemporary conditions and identity 

perceptions.  

 

The 1555 Jin family history preserved those historical accounts which were carefully omitted from 

the Pu collective memory for over six hundred years. The members of Quanzhou Jin Lineage have 

considerations of their own in promoting their family historical assets. Present social and political 

conditions stimulate steps taken by them to utilize their descent from Jin Ji and Jin Heli for the 

promotion of their own interests. In 2001 also the Quanzhou Jin put forward a petition to recover 

the ground of their ancestral hall dedicated to Jin Ji in the center of Quanzhou City. Their hall was 

built in 1592. It remained intact for four hundred and nine years until, during a construction project 

carried out in 2001 in a school that was built on the family grounds, the ancient hall was 

demolished and most of its grounds were taken. The Jin hall was among the most ancient halls of 
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Muslims' descendants in Fujian and it contained some unique architectural elements which, 

according to Jin family members, attested to the special heritage of their foreign ancestors. The Jin 

have been making tremendous efforts to retrieve their property and have put forward several 

official pleas to the authorities stressing the importance of their ancestral home for the heritage of 

Quanzhou, for the protection of the rights and heritage of ethnic minorities and for nurturing the 

relations with Muslims overseas.
100

 The veneration of Jin Ji and Jin Heli has reached out beyond 

the confines of family veneration into the wider public sphere of ethnic politics and foreign 

relations.  

 

It is rather symbolic that both the local Muslim leaders and celebrated ancestors of Yuan era 

influenced their descendants' fate for many future generations by the opening or shutting of the 

city's gates in response to the advancing Chinese army. Pu Shougeng prevented the Song emperor 

from entering the city and brought about the dynasty's final defeat. Towards the end of Yuan 

period, his family's in-law, Nawuna did the same with the advancing provincial army headed by the 

Han general Chen Youding, though he was defeated shortly thereafter. Jin Ji is revered by his 

descendants for nobly opening the city gates, allowing the provincial army to seize the city and 

freeing its inhabitants from the Muslim rebels. 
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Conclusion: Contextualizing the Muslims' Descendants 

Ethnic Discourse 

In previous chapters I examined at length rituals, scriptures, written and oral traditions, and their 

changing meanings. The next pages present a discussion of the different perspectives available for 

analyzing and reviewing the communities of Muslims’ descendants examined in this work, and the 

unique worship practices they conduct. The widely accepted approach analyzes them within the 

context of their ethnic identity and their affinity with the Hui minority. In this work I have adopted 

a different methodology for the analysis of these communities. In my view, an analysis within the 

context of ethnic identity is likely to enforce parameters that are not necessarily relevant to the 

communities in question. Therefore I present an alternative approach that examines these 

communities within their local environment from a local Southern-Han Chinese point of view, not 

from a Hui one. I have adopted this perspective following my realization that the Han Chinese-

Fujianese element is far more dominant in these communities' identity formation. 

 

Many descendants of Muslims throughout China, chiefly those who conduct a Muslim lifestyle, are 

recognized as members of the Hui minority. Recently, however, tens of thousands of Muslims' 

descendants in Fujian who do not observe any Muslim rules or religious customs were also 

recognized as Hui members. Since the 1980’s, a growing number of studies has examined these 

communities from an ethnic point of view, attempting to highlight their Hui characteristics.
1
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However, the findings of this work show that this way of analyzing Muslims' descendants’ 

communities might furnish an incomplete picture of the social and religious conditions among the 

descendants of Muslims in Southeast China. In order to achieve a better understanding of these 

communities’ religious and social worlds, it is preferable to examine them in light of the traditional 

Chinese cultural tools that they themselves employ for defining their identity and fostering their 

historical heritage.  

 

In recent decades a new political dimension was added to the religious and social trait of ancestral 

veneration practiced by Muslims' descendants in Fujian. Ancestral worship, in its various aspects, 

became an essential tool in officially classifying descendants of Muslims in Fujian as members of 

the Hui minority. Beginning in the late 1970's, the Chinese government's policies have changed; 

granting minorities economic and political privileges intended to fasten their development. The 

government is hoping to encourage their integration into Chinese society, avoiding ethnic strife and 

minorities’ separatist aspirations. The main policy tenets were determined as early as the 1950’s, 

but have been vigorously implemented during Deng Xiaoping's reforms.
2
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sono kuukan ni okeru aidentiti fukugou. chuugoku nantou enkai bu kaizoku no icchiki shuudan no jirei kara" 食事行動

とそと空間るィティテイアイア複合 部态动沿南東究中・汉族と部集域地一と例事らか部 .  

2
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Simultaneously, government policies changed regarding some of the Muslims' descendants’ 

communities in Fujian. Based on evidence of their foreign origin, many of them were granted 

recognition as members of the Hui minority. Observance of Islam was the primary official criterion 

for recognition as members of the Hui minority. As stated, the majority of Fujian’s Muslims' 

descendants does not lead a Muslim lifestyle or observe any Muslim traditions or beliefs. Thus 

most of the Muslims’ descendants were not recognized as members of the Hui until the 1980’s. For 

example, some members of the Chendai Ding family requested as early as the 1940’s to be 

officially recognized as members of the Hui minority. The Republican and Communist 

governments alike, refused to acknowledge them as such because, like most Fujian Muslim 

descendants, the Ding did not adhere to Muslim traditions or conduct religious rituals. As of 1979, 

with the new reforms in China, the government acceded to reopening this issue and in the first 

phase approximately 30,000 members of the Ding family from Chendai were officially recognized 

as Hui. This recognition was based on evidence the Dings presented for maintaining family 

traditions, genealogical records, and unique customs of ancestral worship that reflected their 

Muslim origins. During the 1980's and 1990's, tens of thousands of Muslim descendants, members 

of the Ding and of other families of Muslim descent from the Quanzhou region were also 

recognized as Hui, based on similar criteria. At present many other lineages of Muslim descent in 

Southeast China are still seeking official recognition from the government.
3
  However, it is 

important to note that there are other groups, such as the Su family from Quanzhou and the Pu 

family from Dongshi, that are interested in proving their descent from foreign Muslim immigrants 

even if it does not lead to the attainment of Hui status.  
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Many of the Muslims' descendants recognized as Hui are very pleased with their new official 

status. Their satisfaction lies not only in the state's recognition of their unique ancestral heritage, 

but also, and some claim that chiefly, in the privileges granted to minorities in China. Gladney 

described in detail the growing interest of the Muslim world in the communities of descendants of 

Muslims and the great economic implications of the Dings' renewed links to Islam.
4
 As part of the 

Chinese government’s affirmative action policies towards minorities, members of the Hui are 

entitled to allowances and benefits such as government investments in infrastructure, subsidies, and 

varied economic benefits for businesses, increased education budgets, higher priority for college 

admission, a larger representation in local government than their actual proportion in the population 

and, most desirable of all: the right to have two children and sometimes more, while the rest of 

China’s urban population is limited to one child only. Ancestral worship by Muslims’ descendants 

in Fujian, with its unique elements and related family traditions, persisted over generations, even 

when efforts were made to hide their original identities. However, in examining their current efforts 

to emphasize their unique ancestral worship traditions and Muslim heritage, one cannot ignore the 

weight of the economic and political factors linked to belonging to a minority in China. The 

benefits that the minorities receive obviously constitute an important incentive for accentuating the 

unique elements of their identity.
5
  

 

As noted in the introduction, researchers of the communities of Muslim descent, such as Dru C. 

Gladney, Fan Ke, and Sai Yukari deal at length with the political and ethnic aspects of ancestral 
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 Gladney, "Economy and Ethnicity.” pp. 254 - 266.  
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worship and the objectives it fulfills for Muslims’ descendants in modern times. Gladney carried 

out a pioneering work in which he emphasized the extent of influence that government policies in 

recent decades have had on the issue of Fujian’s Muslim descendants’ ethnic identity. For that 

purpose, he reviewed different cases of lineages that were granted Hui status, and the means by 

which they convinced the government of the authenticity of their Muslim origin.
6
  

 

Gladney examines these cases as part of an extensive work in which he attempts, among others, to 

illustrate the different expressions of ethnic identity among various Hui communities throughout 

China. He is therefore predominantly interested in characteristics that could be interpreted as 

expressions of affiliation to Islam or to the newly conferred Hui status. This issue is receiving 

growing attention in the political arena and in academic circles in Southeast China. Recent decades 

have seen many publications by local scholars and members of families that were granted 

recognition as Hui; they also deal extensively with expressions of affinity to Islam among families 

of Muslim descent in Fujian, Zhejiang, and Guangdong.
7
   

                                                           

 

6
 Gladney, Muslim Chinese; “Muslim Tombs and Ethnic Folklore "Economy and Ethnicity;” Fan Ke, "Identity 

Politics;” "Ups and Downs;” "Ethnic Evolvement in a South Fujian Hui Community;” "Traditionalism and Identity 

Politics;” Sai Yukari 砂 井 紫 里 , "chuugoku nantou enkai bu kaizoku ni okeru (tabemono) toshite no buta to 

shuukyou, minzoku aidentiti.;” "Shoukuji koudou to sono kuukan ni okeru aidentiti fukugou. chuugoku nantou enkai 

bu kaizoku no icchiki shuudan no jirei kara.” 

7
 The following is a sample list of sources dealing with Muslim-related traits among Muslims' descendants: Huang 

Qiurun 润秋黄, “Qiantan Quanzhou Huizu Fengsu” 俗风选文汉族谈浅。 (A Simple Talk on Islamic Custom at 

Quanzhou). In Quanzhou Yisilanjiao Yanjiu Lunwen Xuan 选文论究研教兰斯伊州泉 (Symposium on Quanzhou 

Islam) Quanzhou Foreign Maritime Museum (ed.). Quanzhou; Fujian People’s Publishing House, 1983. pp. 177-199; 

Guo Zhichao, “Chendai Ding Yu Baiqi Guo Hanhua De BijiaoYanjiu.” In Chendai Huizushi Yanjiu 陈埭回族史研

究，Chen, Guoqiang 强辞陈, ed., 1990. pp. 298-314; Zhuang Jinghui玑景文. “Chendai Dingshi Huizu Hanhua de 

Yanjiu;” Zhongguorenmin Zhengzhixieshanghuiyi, Zhejiang sheng Cangnan xian weiyuanhui, wenshi ziliao 

weiyuanhui 中国人民政治协商会议,浙江省苍南县委员会,文史资料委员会 ed., Cangnan Wenshi Ziliao dishiqi ji; 

Cangnan Xian Shezu, Huizu zhuanji 苍南文史资料第十七辑；苍南县畲族, 回族专辑. (Cangnan literary and 
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As part of the emphasis placed on the emerging connection to Islam among the communities of 

Muslim descent (recognized as Hui), Gladney describes their institutional and organizational 

aspects. In the town of Chendai there are two organizations representing the Hui – members of the 

Ding family: “The Hui Committee” and “The Hui Association.”
8
 The Hui Association is a local 

initiative by a handful of the town’s elders who were introduced to Islam in the late 1930’s. They 

were part of a group that included approximately 15 members of the Chendai Ding family and 

other members of the Guo family from Baiqi. These youngsters were selected and organized by 

representatives of the Association for Rescuing the Nation from Beijing, in their attempt to 

promulgate Islam in the region. In 1939, during the war against Japan, the group’s members 

avoided the draft to the Guo Mindang (G.M.D) army by taking advantage of the offer to enroll in 

the university for Hui members in Guilin, located in Guangxi Province. While in Guilin they were 

exposed to Islam and adopted that faith. Upon their return to Chendai some of them attempted to 

instill Islamic values among the rest of the Ding but when the Communist revolution began their 

activities completely ceased.
9
 When the reforms came into force in the 1980’s, some of the veteran 

members decided to resume the practice of Islam and tried to nurture a new generation of local 

Muslims. One of their first activities was to organize scholarships for close to 20 students, members 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

 

Historical Material Vol. 17; Special Issue on Cangnan County She and Hui Minorities). Zhejiang, Cangnan; March 

2002. 

8
 Chendai Hui Committee 究研委汉族例回镇埭古 (Chendai zhen huizu shiwu weiyuanhui ) & Jinjiang County 

Muslim Association 会汉教论究研教江古 (Jinjiangshi yisilanjiao xiehui)  

9
 Interviews conducted with a veteran of the group of Chendai Dings who studied in Guilin during the late 1930's, and 

with Chendai Hui committee members. Chendai, September 2001, August 2002, April 2004. See also: Huang Qiurun

黄秋润 & Guo Jiaqi 郭家齐, "kangrizhanzheng shiqi baiqi huimin canjia 'zhongguo huijiao jiuguo xiehui' shimo" 抗日

战争时期究研回民参加“中国回教教国协会“始末, Huian wenshi ziliao no. 15.  族安文史资料第十五辑。Fujian, 

Huian: December 2001. pp. 14-21; Huang Qiurun 黄秋润, "Zhang Yuguang"  张玉光. In Zhongguo nanfang Huizu 

lishi renwu ziliao xuanbian 中国南方回族历史人物资料泉编. Bai Xianjing and Weng Qianlin eds. Guangxi; Guangxi 

minzu chubanshe, 2000. pp. 179-181.       
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of the Ding of Chendai, for studies in Muslim centers in different cities in northern and western 

China. A few outstanding students were even sent to study in Saudi Arabia, Syria and Malaysia. 

These youngsters studied Islam and Arabic, along with other subjects. On their return, they became 

the main nucleus of the local Hui Association and began cultivating the Muslim heritage among the 

Ding. These were the members of the Hui association who planned and established the family 

heritage exhibition displayed in the main ancestral hall of the Chendai Ding. In the mid-1980’s the 

Association also initiated the establishment of a new mosque, adjacent to the hall in Chendai, 

intended to serve the Ding who had readopted the Muslim faith. In 1985 an ahong (the Chinese 

term for imam, a Muslim Chinese clergyman and spiritual guide) was sent from north China to 

serve in the newly established mosque but he remained for only a year.
10

 In 2000, another ahong 

from Lanzhou in Gansu Province was sent to the mosque. The ahong, along with the members of 

the Hui Association, oversaw the religious activity of the tiny Chendai Muslim community. During 

a visit in 2001, he showed me the small collection of Muslim-Chinese scriptures and the antique 

items displayed in the exhibition at the ancestral hall, indicating the authentic Muslim origin of the 

Chendai Dings. The Association members envisioned the ahong as a spiritual leader who would 

help revitalize the Muslim heritage in Chendai. In practice, the ahong only managed to reach very 

few of the goals he had aimed to achieve. He led weekly prayers in the mosque and, as he claims, 

20-30 worshippers joined him every Friday. Nonetheless, most were foreign businessmen from 

Muslim countries.
11

 In the summer of 2002 the Association also organized an Islam and Arabic 

class in the mosque. On a visit to the site during one of the classes, I met about ten students aged 
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 Gladney. "Economy and Ethnicity.” pp. 257-258; Muslim Chinese. pp. 285-286. 
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12-13 from different villages around Chendai. Three young teachers who returned from periods of 

study in Saudi Arabia and Syria were teaching them Arabic and Islam as well as English and 

computers.
12

 In the late 1980's Dru Gladney summarized his findings regarding the resurgence of 

Islam writing: "This possible revitalization of a new Islamic identity for the Hui in Chendai is 

important to watch as it becomes increasingly relevant for them in their altered social context."
13

 

In a later article from the mid-1990’s he also wrote about the Ding lineage groups: "These lineages 

have always maintained a Hui identity that, in conjunction with recent events, only now is 

beginning to take on a decidedly Islamic commitment."
 14

  

 

In their activities, the young members of the Hui Association are spearheading attempts to 

reintroduce Islam. However, currently it seems that the scope of influence of the Muslim activists 

on the rest of their family members is rather limited.  

                                                           

 

12
 Chendai Arabic class, August 2002.  Gladney mentions that in the past, the members of the association made a few 

unsuccessful attempts to encourage Chendai residents to fast during Ramadan, or at least to abstain from eating pork 

during that period. Gladney, "Economy and Ethnicity.” p. 259.  According to some activists, in recent years public 

communal rituals have been conducted at the ancestral burial ground in Lingshan, marking the Muslim holiday of Id al-

Fitr, ending the Ramadan fast. However, one of the last ceremonies in Lingshan attended by Ding representatives, that 

took place in 1994, was a symbolic act, apparently performed only for the occasion of an international conference 

attended by scholars, official representatives of Muslim countries and guests from Ding branches overseas. Since that 

event, they have not taken part in such rituals. Therefore it would be exaggerated to claim that Muslims' descendants in 

Chendai routinely commemorate Muslim holidays. All Ding members I consulted, including active members of the Hui 

Association, mentioned only the death dates and birthdays of ancestors and the Qingming festival, as occasions of 

communal offerings by the Chendai Ding clan.  The small minority that does mark the Muslim Id al-Fitr, belong 

anyway to the handful of youngsters who converted to Islam (Chendai fieldwork, Fall 2002). A documentary film 

edited by Chen Dasheng, the historian of Islam in Fujian, includes a yearly Muslim pilgrimage to the ancestral graves 

in Lingshan. However, the participants were apparently Muslim residents of Quanzhou, members of the Ashab Mosque 

community, and not the Chendai Dings. Chen Dasheng (Film Editor). Islamic Culture in Quanzhou. Documentary film 

Produced under direction of: Committee For The Protection of Islamic Historic Relics, Tourism Bureau of Jinjiang 

County. May, 1985. 

13
 Gladney, Muslim Chinese. p. 286. 

14
 Gladney, "Economy and Ethnicity.” p. 259. 
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Dru Gladney examines the Muslim descendants’ unique ancestral worship customs in the wider 

context of his research into the general population of the Hui minority in China. Therefore, in 

examining the identity of Fujian's Muslims' descendants, he often refers to the “qing zhen” 譜真

principle – a basic concept in Hui spiritual life. The meaning of “qing zhen” is “purity and truth.” 

Chinese Muslims use the term to describe lifestyles and restrictions that distinguish Muslims from 

their Han neighbors. In essence, the term refers to food and is parallel to “halal,” the Muslim 

dietary law. However, in China, perhaps due to the reality in which Muslims live as a minority 

within an environment they perceive as pagan and extremely impure (not “qing”), the term became 

imbued with additional contents regarding all aspects of life. Thus, an observant Chinese Muslim 

will not eat from the same utensils used by a non-Muslim. Travelers and visitors make sure to stay 

only in hotels and inns displaying the Muslim “qing zhen” sign above their entrance and refrain 

from eating in any restaurant that is not “qing zhen.” The term is so essential to their daily existence 

that even mosques are named “qing zhen si” 譜真寺 “pure and true temple.” Furthermore, one of 

the Chinese terms for Islam is “qing zhen jiao” 譜真教 “the pure and true religion.”
15

 

 

In his review of different expressions of Hui ethnic identity among different communities 

throughout China, Gladney addresses the central role of the qing zhen concept. Discussing the Hui 

of southern Fujian, Gladney defines the essential role of the term zhen – “true” in their perception 

of identity. He explains that apart from certain offering customs, these communities do not follow 

any of the dietary restrictions or other criteria of qing - “purity.” However, he maintains that they 
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still consider themselves as Hui communities, and their identity is based on the authenticity – zhen 

of their origin from Muslim forefathers. While other communities embrace “purity” - qing as the 

essence of distinction from the Han, in Fujian, according to Gladney, they embrace authenticity, the 

“zhen”.
16

 

 

The importance of establishing the authenticity of their origin is certainly central to the Muslims' 

descendants’ perceived self-identity. Nevertheless, in my opinion, focusing on the term zhen, as 

part of the compound “qing zhen”, can perhaps serve as an effective metaphor to express the 

authenticity of their origin. However, the assumption that Muslims' descendants from Fujian 

attribute a special value to the term “zhen,” as a component of the term “qing zhen,” seems rather 

farfetched. I believe that their identity is essentially different than that of Muslim Huis throughout 

other regions of China. I stated earlier that descendants of Muslims in southern Fujian actually 

indicate their identity through Chinese cultural and religious terms and tools. “Qing zhen” is an 

exclusively Muslim–Chinese term, and to date I have found no evidence of the way Muslims' 

descendants in Fujian use it to indicate their identity. Furthermore, many of my informants who are 

familiar with the Chinese Muslim experience outside Fujian, clearly indicated that “we are not qing 

zhen”, saying: we do not meet the criteria of Chinese Muslim beliefs “… but we are definitely 

aware that we are the descendants of Muslims that lived here in the past and therefore [that is, 

according to Chinese criteria] we have been recognized as Hui members”. A similar impression 

arises from meeting non-Fujianese Hui Muslims who are familiar with the Fujian communities of 

Muslim descent: a particularly revealing case was a conversation with the staff of a Muslim (qing 
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zhen) restaurant in the city of Quanzhou. The cook, an observant Muslim from Anhui Province, 

pointed out that local families of Muslim descent "completely assimilated with the Han. They are 

not 'qing zhen' at all and have no connection to Islam. Very rarely do they eat here…."
17

 

 

From the perspective of more than a decade later, it transpires that the phenomena described by 

Gladney concern a very limited circle of Ding family members in Chendai. In a return visit to 

Chendai in 2002, I was informed that the ahong had left Chendai and no one had replaced him. 

Members of the Hui Association told me that the ahong had given up hope of spreading Islam 

among locals, and that disputes had arisen between him and the community’s leaders. Meanwhile, 

some of the young students who had returned from studies abroad were conducting prayers for a 

small group of worshippers.
18

 During another visit in October 2005, in the midst of the Ramadan 

month, only ten members of the Association had gathered in the mosque for the evening prayer and 

the communal meal to break the fast. All of the residents in the vicinity and passersby who saw us 

showed complete indifference towards the Muslim activity taking place in the mosque, and the 

Bodhisattva Guanyin’s birthday celebrations in the neighboring temple attracted far more 

attention.
19

 

  

Despite the Hui Association’s ambitious plans, it seems that the most influential organization today 

regarding the Ding family in Chendai is the Committee of Chendai Hui Affairs (CCHA). The 
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committee is a government organization established in 1984, and it conducts official activities for 

fostering the historical heritage of the Hui. The committee numbers approximately twenty members 

including the village head and the local party secretary from each of the seven Ding family villages 

in Chendai. In addition, there is a central committee with six members. The committee is 

responsible, among others, for maintaining the ancestral hall, publishing editions of the genealogy, 

hosting official delegations and cultural events, and most importantly - implementing governmental 

and provincial policy regarding the rights of the Ding family as members of an ethnic minority.
20

 

The committee is in fact a government organ that exerts tight control over activities of the quasi–

official Hui Association. The committee’s activities and the composition of its members reflect, in 

my opinion, a far more authentic and realistic picture of actual occurrences in the religious world of 

most Ding members in Chendai. None of the committee members consider themselves Muslim, nor 

do they participate in the mosque’s prayers. They adopt an ambivalent attitude towards the 

association's youngsters: on the one hand they see them as successful members of the community, 

who are nurturing its unique heritage, but on the other they express strong suspicions and caution 

towards their activities, and carefully watch all their actions. As of today it is difficult to distinguish 

an upsurge of embracing Islam among Chendai youngsters. The Hui Association seems to have 

assumed the task of strongly promoting the adopting of a clear Muslim identity. The Hui 

Committee, in contrast, is in charge of the more material and political or daily aspects of their 

newly acquired Hui status. In terms of both organizations’ scope of activity and influence it seems 

that, at least for the time being, the Ding members choose to regard Islam as a distant origin, rather 

than an active faith and a modern religious identity.  
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In this case too, I suggest refraining from attributing too much importance to acquiring Hui status 

and to the agencies that promulgate it. One of the consequences of the over-emphasis on the Hui 

definition is the limits it places on analyzing the communities in question. The approach presented 

by Fan Ke treats the issue from a predominantly institutional perspective, ascribing to the state and 

its policies a tremendous influence and an almost total hegemony on shaping self-identity, while 

ignoring other social and cultural forces emanating from the grassroots and initiated by local 

cultural and religious institutions.
21

   

 

An example of the flaws inherent in this approach is discernible in the importance ascribed to some 

activities of the Committee of Chendai Hui Affairs. Fan Ke claims that in recent years there has 

been a proliferation of lineage-related activities among the Ding, directly resulting from state 

policy. He describes in considerable detail the CCHA "inventing the ritual for ancestor worship 

styled in a highly hybrid form." The event he discusses is a rite of commemorating ancestors at the 

lineage ancestral graves in 1997. It included a combination of several symbolic markers 

presumably related to their Muslim heritage, with grave-sweeping and the presentation of bouquets, 

instead of the traditional making of offerings. The rite took place during Spring Festival season, 

while worship around the graves normally takes place in the Qing Ming festival. The committee 

members preferred that time since it coincided with the Kaizhaijie, the Muslim festival of ending 

the Ramadan (the Id al-Fitr marking the end of the month of fasting). Fan Ke states that the 
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invention of this rite was a political cultural performance that benefited them in gaining recognition 

from the government and local bureaucrats of their being Hui.
22

 It is this kind of recognition that 

fostered their special identity and, in turn, contributed to enhancing the revitalization of tradition. 

According to him, the "revitalization of tradition taking place in Chendai reflects the interaction 

between society and state."
23

      

 

In my opinion, the importance of this event should not be overstated. As far as I know, the ritual 

described by Fan Ke has not been performed again since then, and in any case, it certainly has not 

become a routine procedure. Ten years later, the traditional Qing Ming in Chendai remains the 

major lineage event, in which rituals are performed first over individual graves, then in sub-

branches' burial grounds and eventually in the above-mentioned central ancestral graveyard. These 

rituals are performed with all the local traditional characteristics, and they attract thousands of Ding 

members from Chendai, from other localities across China, and from overseas. In the rituals I 

witnessed, no Muslim or other Hui-related customs were incorporated.
24

 This is one example of the 

importance of refraining from examining the communities only from the point of view of the 

official leadership and institutions. This approach is liable to divert our attention from other more 

prevalent social, cultural or religious trends and forces.   
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many of the graves. It is considered a relatively newly introduced custom, though my informants ascribed it to the 

adoption of modern western customs. None of them claimed it was related to their Hui identity.   



 

 

 

324 

Having said that, I do not think one should totally discard the significance of activities by local 

official agencies such as those described by Fan Ke. If assessed within the right context, I think it 

could even prove very helpful in adding another dimension to the understanding of current 

processes of identity formation among Muslims' descendants in particular, and officially 

recognized ethnic groups in general. The description of the CCHA’s activities, especially the public 

ancestral ritual, brings to mind examples presented within the scholarly debate regarding 

standardization and orthopraxy in China and the limits to the state's power over ritual practice. 

Commenting on the actual motivation underlying the special character of the CCHA ritual, Fan Ke 

writes that: “…it is a representation only for cultural performance in order to accumulate 

recognition from others and to enable them to be 'recognized as legitimate' […] to be Hui.”
25 

In an 

analogy to the imperial era, this ritual may be described as part of the "official religion" of the 

Chendai Dings. I suggest that the activity of the CCHA functions, in many aspects, similarly to 

cases presented by Donald Sutton and Michael Szonyi, in which local elites who acted as mediators 

between the local community and the higher authorities, disguised and enabled the existence of 

diverse practices by writing one thing, and doing or permitting something else.
 26  

In the case 

presented by Fan Ke it is a modern phenomenon in which the state promotes standardization, not of 

what is considered to be common Han practices, but rather of state approved representations of a 

Chinese minority's cultural traits. The CCHA functions as a mediator. In the national arena they act 

in adherence to certain cultural traits attributed by the government to Huis. However, in their usual 
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community activities in the local context, as demonstrated through the practices of the Qing Ming 

festival, they retain their traditional rites and customs which, quite ironically in this case, are much 

more “standardly” Han.  

 

In many cases, the overemphasis of modern state intervention and the significance of Hui identity 

also coincide, whether conscientiously or unconscientiously, with other tendencies to portray those 

communities' histories of the late imperial era solely in terms of the hegemonic scholarly elites’ 

projection of cultural traits and values - from the top down to the lower strata of these communities. 

This is apparent as well in Fan Ke's work.
27

 

 

It is important to clarify that the above-mentioned statements do not imply that the renewed interest 

in Islam should be lightly dismissed. Despite its limited scope, this phenomenon has already had 

important indirect economical and social effects. The processes and changes that took place in the 

village of Xin Dianzhen 新店镇 near the city of Xiamen, provide a good example of the beneficial 

impact of the Hui status for nurturing the Muslim descendants’ unique identity. A small branch of 

the Ding family of about 200 families resides in this village. Their ancestors immigrated there from 

Chendai at the end of the Ming period. The Ding family comprises 74% of the village’s population. 

Over time, their contacts with the main branch in Chendai, where most Ding members reside, were 

severed, and thus all ties with their ancient Muslim heritage were lost. They claim to have always 

avoided pork consumption during ancestral offerings, although they admit that none of them knew 

the source of that tradition. It was only in 1983 that they were acquainted with their origins, when 
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the first contact was made with the Chendai Dings. Following their kinsmen from Chendai, they 

successfully applied for official recognition as Hui. Today, a sign above the new village council 

building indicates that it is a designated Hui village. Up until then, Xin Dianzhen was one of the 

poorest villages in the area. The official recognition of the village as a minority settlement 

transformed the villagers’ living conditions and economic situation beyond recognition. Members 

of the local council and local students told me that following their official recognition as Hui, they 

have been granted extensive benefits from the Xiamen County government - such as the right to 

have two children, the reduction of minimum points for university admission, improved water and 

electricity infrastructures, a new local government building, the establishment of a local school, and 

the construction of new roads. All in all their new status has earned them 1,200,000 Yuan in 

government subsidies. Furthermore, while their Han neighbors must cremate the bodies of their 

deceased, the government allows them to bury their dead. This benefit bestowed by the Xiamen 

County government is a unique achievement since it was not granted to their brethren Dings from 

Chendai. The Dings of Xin Dianzhen do not display any special inclination to revive their ancestral 

traditions. In the school established especially for them, the curriculum is no different from that in 

neighboring schools. It is clear that their motivation for official recognition of their Hui identity lies 

largely in the social and economic benefits associated with it.
28

  

 

The official recognition of Fujian's descendants of Muslims as Hui and the increasing public 

attention to their Muslim origin has also led to a growing interest from Chinese and overseas 

Muslims. Although only a small group of youngsters has actually adopted Islam, the fostering of 

                                                           

 

28
 Visit to Xin Dianzhen Summer 2002. 



 

 

 

327 

the historical heritage of past relations with Arab and West Asian countries and the nurturing of 

ancient relics attesting to the former existence of a prosperous Muslim community in the region, 

has attracted the attention of businessmen and diplomats from the Middle East. This interest has 

resulted in flourishing cultural and tourist ties, as well as trade relations and financial investments 

in joint ventures with local Hui members in the Quanzhou region that have brought significant 

economic developments to the Hui communities.
29

  

 

This trend is also discernible in the processes occurring in Xin Dianzhen: in the beginning of 2001 

the Ding family members took advantage of the right granted to them as Hui to bury their dead, and 

with the help of the Xiamen Hui Association, they purchased a plot of land for burial. In a visit to 

the cemetery I saw alongside the traditional Chinese tombs of Ding members, tombstones of 

Chinese and foreign Muslims residing in neighboring Xiamen, which display Arabic scriptures. 

The existence of a village with special burial rights according to Muslim traditions is a source of 

attraction for wealthy Muslim businessmen and an incentive to strengthen ties with the village’s 

residents and encourage investments there. The sale of burial plots is also a valuable source of 

income for the village residents. Perhaps the future will see effects similar to the ones described 

above, or those recounted by Gladney and other researchers, that will become much more dominant 

in the lives of more families of Muslim descent in the region. At present these influences are 

marginal.  
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The descriptions of Muslim resurgence given by Gladney and other researchers are at present 

relevant only to a small minority among the Muslim descendants in Fujian. The religious world of 

the Ding, as well as the rest of the Muslims' descendants, is rich and diverse. Christianity, for 

example, has lately become increasingly popular in Chendai. The adoption of Christianity in the 

past two decades among Ding members has become a more significant phenomenon, at least in 

terms of numbers, than the return to Islam.
30

 Because Gladney focused on markers of the Hui 

identity he did not discuss the religious and spiritual world of tens of thousands of Chendai 

residents who, despite their official identity as members of the Hui minority, do not maintain any 

actual customs or traits related to Islam. His research could give the impression that the Muslim 

activists are the forefront in fostering the historical heritage of their community and their unique 

identity as Muslims' descendants. In certain aspects, this impression indeed represents reality 

because fostering their historical identity serves their religious purposes. However, it does not 

represent an accurate picture of the general tendencies of the Ding community. It is important to 

examine the views of the other tens of thousands of Ding members who were officially recognized 

by the government as Hui, but who are not among the handful of mosque activists and do not 

consider themselves Muslim at all. Does the fact that they do not partake in Muslim activities 

indicate a severance from their origins and unique identity? If they do regard their unique origin as 

meaningful and significant, in what way does this become evident? In order to examine this issue, I 
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believe it is necessary to turn our attention to the social and religious institutions that coordinate 

activities which are more relevant to the majority of the Ding family members.  

 

Jiangtou 江头 is the largest and most populated former village which is now part of Chendai. It is 

also the place of residence for two large branches of the Chendai Dings. Two ancestral halls are 

located in the center of the neighborhood. One is dedicated to the village’s founding ancestor, a 

member of the fifth generation, and the other to an ancestor of the eighth generation. Next to the 

halls is the Nan Gong 南宫 temple devoted to the Bodhisattva Guanyin and to other deities of the 

popular religion. The temple was built over 500 years ago and is one of the largest in Chendai 

today.
31

 It serves thousands of worshippers from the entire region – members of the Ding family as 

well as members of other families (who have no Muslim roots). Except for the few fixed 

commemorative dates of ancestral worship, the two ancestral halls in Jiangtou mostly remain shut. 

However, the neighboring Nan Gong temple is teeming with activity and full of worshippers the 

whole year round. Most of the temple’s members of staff, all 23 members of the managing 

committee and 26 of the 36 main temple donors belong to the Ding lineage.
32

 All the people 

serving in the temple during my visit were also members of the Ding lineage. In recent years the 

temple underwent extensive renovations, and a new wing was built with donations of over a million 

Yuan. As the temple attendants told me, the worship of Guanyin in the temple is highly popular 

among the local residents. In another visit in 2005, held during the celebrations of Guanyin's 
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32
 Wang Hui bing 汾志王 ed., Nan Gong Gudi 南故宫集. Quanzhou; Xinhua Quanbo, 1993.   



 

 

 

330 

birthday, there was indeed a huge influx of thousands of visitors to the temple - Ding members and 

other residents from the vicinity. 

  

Examining the activity in a place like the Nan Gong temple helps establish a more precise and 

realistic viewpoint on the religious and spiritual life of the Chendai Dings. First of all, visiting the 

place reveals the dominance of Chinese folk Buddhism. Nonetheless, the temple’s beadles and 

masters of ceremonies are definitely aware of their foreign Muslim origin and readily recount their 

families’ historical heritage. They are also familiar with the few cases of youngsters who are 

becoming acquainted with Islam, and are of course fully aware of the economical and social 

consequences of their newly acquired Hui status. Like all Ding members, they also stress the 

special nature of their ancestral worship, public rituals, and their abstention from offering pork to 

the ancestors addressed in these events. Furthermore, it turns out that several of the Nan Gong 

attendants are those in charge of conducting the worship ceremonies in the above mentioned 

ancestral halls next to the temple. The temple’s chief priest presented me with a book of family 

instructions belonging to the Jiangtou branch of the Ding lineage and permanently preserved in the 

(Buddhist) temple. The manuscript is a manual containing precise instructions for offerings in the 

neighboring ancestral halls.
33

 In my opinion, the religious landscape as observed in the Ding 

Jiangtou neighborhood faithfully represents the way the Muslims' descendants of Chendai express 

their unique heritage. The ancestral worship carried out by Jiangtou elders is rooted in local 

Chinese religious traditions. Their religious offerings include some unique characteristics that 
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indicate their origin and their forefathers' affinity to Islam. These traditions differentiate the Dings' 

ancestral worship from that of other Han worshippers who frequent the same temple. However, 

even this unique ritual tradition exists within a local Chinese Buddhist worship system.  

 

Here one can discern another flaw in the common approach for discussing the lineages of Muslim 

descent. The ethnic discourse concerning their supposed Hui identity is based on assumptions 

deeply grounded in the lineage paradigm modeled by Freedman (1958, 1966) and later summarized 

by Watson (1982). This approach has been dominant among academic circles and government 

agencies examining and defining social groups in China.  

 

The Freedman paradigm has been criticized for its exclusive reliance on kinship ties, 

oversimplifying the structure of Chinese corporate groups. Recent decades have seen a growing 

tendency to examine and define Chinese corporations along different sets of communal factors.
34

 

Steven Sangren offers an alternative model in which descent is only one criterion, while above it 

are other associations (hui 會) which serve better to explain deviations from traditional patriline 

ideology. Sangren states that by "Taking descent and kinship as the relevant cultural principle and 

the Chinese lineage as their ideal expression constitutes an impoverished model of a cultural 
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system clearly capable of generating a much greater range of creative organizational responses to 

changing historical and environmental circumstances."
35

  

 

The above-mentioned example of the worship organization in the Nan Gong Temple demonstrates 

how - by defining the entire Chendai Ding lineage and most of its offshoots as Hui - the policy-

makers and government agencies have in fact adopted a mode of analysis that overlooks other 

relevant forces or modes of organization which better represent the identity of many of the Chendai 

Dings. This brings to mind Sangren's findings based on field-work in Taiwan, demonstrating cases 

in which membership in a corporate group may be based on kinship, but differs in that several 

surname groups aggregate to form a corporate group whose ritual focuses on a deity (shen-ming-

hui 神程會), rather than a group whose membership is based on stipulated kinship, and its ritual 

focuses on an ancestor or a group of ancestors. Sangren presents examples of deity cults 

corporations to demonstrate "that there is a great deal more flexibility in the ways Chinese 

organize groups than the past focus on patrilineal filiation suggests."
36

 More work on such 

corporate organizations based on deity cults remains to be done.   

 

Examining Muslim-descent communities’ corporate organizations and group affiliation outside the 

confines of stipulated patrilineal kinship principles may reveal other modes of social and cultural 

corporations that are far more meaningful for many of its members. By the very definition of the 
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term, the "Huiness" of groups such as the Ding implies a certain degree of Muslim affiliation. 

While this may be historically correct and genealogically founded, one cannot ignore or discard the 

existence of yet stronger social ties and religious sentiments which, as Sangren states, stretch 

"beyond kinship."
37

   

   

As mentioned before, ancestral worship does however play a central role in the official 

identification of Muslim descendants as Hui. I shall conclude my discussion of this matter by 

examining a broadly representative case of the Su (苏) family 
38

 from Quanzhou (see Chapter I). 

Like many similar examples of Muslims' descendants discussed above, the Su family does not 

maintain any Muslim religious practices and beliefs. Nonetheless, they do observe a pork taboo in 

the annual Spring and Autumn ancestral rituals. Senior family members refer to entries in their 

genealogy listing the items permitted as sacrificial offerings to the family’s earliest ancestors. 

These items include mainly seafood, and contrary to the local custom among the surrounding Han - 

beef instead of pork.
39

 A senior Su member of the twentieth generation maintained that this custom 

also indicates their foreign origin and is meant to honor their forefathers’ way of life. Nevertheless, 

he insisted that not only do they not consider themselves Muslim, but contrary to many other 

Muslims' descendants in the region they do not strive to attain Hui recognition. He stated that Su 
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Tangshe 苏唐社 , the founding ancestor, was himself a Han: he settled in Quanzhou in the 

fourteenth century and integrated into the prospering foreign community. Thereafter he converted 

to Islam, married a Muslim woman and even changed his name to A He Mo (阿合抹 – Chinese 

transliteration of the Arabic name Ahmed). His son and two of his grandchildren also married 

Muslim women of the Pu lineage (which I discussed in length in Chapter V). However, only four 

generations later the descendants abandoned their Muslim faith and resumed practicing the local 

popular religion of the rest of the Han. The most significant family tie the Su had with Islam was 

through the matriarch. Therefore, in line with the traditional Chinese kinship principles, the Sus 

themselves do not assume or claim a religious or ethnic identity different from their Han neighbors. 

However, according to him, to honor their ancestors and due to the importance of maintaining links 

with them, he believes it highly important to continue fostering the family members' consciousness 

of their past as Han who intermarried with local Muslim women, and to deepen their knowledge of 

their heritage of unique ancestral offerings.
40

 

 

Due to the nature of their genealogical ties to Muslim forefathers, members of the Su family do not 

consider themselves as eligible candidates for recognition as Hui. Instead, they nurture a family 

heritage that emphasizes a foreign origin yet is deeply rooted in Han traditions and customs. 

Contrary to assumptions that may be made regarding other Muslim descendants such as the Ding 

and the Guo, the rituals and symbolic acts that the Su family members conduct to commemorate 

their heritage do not stem from the aspiration to attain minority’s rights. Devoid of all motives 
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related to government policies towards minorities, the Su family is, in my opinion, an authentic 

example of the way most Muslim descendants view their present relationship with their foreign 

ancestors.   

 

Concluding Remarks  

The presentation of the mechanisms of identity construction detailed in previous chapters serves to 

establish the argument according to which the identity that was shaped over the past centuries is not 

ethnic or religious in nature. Rather, it is an identity based on internal notions of kinship affiliation 

and is deeply rooted in the traditional Chinese cultural and social sphere. I found further 

affirmation of this claim in an analysis of the characteristics and self-identity perceptions of the 

communities of Muslim descent in Taiwan. Most of these communities are sub-branches of larger 

groups of Muslims' descendants from Southeast China. Since, on the mainland, some of these 

groups were recently classified officially as Hui, it is revealing to examine how the members of the 

Taiwanese sub-branches, living under a different government policy that does not grant them any 

separate ethnic status or special privileges, perceive and define their identity.
41

  

 

In this work I have attempted to present a more accurate explanation of why some of the Muslims' 

descendants have adopted official Hui minority identity. I suggest that the very fact of assuming 

Hui identity is but another, contemporary, variety of adopting Chinese categories of identity or 
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utilizing a Chinese mechanism for asserting their distinctiveness. Referring mainly to the well-

recognized Hui of North-West China, Jonathan Lipman states that: 

"Sino Muslims […] have outwardly accepted their minzu category and adapted their 

individual thinking to the state-created fact of their Hui-ness. […] it does not matter whether 

Hui-ness corresponds to any observable phenomena of the past, that it runs roughshod over 

vast diversity within the worlds of the Sino-Muslims or changes their communities' sense of 

themselves. Its validation by the state creates opportunities for solidarity, both intellectual 

[…] and institutional…."
42

 

 

Thus, I think we can argue that the willing adoption of principles and terms derived from the 

contemporary Chinese discourse regarding ethnic identities by the Muslims' descendants is in fact 

further affirmation of their integration into the local society and culture. To sum it up in Lipman's 

words: "…the Hui are more than sinophone citizens of China – they are culturally Chinese as 

well…"
43

  

 

I refine my course of investigation further, to examine to what extent the definitions of belonging to 

an ethnic minority and belonging to the Chinese cultural sphere are interrelated and bound together. 

Lipman concluded his work by stating that: "The most recent phase of identity formation and 

community definition by Sino-Muslims has thus been influenced by the Chinese government's 

awesome apparatus to a greater extent than ever before…"
44

 I fully agree with this statement when 

it refers to the majority of the Muslim Hui of China. However, I believe we ought to be cautious 
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when trying to apply it to the case of the communities of Southeast China, only some of which are 

categorized as Hui and accept that categorization. We should ask ourselves whether the granting of 

Hui status has actually had such a profound transformative effect as some researchers tend to claim. 

In the case of the communities addressed in this research, I would rather argue that the use of state-

defined categories might have reinforced their separate identity, but more significantly, the petition 

to receive official Hui status according to criteria specified by the Chinese government in fact 

reinforces the very belonging to the Chinese social and cultural sphere. 

 

The present research takes much of the data referred to by Fan Ke, Gladney, Sai Yukari, Zhuang 

Jinghui, Guo Zhichao and other scholars from research institutes and universities in Fujian. 

However, the core issue in their works plays only a marginal role within the objective of the 

present paper. This paper does not focus on issues, important as they are, of ethnic identity 

development among Muslim descendants, the level of their suitability or unsuitability to criteria of 

Hui recognition or the implications of their official status as members of a minority. I argue that the 

existence of a Muslim–Hui identity, or lack thereof, does not express the dominant religious 

mindset or the self-identity that prevail among most of the Muslim descendants of Fujian. 

Therefore I further demonstrate, based on evidence presented in earlier chapters, that it is necessary 

to examine other aspects of the communal life of Muslim descendants as well. 
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Appendix 1 

Methodological Notes  

My initial interest was to examine syncretic elements in the religious life of the Muslims' 

descendants in Fujian, and the impact of Chinese popular religion on their ritual practices. The 

scarce material available in English and all the contemporary Chinese sources deal with these 

communities from the perspective of their ethnic identity. The newly introduced official ethnic 

minority definitions, which resulted in the conferring of Hui status on some of the Muslims' 

descendants, have brought to the surface customs, physical remains, written material, and oral 

traditions indicating the Muslim origin of these communities. Since these Muslim traits have 

become highly significant in the local political arena, all the works referring to these communities 

emphasize these markers of the emerging Hui identity.  

From the outset, my interest lay more in the Muslims descendants' self-perception of their religious 

practices and cultural identity and less in the current political conditions and Hui minority 

discourse. However, in the early stages of my research, the works referred to above were the only 

available materials, and thus my entrance into the field followed their trail. My first visit in 2001 

was aimed at learning first-hand about the ritual practices indicating affinity with Islam and to 

collect more materials regarding the foreign origin of the early ancestors such as the pork taboo, the 

use of ancient Quran manuscripts, the preservation of Arabic tombstones and other inscriptions, 

genealogical evidence indicating the Muslim origin, and oral traditions regarding the ancestors. 

Although I have revealed many unknown fascinating cases of unique family traditions, early in my 

research it occurred to me that an analysis based solely on such a line of inquiry might elicit very 

limited results. 
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First, the above-mentioned practices exist in varying degrees of elaborateness. Among some 

families there are only scant remnants or memories of unique ritual traditions. My research did not 

reveal a significant Muslim or syncretic doctrinal or intellectual depth that could contribute further 

to drawing new conclusions or pointing out any new meaningful insights. Second, while the close 

examination of the Muslim traits was highly relevant for exploring the communities of Muslim 

descent who are labeled as Hui,
1
 I learnt that there are hundreds of thousands of Muslims' 

descendants who are not recognized as Hui at all. The latter's approach towards their Muslim 

heritage is entirely different in nature to those who had recently acquired Hui identity. The special 

ritual customs do occupy an important place in their daily lives, their family heritage, and their 

identity. However, they perceive and interpret these customs in different ways which call for other 

models of examination and for asking different questions. Third, what finally determined my 

decision to shift my research interest away from the confines of the ethnic Hui identity discourse 

was that, during my field work, I understood that the great majority of the communities of Muslim 

descent, Hui and non-Hui alike, do not take an active part in recovering and promoting the Muslim 

heritage.  

In most instances, the evidence for affinity with Islam was published, written or related to me 

personally, by informants I term here as "professional promoters" or "spokespeople" of the Muslim 

heritage. They may be roughly divided into three categories: a fraction of individuals who, 

following recent political changes, have chosen to adopt Islam and pursue Islamic studies. The 

second group consists of cadres and party officials from among the family members who operate 
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under current government policies regarding the Hui's special minority rights to represent the 

interests of their kinsmen. The third category is that of researchers, many of whom are local and 

some who are themselves descendants of Muslims. Their works are entirely committed to 

recovering and reconstructing the Muslim historical background and the emerging Hui identity.  

The great majority of the descendants of Muslims I interviewed, albeit fully aware of the growing 

importance of the Hui identity discourse, do not share the same degree of enthusiasm as their 

official representatives or newly converted lineage members. Their approach is unlike that of the 

"professional spokespeople": they rarely express aspirations to recover their Muslim heritage and 

are far more actively involved in local religious affairs and the social customs related to traditional 

lineage cohesion such as filial piety, ancestor veneration, genealogical recording, grave-sweeping, 

festival offerings, and temple worship. During my first research visit to Fujian over a decade ago, a 

young member of the Ding lineage, a Hui activist and observant Muslim, took me to visit an 

ancestral hall dedicated to one of the earliest ancestors in Pengtou village in Chendai (see Chapters 

Two and Three). It was the Ghost Month and the narrow streets of Chendai were teeming with 

worshippers carrying fruit baskets and other offerings to their homes and to local temples. The 

deafening sound of firecrackers was heard throughout the town and every street corner was 

featuring the burning of paper offerings to wandering hungry ghosts. Approaching the ancestral 

hall two Buddhist nuns were receiving offerings contributed by visitors to a small shrine dedicated 

to Guanyin where later they would conduct rituals and pray for the redemption of souls. I was 

curious to learn more about the religious activities that the great majority of the Chendai Dings 

were clearly occupied with, so I stopped several times to chat to people taking part in the festivities. 

To my inquiries, my companion, who kept on walking ahead in a quick phase only muttered that 

"these are all just unimportant superstitious practices" and that I should not pay any attention to it. 
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He impatiently kept on urging me to follow him to the newly restored hall where I was also shown 

a genealogy compiled specially for that event. His main objective was to point out the physical and 

textual evidence, in the hall and genealogy, attesting to the Muslim origin of his ancestors. Unlike 

my Hui activist companion, the local hall committee members were simultaneously cooperative 

both in introducing the hall and genealogy and discussing their Muslim origin, as well as chatting 

about the preparations taking place right then, in the hall, towards the mid month's pudu("Universal 

Salvation") rituals. Such encounters made me realize that, by focusing on the Muslim traits, not 

only was my research remaining limited to the contemporary ethnic perspective but that I was also 

missing out on crucial details related to the Dings' perception of communicating with their dead, 

and on the wider religious and cultural context underlying their family rituals. Later that week I 

returned to the same place, and began developing a more elaborate research agenda. My goal since 

then has been to explore Muslims' descendants' identity within the local religious and social setting. 

Rather than focusing only on those characteristics which bear an obvious affinity to Islam, I turned 

to examining the wider religious context of the ritual and worship activities of Muslim descendants, 

thus making this study equally significant for understanding the hegemonic Han Chinese identity 

and culture into which the Muslims assimilated.  

I pursued my research by combining an analysis of a wide range of historical texts, with 

ethnographic fieldwork, oral history and documentation of ritual practices. Even though this work 

is not an ethnography in the sense of a thorough research focused on one particular group or 
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community, it is modeled on methods of thick description
2
 aimed at analyzing the interrelations of 

historical heritage and contemporary religious and ethnic identity of Muslims' descendants. I begin 

with detailed descriptions of rituals and customs and then attempt to analyze the significance that 

the Muslims' descendants themselves attribute to them. Thereafter, I offer further theoretical tools 

to reinterpret their own explanations.  

The course of investigation I chose to pursue was largely shaped by previous works conducted in 

southeast China, employing historical and anthropological methods such as the essays included in 

David Faure and Helen F. Siu's book
3
 and to a greater extent, by Michael Szonyi's work on kinship 

practices.
4
 Commenting on the current revival of kinship practices in the Fuzhou area he writes: 

"This revival offers the historian new and exciting resources with which to explore the history and 

meaning of Chinese kinship". This dual, historical-anthropological perspective is a salient feature 

of the dissertation and is reflected throughout all its chapters. Nevertheless, employing this 

approach had a particularly important contribution to refining my line of investigation in the fourth 

and fifth chapters, that are focused on the interrelations of history and anthropology as reflected in 

the formation and dissemination of family historical narratives from the Ming down to the present.  

Fieldwork constituted a fundamental part of this research. The fieldwork extended over six separate 

periods spent in the coastal regions of Fujian, and two additional periods of work in Taiwan. 

During those trips I conducted interviews and meetings with members of families of descendants of 
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Muslims in villages, townships and in neighborhoods of Quanzhou. I collected written material, 

visited ancestral halls, temples, cemeteries, private libraries, and local research institutions. The 

field work I conducted covers a wider range of communities and cases than those examined in 

previous works. 

The foundations of my fieldwork were laid in the summer of 2001, during a period of studies in 

Shanghai when I made my first visit of four weeks to Quanzhou and several towns and villages in 

its vicinity. On that visit I was introduced to the major family segments of the Ding, Guo, Pu, and 

Jin Lineages in Quanzhou, Fashi 石石, Chendai and Baiqi. I returned for a longer period of four 

months during 2002 in which I deepened my acquaintance with these lineages and extended my 

excursions to explore also other family branches of the Ding in XinDianzhen 新店镇 near Xiamen 

厦门, in the coastal town of Chongwu 崇武 in Huian 惠安 County and on Pingtan Island 平潭岛 to 

the south east of Fuzhou. During that period I also conducted extensive fieldwork among the Guos 

in Baiqi Township. There, I focused among other things on small communities living in the more 

remote villages of Baiqi, where I was exposed to other ritual practices that have not been discussed 

so far in other works. On that visit I made my first acquaintance with the Pu lineage branches 

outside Quanzhou, in Dongshi 东石. I was also introduced to the Su and Li lineages of Quanzhou 

and gathered valuable genealogical materials regarding the Jin Lineage. A third visit to the region 

was conducted during the fall of 2005, when I acquired several genealogical manuscripts of the 

Ding, Su, and Pu lineages, and conducted fruitful interviews with people active on the committees 

of these compilations or who were entrusted by their kinsmen to preserve the genealogies. On 

March - April 2007 I returned for a period of field work specifically aimed at witnessing the 

Qingming rituals in Quanzhou, Chendai, Dongshi, Baiqi and other localities throughout Fujian. In 
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2008 and 2009, as a research fellow in the Center for Chinese Studies in Taipei, I conducted 

interviews and collected materials among Guo lineage members in Taipei and set out for two trips 

to the west coast towns of Lugang and Zhanghua where I remained for several weeks and 

conducted field work among the local Guo and Ding lineages. In 2009, I took advantage of the 

newly established direct air flights between Xiamen on the mainland and Taiwan and made one last 

trip of two and a half months to Fujian where I followed up on information gathered during the 

years and spent more time exploring communities of Muslim descent, of the Pu lineage, in 

Yongchun, Dehua and Dongshi.  

The dual historical – anthropological approach I employed allowed me a convenient degree of 

flexibility in approaching my research objectives. Generally speaking, when making initial steps 

into the field, I found it preferable to introduce myself first and foremost as an historian interested 

in Hui history and current identity. Since Hui is an officially approved category accepted by 

members of communities of Muslim descent and officials alike – I found it easier to establish initial 

contacts with informants by focusing the discussion on issues related to their family's Muslim 

origins, Hui identity, and minority status. Dru Gladney, though working under different political 

and social conditions, has pointed out similar advantages of gaining better cooperation as an 

ethnographer of the Hui rather than a social anthropologist of China, due to the current approval by 

the government in engaging in this discourse.
5
 I also felt that most members of the communities in 

question were relatively accustomed to outsiders interested in their current identity and their 

Muslim history. In many cases it proved more fruitful to begin by asking about the history of the 

                                                           

 

5
Gladney, 1996. Pp. 107-111 
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Hui, following which the conversation would easily evolve to current identity matters. This meant I 

could present my interest from a historical standpoint, even when aiming ultimately to inquire 

about contemporary issues.  

Thus, my initial communications with communities and individuals were focused on questions 

regarding the customs indicating affinity to Islam: the kind of evidence available for learning about 

the Muslim ancestors and the way the Muslim heritage is reflected in contemporary daily life. From 

such a starting-point, both historically remote and yet touching upon the present within the confines 

of an officially approved discourse, my informants felt more at ease about beginning a conversation 

with a total stranger. After relating their family history and traditions, my counterparts were more 

readily open to relate their daily ritual routine and community worship, as the conversation turned 

towards religious traditions that I felt were more representative of their actual beliefs and ritual 

practices.  

In that respect, the interviews I conducted in Taiwan, under dissimilar political and social 

conditions, took a rather different course. In Lugang, Zhanghua and Taipei a much smaller number 

of individuals could engage in any significant conversation about their knowledge or perspective 

regarding the family's Muslim heritage. The reluctance of many Guo and Ding members in Taiwan 

to bring to the forefront their Muslim origins drew the conversation from the outset towards other 

family traditions which I sensed were more meaningful for their identity formation. I found those 

remnants of Islamic traits that do exist, better contextualized within issues of local identity and 

ritual and lineage organization. Among the Taiwanese descendants of Muslims I found it more 

fruitful to discuss the traditions of descent from Guo Ziyi, so salient in their genealogical records, 

and to recount the family narratives related to their immigration to and settlement in Taiwan. I 
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explored these issues in an attempt to reconstruct the process of departure from Islam as narrated 

from their own perspective. 
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