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Islam entered China through the Silk Road and was first introduced in the
seventh century CE by lranian and Arab merchants and envoys. These
individuals settled in China’s coastal and border cities and married local
inhabitants. They built mosques and Islamic schools and propagated Islam
among the Chinese people. The history of Islam in China can be examined
from the Tang dynasty, when Muslim merchants traveled to China via the
Silk Road and settled in the country. Many of these merchants established
themselves in various Chinese cities such as Guangzhou and Chang’an
(modern-day Xi’an) and built the first mosques. During the Yuan dynasty, the
status of Muslims shifted from that of foreign immigrants to Chinese citizens.
They succeeded in forming strong connections with Chinese society, and the
restrictions that had confined them to specific cities were lifted. The position
of Muslims was further consolidated in the Ming dynasty, allowing them to
obtain governmental positions. However, the Qing dynasty created numerous
challenges and suspicions toward Muslims, leading to their marginalization
and the emergence of anti-government political groups.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The historical development of Islam in China represents one of the most significant yet
understudied chapters of intercultural exchange across Eurasia, beginning with the arrival of Iranian and
Arab merchants in the mid-seventh century CE and extending through major political transformations
from the Tang to the Qing dynasties. Early encounters took place through both overland and maritime
Silk Road corridors, which enabled not only the circulation of luxury commodities but also the
transmission of beliefs, practices, and diplomatic relationships. The Tang period saw the establishment
of early Muslim communities in port cities such as Guangzhou and in major inland capitals like
Chang’an, where traders built mosques and formed socially cohesive enclaves that maintained Islamic
ritual life while gradually interacting with Chinese society (Feng Jin Yuan, 1998). Chinese historical
documents record at least thirty-nine diplomatic missions from the Umayyad and Abbasid courts
between 651 and 798 CE, reflecting sustained political contact and facilitating the spread of Islamic
knowledge among Chinese elites. Narratives concerning the emissary known as “Wagas”—who
reportedly introduced Islamic teachings at the Tang court and is associated with the construction of the
Huaisheng Mosque—further illustrate the early localization of Muslim identity, even if later
historiography clarified that this figure was not identical with Sa‘d ibn Abi Waqqas known in classical
Islamic sources (Nasr, 1972; Ding, 1976). Over time, Muslim merchants became embedded in the
sociocultural fabric of several regions, forging marriage alliances with Chinese families and giving rise
to the earliest generations of Chinese-born Muslims, a demographic transformation noted in both
Chinese sources and medieval Muslim travel accounts (Frankel, 2021).

During the Song dynasty (960-1279 CE), the demographic and economic presence of Muslims
expanded significantly. Maritime commerce flourished, and Muslim merchants assumed influential roles
in the administration of major trading ports, including the directorship of the Guangzhou Maritime
Shipping Office (Chiara, 2004). Large numbers of migrants from Central Asia and West Asia were
officially invited by the Song rulers to settle in northern frontier zones as military auxiliaries, eventually
contributing to the ethnogenesis of the Hui Muslim community, whose ancestors such as Prince Amir
Sayyid “So-fei-er” became celebrated cultural founders (Frankel, 2021). Muslim elites further integrated
into Chinese bureaucratic and intellectual life: notable figures like Lian Liang-ji-gu achieved renown for
medical expertise, while merchant families such as the Pu and Shi clans dominated regional trade
networks extending into Southeast Asia (Chaffee, 2018). These developments demonstrate a gradual
shift from foreignness to cultural syncretism, as Muslims adopted Chinese surnames, participated in
local scholarly traditions, and adapted Islamic practice to coexist with Confucian norms. Nevertheless,
despite this increasing integration, Islam continued to be perceived primarily as a religion of foreign
merchants, and Muslim communities remained partly segregated due to linguistic and cultural barriers
that limited their influence on the broader Chinese populace.

A decisive transformation occurred under the Yuan dynasty (1271-1368 CE), when Mongol
imperial structures reconfigured social hierarchies and created unprecedented avenues of mobility for
Muslims—particularly those of Iranian and Central Asian origin. The Mongol conquests connected vast
territories from the Caspian Sea to the China coast, facilitating new waves of migration and positioning
Muslim administrators, artisans, military commanders, and scholars at the center of statecraft. Yuan
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emperors such as Kublai Khan pursued policies of religious tolerance and ordered the translation of
Islamic, Buddhist, and Christian texts into Mongolian, thereby legitimizing Islam as one of the
recognized traditions of the empire. Historical records from the Yuan shi indicate that numerous
Muslims held senior government offices both at court and in the provinces, with some sources citing as
many as forty-nine Muslim officials in high positions. Among the most illustrious was Sayyid Ajall
Shams al-Din of Bukhara, a descendant of the Prophet who rose from captivity to serve as minister and
subsequently governor of Yunnan, where he implemented sweeping reforms in taxation, agricultural
development, irrigation, education, and local infrastructure. His establishment of charitable endowments
(khotian) modeled on Islamic waqf practices and his promotion of Confucian-Islamic educational
synthesis exemplified the deep entanglement of Islamic and Chinese administrative cultures. The Yuan
era marked the first moment when Islam ceased to be viewed solely as an external tradition; it acquired
institutional legitimacy comparable to Buddhism and Daoism, and Muslim scholars, identified as dashi
men, were respected as intellectual contributors to imperial governance.

With the rise of the Ming dynasty (1368-1644 CE), political sovereignty returned to the Han
Chinese majority, yet Muslims continued to maintain stable socioeconomic roles and achieved what
many historians describe as the “period of consolidation.” Although Ming rulers adopted comparatively
isolationist foreign policies and limited contact with the broader Islamic world, they did not introduce
systematic anti-Muslim restrictions, and Muslims retained high levels of social integration (1446 . JL=).

Many adopted Chinese naming conventions, architectural styles, clothing, and dietary customs—except
for the Islamic prohibitions on pork and alcohol—leading to a level of cultural assimilation unparalleled
in earlier periods (Cowen, 1985). Mosques constructed during the Ming era, such as the Great Mosque
of Xi’an, reflect Chinese palace-temple design aesthetics more than Middle Eastern architectural
models, illustrating how Islamic identity adapted to local tastes. Muslim administrators, military
officers, scholars, and artisans remained influential in state institutions, and interreligious coexistence
fostered exchanges in cuisine, arts, and knowledge (Ting, 1958). However, the very success of
assimilation created long-term vulnerabilities: cut off from the intellectual networks of the wider
Muslim world, Chinese Muslim scholarship developed in relative isolation and could not fully engage
with the theological, legal, and scientific advancements unfolding across Islamic societies. This gradual
inward-turning trajectory set the stage for new identity tensions that emerged under the Qing.

The Qing dynasty (1644-1912 CE), established by the non-Han Manchu rulers, brought a new
configuration of challenges. Early Qing emperors sought to manage Muslim communities through
policies of integration and surveillance, recognizing the demographic and strategic importance of
Muslim populations in Xinjiang, Gansu, and Yunnan (Rossabi, 2014). Yet geopolitical disruptions—
including European maritime expansion, the decline of trans-Central Asian caravan trade, and Russian
encroachments—undermined the traditional economic foundations of Muslim life (Hastings et al.,
1910). These pressures coincided with a series of local uprisings in northwestern and southwestern
China, some influenced by severe economic distress and others linked to Sufi networks such as
Nagshbandiyya, Qadiriyya, and Jahriyya. Although Qing authorities initially attempted accommodation,
government suspicion intensified as Muslim communities preserved distinct religious institutions,
calendrical practices, burial rites, and dietary rules, which conflicted with Confucian state expectations
(Jamal, 1995). Periodic reports from provincial officials portrayed Muslims as culturally nonconforming
and politically unreliable, urging the destruction of mosques or suppression of Islamic rituals, although
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these measures were not uniformly implemented across the empire. Despite these pressures, the Qing
period also witnessed a remarkable renaissance of Islamic scholarship known as the Han Kitab tradition,
led by thinkers such as Wang Daiyu, Liu Zhi, and Ma Zhu, who translated Islamic doctrines into
Confucian conceptual language and produced influential works on theology, cosmology, ethics, and law.
Translation of Qur’anic passages into Chinese during this era reflects the intellectual agency of Chinese
Muslims even within politically restrictive conditions.

Taken together, the history of Islam in China from the Tang to the Qing dynasty reveals a
dynamic interplay of migration, trade, cultural negotiation, and political transformation that shaped the
evolution of one of the world's most diverse Muslim communities. Muslims served as economic
intermediaries, court envoys, military specialists, administrators, and scholars, contributing both to the
prosperity of imperial China and to the formation of local Islamic traditions adapted to Chinese social
realities. Periods of openness—such as the Song, Yuan, and early Ming—enabled deep integration,
intellectual creativity, and the emergence of unique Sino-Islamic cultural forms. Conversely, periods of
restriction, particularly under the later Qing, exposed the fragility of minority identities within shifting
state structures and global economic disruptions. Yet despite these challenges, Chinese Muslim
communities preserved key elements of their faith, developed sophisticated modes of intercultural
theology, and remained integral parts of the Chinese civilizational landscape. The longue durée
perspective shows a continuous spectrum of adaptation and resilience, highlighting the importance of
China as a major center of Islamic history and demonstrating the profound capacity of Islam to coexist
with, and contribute to, one of the world’s oldest civilizations.
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