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ABSTRACT

This paper investigates the kind and extent of
contribution of Hui Muslim women to the
propagation of Islamic teachings and revival of
Islamic education in China. It aims to explore the
role that women led-educational institutes played in
placing Muslim youth at a continuum between
Chinese and Islamic educational spheres. The

research  employs ethnographic methodologies
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including participant observation and extensive
interviewing and relies upon the archival data for the
historical contextualization of the observed facts. It
concludes that Islamic educational system in general,
and the active passionate participation of Muslim
women in it in particular, played a crucial role in the
survival of Islamic faith and knowledge in the
Chinese land and helped its adherents to connect
with the mainstream Muslim world, transcending

regional and cultural boundaries.

Keywords
Chinese Muslim women, religious education, Hui

Muslims, Islamic education

eoee®
Summary of the Article

Islam in China today includes ten “nationalities”
(minzus). These are partly the Turkish or Turko-
Mongol speaking communities (e.g., Uygur, Kazakh,
Kirghiz, Bao’an, Dongxiang, Tatar, Ouzbek, Salar)
living in the provinces of the Northwest of China
(i.e., Xinjiang, Gansu, Ningxia, Qinghai), or a small
group of Farsi speakers, the Tadjik in Xinjiang, and
partly a population of Chinese-speaking Muslims,

the Hui, who are scattered all over China. Islam has
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been the characteristic element of Hui identity till
the Republican period but CCP has devised a new
nationality criterion based upon Stalin’s definitions.

According to this standard, there are 55 nationalities

in China and Hui is one of them with its basic
determinant being the lineage of people. The
ancestors of today’s Xi’an Hui community were the
Arab and Persian Muslim settlers who came as
traders and soldiers in Tang and Song dynasties in
many currents. This research is focused upon a
Chinese Muslim minority known as Hui and the
locale of research is confined to Linxia, a Muslim-

majority city located in Gansu province of China.

This paper investigates the kind and extent of
contribution of Hui women to the propagation of
Islamic teachings and the revival of Islamic education
in China. It argues that women-led educational
institutes played a significant role in placing Muslim
youth at a continuum between Chinese and Islamic
educational spheres. These institutes have not only
preserved and transmitted the basic teachings of

Islam through Hui generations in the period of
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turmoil and scarcity of scriptural resources but also
triggered the production of the personalized
resources of Chinese Muslims themselves. The
research  employs ethnographic methodologies
including participant observation and extensive
interviewing and relies upon the archival data for the
historical contextualization of the observed facts. It
concludes that the Islamic educational system in
general and the active passionate participation of
Muslim women, in particular, played a crucial role in
the survival of Islamic faith and knowledge in the
Chinese land and helped its adherents in connecting
with the mainstream Muslim world transcending

regional and cultural boundaries.

There 1s a scarcity of sources in the English language
when it comes to the religious education of women
in China because religious education was banned for
Muslims in PRC and it resumed only after Deng
Xiao Ping’s reforms in the 1980s. The first book on

the theme appeared in 2000; it was bilingual and

talked about the history and pedagogy of women-led

religious institutions and mosques in China. Muslims
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had their religious heritage intact from their coming
to China to the Mongol age until they were forced to
intermarry with Han and abandon their native
language and practices due to the acculturative
policies of the Ming dynasty. It was the time when
the need for a dual educational system with a blend
of Chinese and Islamic educational systems was
direly felt and a new educational system Jingtang
Jiaoyou was launched by an eminent Chinese
Muslim scholar ‘Abd Allah Ilyas. After him, Wang
Daiyu, Ma Zhu, and Liu Zhi carried out the
responsibility of disseminating religious knowledge
among Chinese Muslims by employing the newly
launched pedagogy. This educational system was
initially meant for male students only but later on, it
was introduced to the women institutes of Islamic
education as well. This paper particularly focuses on
the efforts of women-led religious educational
institutes in the dissemination of Islamic teachings in

China.

The discussion mainly consists of two parts: the

historical tracing of religious education of Chinese
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Muslim women and the contemporary situation of
Islamic education among Chinese Muslim women.
The first madrasah for women was founded in
Heinan province by the end of the sixteenth century.
Subsequently, other madrasahs were established in
Shandong and Shaanxi in central China. Initially, the
female students were taught along with the boys by
the male Ahongs but due to the rapid growth in the
number of female students, exclusive mosques were
built for Muslim women. These mosques had female
imams and teachers who taught women-related
subjects to female students. The administrative
structure of these mosques varied from one mosque
to another due to regional values and societal norms.
Hence, there were three patterns of administration.
At some places, the female mosques worked under
the financial and administrative control of male
imams and at some other places they were financially
sponsored and looked after by males but the
managerial authority rested with females whereas, in
some areas, the mosques were exclusively run by

females.
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Regarding the role these women-led mosques played
in Chinese Muslim society, it is worth mentioning
that conducting daily prayers was not their only
goal. Rather, these mosques served as the centres of
nurturing Muslim culture and civilization as well as
the loci of intellectual debates and religious guidance
about everyday religious matters. They operated on
the principle of educating mothers to educate the
next generation of Muslim youth. The females were
trained to give ritual baths to the deceased and were
taught the basic issues of creed and figh. These
mosques served as residential training centres for the
women who intended to perform hajj or travelled
from far fledge areas to acquire Islamic education.
The content of the religious education was
comprised of both basic and advanced levels. Basic
education was given to the common folks whereas
advanced education was given to those who wanted
to be teachers and mentors of Islamic education in
future. This system continued until the Communist

party took over China in 1949 and shut down all

sorts of religious activities in the country.
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Islamic education resumed in China after Deng Xiao

Ping’s reforms in 1978 when Shaykh Baha’ al-Din laid

the foundations of a madrasah for both boys and
girls in his own house in the northwestern province
of Linxia. This madrasah focused on the reform of
the outdated Islamic educational system. Hence, it
faced resistance from traditional Muslim scholars in
China. Despite the resistance from Muslim circles
and scarcity of resources, the Shaykh continued to
teach and the number of his disciples grew

consistently. In 1980, the madrasah was shifted to an
independent building and finally in 1997, two

separate buildings were built for male and female
students. The institute was officially recognized by

the state in 2008 and was named “Institute of Islamic

Education, Linxia.”

To date, more than twenty-eight batches have
graduated from this institute with the total number
of students reaching one thousand. The course
duration is four years and the taught courses include
Arabic language and literature, Islamic history,

Islamic creed and philosophy, and the translation of
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the Holy Qur’an and hadith. Apart from this, the
Chinese language, computer sciences, and general
knowledge are also part of the syllabus. Following
the footsteps of this highly successful institute, many
other institutes were opened in Qinghai, Shaanxi,
and Yunnan on the same pattern. The graduates of
these institutes played a significant role in the
training of Muslim generations in China by serving
as teachers in kindergartens and schools. Some of
them travelled to the Muslim-majority countries for
higher education and joined the official departments
upon return to the homeland. Thus, they presented
an enlightened face of the Muslim minority in front

of the Han majority and the outer world.
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