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Globalization and the Chinese Muslim 
Community in Southwest China

Michael C. Brose, Ph.D., University of Wyoming

ABSTRACT

Is globalization a good thing when it comes to religion and religious practice gener-
ally in China? What contributions might globalization have on the practice of reli-
gion, or more broadly, on social transformation, in China? Focusing more specifically 
on Islam in China, is it also subject to forces of globalization? If so, will that encoun-
ter result in more or less social and political power to Muslims in China? Is Islam 
antithetical to or a part of modernization? These are just some of the questions that 
are raised in thinking about the role of Islam in China today as related to the theme 
of this  special issue, “religion and globalization in Asia.” This paper uses two case 
studies, recent mosque construction projects and the development of a new Institute 
of Arabic Studies in Yunnan Province, China, to understand if and how global trends 
have affected the Islamic community and practice of Islam in one region of China.

Southwest China presents a unique context for the role of Islam in Chinese society 
because this area is largely free of the hot ethno-religious issues that plague other 
parts of China. Yunnan is also home to twenty-six official minority groups, but of 
these the Chinese Muslims have been largely ignored by scholars. It is clear, how-
ever, that Chinese Muslims are becoming important economic and political actors in 
Yunnan, judged by the kinds of mosques and educational activities they are sponsor-
ing. They present an excellent opportunity to probe the impact of globalization on 
local forms of Islam, to understand how Islam might become a strategic social and 
political resource for the Yunnan Chinese Muslim community, how identity politics 
serves this group’s interests, and to demonstrate the importance of regional particu-
larities in understanding “Islam in China.” 

IntroductIon

 When people discuss the impacts of globalization in and on China, they usu-
ally point to such phenomena as the ubiquitous Starbucks and Kentucky Fried 
Chicken stores and their local knockoffs that are springing up in every town. 
The implication of these observations is that this is essentially a “clash” between 
universal (read “western”) and national or local cultures, and  one can only end 
up destroying the national or local culture. This same discourse has been applied 
unevenly to writing about the state of religion in contemporary China, focusing, 
for example, on the spread of Protestant Christianity and the so-called house 
church movement, and equating all Muslims in China with world terrorism. This 
paper focuses on the state of Islam in China today. It is a compelling case study 
through which to problematize the impact of globalization on China, and it is 
perhaps one of the least understood aspects of religion in China by the rest of the 
world.

 While it is a commonplace to treat Islam as a monolithic entity in China, in 
fact, there are ten separate groups of Muslims in China. This paper focuses on a 
group of Muslims who are spread across all parts of China and are not identified 
with any one piece of territory or specific ethnic group. This ubiquitous group 
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is usually known by its state-assigned name, the “Chinese or Han Muslims” (C. 
Huizu, 回族). In an effort to avoid the usual trap of treating all of China as the 
same, we limit our discussion to the Chinese Muslims who live in the far south-
western province of Yunnan. This paper argues that globalization has affected the 
Hui of Yunnan in some specific ways, but that that has not been at the expense of 
local initiatives and identity. In fact, global and local trends reinforce each other, 
creating positive sites of engagement by and for these people in their local social 
and political worlds.

defInIng globalIzatIon

 The topic of globalization has been the focus of an enormous body of scholar-
ship, and several definitions have emerged. Much of that scholarship assumes 
that it is a totalizing experience that changes the local environment without 
question and largely without the assent or cooperation of locals. Some of this 
scholarship even seems to be a revived orientalism, substituting the national for 
local. Some recent studies, however, argue instead that particularized versions 
or aspects of globalization and habitus meet in unique mediation points that 
result either in a refined reaction to (accommodation) or outright rejection of the 
globalizing force by locals, depending on whether the globalizing force allows 
the local community to choose and realize their desires.1 One recent study on the 
effects of globalization on Chinese cities captures the renewed emphasis on the 
active agency of the local context especially well, arguing for a “bottom-up and 
trans-local process embedded in national territories” to understand globalization.2 
Essentially, this is a call for a more nuanced understanding of the interaction of 
global and local forces, hinting that neither is all-powerful or monolithic. 

 Another helpful way to conceptualize how globalization works in order to 
keep the local in perspective is to use the metaphor of friction to describe the en-
counter between the global and local, where this friction creates tension that can be 
positive and productive as well as negative .3 There are a variety of value spheres 
(religion, economy, politics, etc.) and each of these needs to be analyzed in com-
ing to terms with globalization. In other words, we are seeking to build a model of 
globalization as a contextualized experience where different aspects of globaliza-
tions interact with a number of locales. Each and every “global-local interaction 
is particular vis-à-vis (1) the elements of globalization and subjectivity, (2) the 
elective affinity or alienation [by the local community] of those elements, and (3) 
the community’s revaluation of the criteria of subjectivity given new possibilities… 
the greater the association between globalization and the absence of local political, 
economic, or cultural self-determination, the more militant and anti-humanist the 
response.”4 Enacting this kind of multi-faceted approach to studying globalizing 
forces and local agency, even limited to the Yunnan Hui community, is a task too 
large for this paper. I have thus chosen two specific sites where this global-local 
interaction is most evident, the architecture of new mosques and a new school for 
Islamic studies, as case studies to begin with.

defInItIons: chInese MuslIMs

 One of the tasks of this paper is to question the typical monolithic readings of 
“China” and the “Chinese Muslims.” Muslims have been a part of China ever since 
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the seventh century, but definitions of that community have been fairly vague until 
quite recently in Chinese history. This question became critical after the demise of 
the imperial system when various people were casting about for a replacement. 
Well before the People’s Republic was established in 1949, Communist Party of-
ficials were thinking about which constituents were to be included in that new 
national project, and they included Muslims.5 One of the first campaigns rolled 
out by the new nation’s leaders to bring everyone into the project was the 1950 
Nationalities Identification Project that eventually resulted in the identification of 
ten separate Muslim groups in China, and restricting the Hui minority group to 
Chinese-speaking non-Turkic peoples across China. The Hui thus became the only 
official national minority group who were identified solely on the basis of their 
practice of religion, and not on overt ethnic or racial criteria.

 According to the 2000 national census, there are at least 20 million Muslims in 
the People’s Republic of China, and 48% of these, or 9.8 million, are Hui (the actual 
numbers may be far higher, possibly as many as 60 million total).6 While the Hui 
across China share many similarities and, in some respects, constitute a national 
group, they are also residents of specific regions and provinces, and these local 
contexts certainly shape their identity. For example, Yunnan is home to 26 separate 
official minority groups, and several of these, such as the Bai and Yi, also include 
their own Muslims (Bai Hui and Yi Hui). Yunnan has had a unique history and role 
within greater “China.” Nowhere is that local history and culture better seen than 
in the Muslims of the province. They played key political and economic roles for 
much of Yunnan’s imperial past, and have revived that position in the post-Mao 
era.

Yunnan

 The area now known as Yunnan Province was for centuries controlled by local 
states that spanned current national borders and peoples, a true “frontier zone” 
from the Chinese perspective that was only brought under the direct control of the 
Chinese court when the Mongols invaded the area in the 1250s and designated it 
one of eleven Branch Secretariats that included present-day Yunnan and eastern 
Sichuan. These administrative entities were only loosely controlled by the central 
court, and it was not really until the succeeding Ming Dynasty (1368-1644) that 
Yunnan became a true province, administered by Beijing.7 Even then, Yunnan’s ori-
entation remained as much tied to that large highlands region that has been called 
zomia, and which was beyond the control of the various states whose main popu-
lation bases were in lowland areas (China, northern Vietnam, Laos, and northern 
Myanmar).8 This regional orientation towards its near neighbors in Southeast Asia 
has reemerged recently when it designated three cities in Yunnan as “state-level 
open cities” to promote border trade and investment between Myanmar and Yun-
nan.9

 Yunnan’s unique history among the Chinese provinces also stems from the 
rather unique role that Islam has played there. While Central Asian Muslims 
played important roles in many parts of Mongol-controlled China, perhaps no-
where did they exercise as much direct authority over the area and people as in 
Yunnan. The first Muslim presence in Yunnan in any significant way came with the 
Mongol conquests and pacification of the region. Qubilai appointed a trusted Mus-
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lim from Central Asia named Sayyid Ajall Shams al-Din governor of the region 
in 1274, and his rule proved beneficial for the consolidation of the various tribes 
under Mongol authority. Sayyid Ajall’s sons and grandsons continued to rule the 
area as long as the Mongols controlled China.10 In fact, Yunnan was the site of late 
Mongol loyalist resistance to the consolidation of control of China by Zhu Yuan-
zhang, who did not bring Yunnan into line until the 1380s.

 In spite of the fact that Muslims had dominated Yunnan politics during the 
Mongol period (or perhaps because of that), the new emperor of the Ming Dynasty 
(1368-1644), Zhu Yuanzhang, also placed Muslims there as regional governors. It is 
not usually recognized as such by non-specialists, but the Ming Dynasty was really 
a turning point for Chinese Muslims, the first time when they shifted in their iden-
tity from “Muslims in China” to “Chinese Muslims.”11 It was during this period 
that Yunnan became associated with a center of Islamic learning in China; sev-
eral notable Muslim writers and thinkers from Yunnan made specific attempts to 
reconcile Islam and Confucianism during this era, the Qu’ran was translated into 
Chinese, and Islam really for the first time became a part of the Chinese religious 
scene. Many of the leaders of this movement came from Yunnan.

 Coming to the present, it cannot be denied that the Muslims of Yunnan share a 
great deal in common with their Hui brethren across China. This is due not least to 
the fact that all Muslims in China are subject to the same state-enforced education-
al curriculum and policies, and that prominent Muslim clerics and leaders travel 
frequently between the various regions of China in order to teach and preach 
to congregations across the country. But regional differences in China cannot be 
ignored, especially since regional differences in social and economic issues have 
long dominated local life, and have shaped all aspects of that life. For example, the 
Hui in Gansu and Ningxia (in northwest China) have far different social, environ-
mental, economic and political issues to confront than do the Hui in Yunnan. Their 
specific context also undoubtedly has played a role in how and to what extent each 
community has accommodated to or rejected globalizing trends in Islam. We now 
turn to the two sites of interaction that demonstrate some of the prospects and pat-
terns of globalization in the Yunnan Hui community, new mosque architecture and 
a new Institute of Arabic Studies.12

“global” and “local” In archItecture: global forMs

 This paper does not engage the debate on global forms of Islamic architecture. 
I define “global” as those architectural and artistic styles that appear to be ubiq-
uitous across the Islamic world and that reflect apparent Arab or Middle Eastern 
origins.13 I begin by assuming that there are certain core architectural features of 
the mosque that appear to be common across the entire Islamic world, including 
the dome over the qibla wall, the free-standing minaret, and pointed or rounded 
archways (discussed in more detail below). Beyond these, some stylistic elements, 
such as the use of geometrical patterning so that the interior of the mosque repre-
sents the vault of the heavens, absence of representational images, and abundance 
of highly-stylized calligraphy, may also be found in mosques across the Islamic 
world.

 The chief aim of Islamic sacred space is to create a building that is a metaphor 
of Islamic cosmogony, which should elevate the mind of the worshipper or viewer 
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above the mundane world of corruption to an ideal realm where order and harmo-
ny reign.14 As Luo has pointed out, these elements can be found in older mosques 
in various parts of China.

 Imperial architectural styles had a heavy influence on religious architecture 
across China, and this extended to mosques, which shared similar architectural 
features with Buddhist and Confucian temples.15 In modern architecture, however, 
it is problematic to argue that there are no distinctive regional styles. For example, 
we know that mosques in the arid northwest are quite distinct architecturally from 
mosques in other parts of China owing to the lack of timber building supplies and 
the large Turkic and Central Asian cultural heritage there. Yunnan is another area 
where regional differences show up easily in material culture and the built envi-
ronment, not least because of its climate, abundance of wood, and the heavy influ-
ence of southeast Asian styles, as well as the fact it is home to 26 different ethnic 
groups (the most diverse province in China). Most people have undoubtedly seen 
photos of the traditional dwellings of the peoples in southern Yunnan, closer to 
Thai than Chinese culture. Muslims are also a part of this social landscape. As with 
all Muslims in China, there is no national or central religious authority that directs 
the Yunnanese Chinese Muslim affairs and appoints religious personnel. Rather, 
these decisions are all made at the local level (provincial, county, and even city or 
local area), and each Hui community reflects its own particular social and ecologi-
cal landscape.16 We shall see some of these characteristics evident in mosques in 
Kunming (昆明), Dali (大理), Nagu (納古), and Yao’an (姚安) cities.

IslaMIc or chInese archItecture?

 The few mosques that we will examine here raise immediately the issues of 
defining exactly what is critically “Islamic,” “Chinese,” and “local” about these 
mosques.17 Since architecture must be understood as a text that reflects the val-
ues of the community in which a building is situated, then “reading” that “text” 
should then reveal those values to anyone who sees it. The mosque, in particular, 
may also be understood as a site of negotiation or articulation between Islam (as 
a world religion) and local or national culture and society. This is probably espe-
cially true in China, where monotheistic world religions stand in stark contrast to 
Chinese religions and social values. Examining these mosques should thus reveal 
the ways in which Islam interacts with Chinese and Yunnan values.

 How should we read the architecture of these mosques? It seems clear that 
we must examine the building itself in its social, political, economic, and ecologi-
cal context. Messages that buildings are meant to convey to the public can only be 
read correctly if we understand and take into account this context. Ismaïl Seragel-
din suggests that we examine buildings within a matrix that looks at both building 
types and architectural approaches.18 Serageldin identifies several major building 
types, three of which apply to the mosques we shall see in this paper; the mosque 
as a major landmark structure, the mosque as a community center complex, and 
the small local mosque. He also identifies five architectural approaches that should 
be considered in this kind of analysis, (1) a popular, vernacular approach that 
stresses traditional indigenous architectural language, and usually built by local 
craftsmen from the community rather than an architect, (2) a traditional approach, 
taken by an architect using vernacular or historically relevant forms, (3) a populist 
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approach, similar to the vernacular approach but using a wider spectrum of imag-
ery, (4) an adaptive modern approach, assimilating traditional vocabulary into a 
modern approach, and finally (5) a modernist approach that emphasizes original-
ity and modern forms and themes.

 Mapping mosques within this matrix will then allow us to understand  them 
at several different levels and to read the meaning inherent in them, the meaning 
that their planners, funders and builders surely intended to convey to worship-
pers and the general public:   the mosque as a building, the mosque in its physical 
context, the mosque in its cultural context, the mosque in its local or regional intel-
lectual milieu, and finally, the mosque in its international context. This brief paper 
cannot propose to do more than introduce some of these themes and methods of 
analysis to these few examples of mosques in Yunnan Province. But it is hoped that 
this will prove stimulating to further analysis of this kind on Islamic architecture in 
other provinces and regions of China.

basIc eleMents of the Mosque

 We must first remind ourselves of the defining elements of any mosque 
around the world. These elements transcend regional or national distinctions, and 
can rightly be said to constitute a global Islamic architecture. The most important 
elements in any mosque are the mihrab (C. mihalabi 米哈拉比) niche and qibla (C. 
gebulai 格卜来) plaque in that niche, both of which indicate the direction for prayer. 
The qibla is considered a sacred object itself, and in Chinese mosques always 
includes both stylized Arabic and Chinese inscriptions. All mosques include an 
ablution space for ritual washings before worship, a minbar (C. minbaier 敏拜尔) 
or pulpit, the kursi, a lectern on which the Qur’an is placed, a minaret (C. bangke 
lou 邦克楼) and the portal or gate in the wall that surrounds the mosque, dividing 
the outside from the tranquil inner space of the mosque compound. Finally, the 
main hall of the mosque is a space demarcated for prayer, usually in the form of a 
rectangular hall that allows all worshippers to be equidistant from the mihrab.19

globalIzatIon and the tradItIonal chInese Mosque

 While most mosques constructed in imperial Chinese periods adopted impe-
rial architectural styles, a few did combine Chinese and Central Asian motifs and 
styles in some unique ways, as seen in the old mosques in the port cities of Quan-
zhou and and Guangzhou.20 Mosques constructed in the imperial period in Yun-
nan used traditional Chinese imperial and temple architectural styles, especially 
in the layout and orientation of the buildings, the roof lines and kinds of materials 
used in construction. We see this in two examples, the oldest mosque in the provin-
cial capital, Kunming and in Dali, which has the oldest surviving mosque in the 
region, dating to the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644 CE) 

KunMIng cItY

 The old mosque in Kunming (Shunchengjie Qingzhensi 顺城街清真寺) is situ-
ated behind high walls in the now-destroyed old Muslim quarter of the city (see 
Figure 1). When the rest of the neighborhood was still standing it was not appar-
ent from outside the compound that a mosque was within the walls. Once inside 
the gate, it becomes clear that this is a place of refuge and serenity away from the 
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world. The old mosque has been refurbished recently with substantial  donations 
by the local Hui community. The style of the original building has been main-
tained, but now rebuilt on a raised platform, underneath which are located rooms 
for teaching and modern ablution space. In front of the mosque is a traditional 
ablution pool which is now clearly decorative, but serves as the focal point of the 
walled courtyard. Surrounding the central prayer hall are multiple-storey build-
ings for other mosque activities, including school rooms and living quarters. The 
exterior of the main prayer hall of the old Kunming mosque has retained many 
stylistic elements of the traditional Chinese mosque, including faux wood beam 
construction (concrete painted to look like wood), a series of narrow carved panel 
front doors just inside the overhanging eaves of the building, and a tile roofline in 
typical Chinese style with arched eaves.

dalI cItY

 The old mosque in Dali (Dali Nanmen Qingzhensi 大理南门清真寺) is a much 
better example of a traditional Chinese mosque that was built in the imperial peri-
od than the old mosque in Kunming (Figure 2). Like the Kunming mosque, it too is 
reached by a door in a wall that separates the mosque compound from the neigh-
borhood. This mosque has been well maintained and not renovated to remove 
any of its traditional features. The main prayer hall inside the mosque compound 
is a wood building first built in the Ming Dynasty. Its style is very much that of 
traditional Chinese imperial and religious architecture; a set of intricately carved, 
painted and lacquered wood doors protect the interior of the prayer hall, under 
wide eaves with carved wood brackets that serve as both structural and decorative 
functions. This mosque has escaped all attempts at modernization, still located on 
its original raised stone platform.

 The interior of this Dali mosque is where the striking blend of Chinese and 
Islamic styles is best seen (Figure 3). First, the wide mihrab niche contains a qibla 

Figure 1: Kunming City old mosque Courtyard and exterior.
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set within a stone framework supporting a traditional Chinese roof system and 
decorated with highly stylized quotations in Arabic script. On the right side of the 
mihrab stand a set of carpeted steps that appear to be a simple minbar. Framing 
the outside of the niche, not visible in the photo, are Chinese-style architectural 
brackets supporting a horizontal beam painted in typical Chinese style with Arabic 
inscriptions. Finally, just to be sure that the focus of the worshipper is correctly 
oriented, above it all hangs a painting of Mecca and the Ka`ba. 

 The reader will notice some obvious differences in these two buildings. First, 
as noted above, the Kunming mosque has undergone extensive renovation and 
repair, including elevating the building on a foundation that has allowed for a 
basement area for educational and other mosque activities. Much of the tradi-
tional wood architectural elements have been replaced with concrete painted 
in traditional Chinese motifs and styles and to resemble wood. The traditional 

Figure 2: dali City south gate mosque.
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roofline and materials have been retained here, and the overall appearance is one 
of a highly valued structure that has simply been restored and updated to retain 
the best of its original features but with modern amenities.

 The mosque in Dali’s old town is noticeably different, if only from the fact that, 
while well cared for, it has not undergone any kind of modernization. This may 
be due to the fact that this mosque is located in the old section of Dali city, now a 
tourist destination. But that fact has not diminished the role of this mosque as the 
center of a lively Muslim community.

Figure 3: dali City old mosque MIhrab niChe and qIbla.
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Modern Mosques

 Visitors to either Kunming or Dali who are interested in religious sites will 
already know that these two historic mosques are by no means the only ones. In fact, 
several new mosques have also been built in these cities, and they indicate a thriving 
Hui population. Equally noticeable, however, is the marked shift in style of archi-
tecture of these new mosques, most definitely going away from traditional Chinese-
style buildings to more modern structures that appear to use a universal, global style 
of Islamic architecture that is indebted to Middle Eastern designs. Does this trend 
really represent a rejection of Chinese or local styles, possibly as part of a globalizing 
Islam? What, if anything, is “Chinese” about the modern mosque in China? And 
what do these new mosques tell us about globalization in these communities?

Figure 4: Kunming new mosque.
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 Observing practices in recent mosque construction in Yunnan, it seems that 
the “Chinese” or local cultural signs have been removed from the mosque in favor 
of buildings and spaces that look decidedly “classical Islamic.” However, a close 
reading of some Hui mosques across Yunnan Province reveals a more complex pic-
ture, one where local communities have incorporated some global Islamic elements 
into their new mosques while still retaining a sense of local culture and values. In 
fact, the architectural programs used in these mosques demonstrate that global 
Islam is still subservient to local culture, and that it is not necessarily a globalizing 
force that totally changes or overwhelms local culture.21 We might argue that this 
globalizing architectural trend presents a positive prospect for the local Chinese 
Muslim community to project to the wider world an identity of spiritual and finan-
cial health, something that their non-Muslim neighbors can look on with envy. The 
range of choices for expressing levels of social power have thus increased for this 
community when they invoke these new styles.

 Compare the old Kunming mosque to the new mosque in Kunming (Nancheng 
Qingzhensi 南城清真寺). This large complex presents us immediately as something 
quite different from its nearby neighbor, the old mosque. Everything from the 
building skin and color to the use of the dome and freestanding minaret lets the 
casual observer know this is a modern Islamic building! To this western observer, 
moreover, the only feature that might distinguish it from any mosque in other 
parts of the Islamic world are the Chinese characters above the main portal and the 
use of the Chinese style screen in front of the door. But a more careful examination 
reveals a lot of “Chinese modern” features that have also been incorporated into 
this building, features that tie it as much to expressions or conceptualizations of 
Chinese “modernity” as to “Islamic” styles, including the extensive use of white 
and colored glazed tiles on the exterior of this concrete multi-storey building bro-

Figure 5: dali City new mosque.
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ken into square lines enclosing tall, clear glass windows. This is typical of contem-
porary secular urban architecture in China. The building is also clearly marked 
as Islamic by incorporating the byzantine pointed arch and dome, styles that are 
much more reminiscent of Central Asian sacred buildings. Finally, unlike older 
mosques that are completely hidden behind high walls, this structure is obvious to 
the neighborhood because it is tall and it is protected by a wrought iron fence.

 The new mosque in Dali City (Dali Nanwuliqiao Qingzhensi 大理南五里桥清真
寺) is also strikingly modern in appearance (see figure 5). Its planners and builders 
almost completely rejected the traditional Chinese-style mosque style in favor of 
what appears an even more global Islamic style, complete with free-standing mina-
rets, pointed green domes with stylized Arabic inscription, and the single-storey 
white building with blue trim. The only features of this building that might locate 
it to China are the carved plain wood panel doors on the front of the mosque.

 What can we say in terms of comparisons between the Kunming and Dali 
mosques? First, we can certainly see that the old imperial-era mosques used the 
same Chinese imperial building styles and artistic motifs that were also used in 
other Chinese imperial and sacred buildings. In contrast, the new mosques in both 
cities emphatically rejected that old imperial style in favor of secular modernist 
styles that incorporate Islamic architectural vocabulary, especially the minaret, 
dome and arches. There is no mistaking these new mosques for anything other 
than Islamic buildings. The new mosque in Kunming is completely “modern” with 
Chinese elements, while the new mosque in Dali does not strike one as “modern” 
as much as totally “non-Chinese.” In fact, the new Dali mosque could be trans-
planted with ease to many other parts of the wider Islamic world and not be out of 
place!

 It is clear that the old imperial-era mosques adopted an organic style that 
allowed for some Islamic elements in the otherwise-dominant imperial Chinese 
architectural and decorative program (what may be called an Imperial Sino-Islamic 
style). This is not surprising since the oldest mosques in Yunnan date to the Ming, 
when Yunnan was for the first time firmly a part of larger China. It is also not 
surprising to see new mosques depart from that tradition, but the departure may 
reflect a variety of reasons and motives. Kunming’s new mosque, which inte-
grates Chinese modernist and Islamic programs, reflects that city’s position as the 
provincial capital that is also home to a thriving Chinese Muslim community. The 
fact that the new mosque in Dali eschewed Chinese modernist building styles and 
themes in favor of what appears to be a wholly un-Chinese, purely Islamic build-
ing may reflect the desire of that community’s residents to exhibit their Muslim 
piety or their possible ties to a wider transnational Islamic world?22

 The choice of architectural and decorative programs in new mosques in Yun-
nan seems to be open to some interpretation at the local level, and we see this even 
more dramatically in two other examples from communities in central Yunnan. 
These demonstrate, I believe, the growing vitality of local Chinese Muslim com-
munities, and their increasing sense of confidence to express their identity to the 
rest of the world, at least in their vicinity. A new mosque in the city of Nagu in 
south-central Yunnan and one in the north-central town of Yao’an could not be 
more different on first glance. Both, however, are examples of vibrant Hui commu-
nities who have made decisive statements about their own identity and how they 
see themselves vis-à-vis their neighbors and the state.
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nagu cItY

 If there is any example of a new mosque dominating its local setting and mak-
ing a bold statement to the wider community it would have to be the impressive 
mosque in Nagu City (see figure 6). First, it is clear that this large building totally 
dominates the city, rising several storeys above any surrounding buildings and vis-
ible even several miles outside of the city. It is also a striking example of the fusion 
of Chinese modern and Islamic styles, with its white-tiled exterior encasing large, 
multi-storey windows of clear glass in pointed byzantine-style arches, and with 
the large green dome and four tall minarets, completed with inscriptions in both 
Chinese and Arabic. It also dwarfs the nearby old mosque, which, interestingly, 
was not demolished but instead completely restored in traditional style and now 
serves as the women’s mosque for the community. 

 As the photo makes clear, this is no austere building! The large amount of glass 
provides for an expansive, light main prayer hall replete with gold chandeliers 
and ornate fixtures and hardware. The height of the minarets also lends emphasis 
to the soaring nature of the building into space. It literally towers over every other 
building in the city, representing the socio-economic position of the Nagu Hui 
community, who are the economic elite of Nagu City because they dominate the 
traditional copper mining and manufacturing industries there. These same Hui 
industrialists who sponsored the construction of this mosque have also built new 
palatial estates for themselves, homes that are modern in every sense of the word 
and that would stand up to any mansion in the West. This new mosque is a bold 
statement of the modernity and the economic health of this Muslim community to 
nearby towns, if not the rest of the province.

Figure 6: nagu City new mosque.
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 At the time it was completed the Nagu new mosque was the largest in all of 
Yunnan. It seems to affirm the idea that the Hui of Yunnan are interested in new 
mosques that have deliberately rejected the traditional Sino-Islamic style in favor 
of more ostentatious, visible buildings that stand out above and apart from their 
architectural and cultural context and that appear to adopt some kind of global Is-
lamic architectural style. But lest we think the picture is really this simple, we now 
turn to a final example of a contemporary mosque that throws this trend into ques-
tion, a mosque in a much smaller community the north-central town of Yao’an.

Yao’an cItY

 Yao’an City is smaller in population, and more remote and poorer overall than 
Nagu. The majority of businesses are small-scale merchants, and the Hui popula-
tion is also much smaller than in Nagu. The new mosque in the center of town 
presents us with an interesting example of a deliberate mixing of traditional and 
modern styles that, according to leaders of the Hui community, reflect the religious 
pluralism of the wider Yao’an community. (see Figure 7). This mosque was under 
construction when I visited it in 2001, financed exclusively by local residents. It is a 
three storey structure, the bottom two storeys constructed in the latest tile and con-
crete technology integrating Islamic architectural features such as the byzantine-
style pointed arch and lack of outside ornamentation in a typical modern Chinese 
building, all concrete with glazed tile skin and clear glass windows. The one nod to 
traditional Chinese architectural style here is the traditional tile roof with pointed 
eaves that separates the bottom storeys from the top.

 The top storey of this building is where things become interesting; it has been 
constructed entirely in the fashion of the traditional Chinese religious building, 
with reproductions of lacquered carved panel doors, octagonal lattice windows, 
curving eaves and traditional brackets that support a tiled roof. Just like other tra-
ditional mosques, the only indication that this is a mosque is the Arabic inscription 
over the main entrance.

Figure 7: yao’an City new mosque, Front View.
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 What does this mosque tell us about the Yao’an Hui community? I was told by 
the mosque superintendent that the Hui community built their mosque on the site 
of an old Daoist temple, and in exchange for permission to build their mosque they 
promised to reconstruct the temple as part of their new mosque. Thus, the top sto-
rey was built in that old style. Community interests and shared values thus appear 
to be more important than sectarian differences. Also of note, while it is a modern 
building, it was not meant to stand out from its near neighbors. In fact, the only 
visible portion of the mosque, which is surrounded by a wall, is the top storey. 
Thus, it would not be immediately identifiable as a mosque to people who did not 
live in or know the community. Just as important, while this mosque is obviously a 
building that has required large sums of capital to construct, it is not overly osten-
tatious. This undoubtedly expresses the socio-economic status of the Yao’an Hui 
community and their relations to other citizens of Yao’an. The building is entirely 
appropriate in its cultural context, both as a religious building and as a modern ad-
dition to this regional town. Situating it in the local-global discourse, this mosque 
shows us the continuing importance of local culture and society that mediates or 
integrates larger modern and Islamic styles and architectural techniques to serve 
the interests and needs of the Yao’an Hui community who are part of a larger com-
munity.

educatIon, the Internet and the Yunnan chInese MuslIM 
coMMunItY

 A far clearer case that demonstrates the impact of globalization on the Yunnan 
Hui community than mosque architecture is the new Institute of Arabic Stud-
ies established a few years ago in the south-central provincial town of Kaiyuan. 
Kaiyuan is not too far from the town of Nagu, and has a long history as a center 
of Islam in the province that stretches back to the Mongol era. Its location on the 
major north-south trading routes between central Yunnan and Vietnam was one 
reason that Muslim traders settled there long ago. Kaiyuan was also a major transit 
point on the colonial French rail line that ran from northern Vietnam to Kunming. 
Kaiyuan City is home to three national minority groups, the Hani, Yi and Hui, 
which together make up almost half of the population. There has been a mosque 
in Kaiyuan City at least since the Qing period. In 1979 the provincial government 
authorized the mosque to open a school for Hui students. It grew over time, both 
in enrollments and purpose, and in 1999 the government approved the change of 
name of the school to the “Kaiyuan Institute of Arabic Studies.”23 The reasons for 
that change, and the current direction of this school all show the impact of global-
ization on this local institution.

Kaiyuan institute oF arabiC studies

 This institute evolved out of the former local mosque school in 1999 under the 
direction of Mr. Ma Ligu, a local Hui man who had studied at the Imam University 
in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia and had obtained his MA in Arabic Literature at Jinnah 
University in Pakistan before returning to Kaiyuan. This kind of international 
training would not have been possible before, and it is clear that Mr. Ma had grand 
ambitions for this school. Now-President Ma has recruited several teachers for this 
institute from the Islamic “heartland,” including a person with a BA from Saudi 
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Arabia and MA from Pakistan, another teacher who graduated from an education-
al institute in Pakistan, and three teachers with degrees from Syrian universities.

 In 2002 the Institute added a large building of 2000 square meters that in-
cluded eight classrooms, an assembly hall, gymnasium, and other facilities to 
accommodate their growing student body. A year later they boasted an enrollment 
of over 120 students from all around China. Their website, in Chinese and Eng-
lish, boasts a modern curriculum that enables students to “catch up with the rapid 
growth of the present information era.”24 Their curriculum includes the following 
required and elective courses:

1. Compulsory courses: 
    Arabic: Basic Arabic (Volumes 1-4) compiled by the Arabic department of Beijing  
 Foreign Studies University. 
    Arabic grammar, rhetoric, translation.  
    Practical spoken Arabic. 
    Newspaper and magazine reading. 
    Business Arabic, etc. 
    Religion: the Holy Koran, the Hadith, the Islamic creed, Islamic law, Islamic ethics  
    Chinese: Modern Chinese , literary selections from classical Chinese  literature, etc. 
    History: Chinese history, Arabic history, Islamic history. 
    Social science:  Politics, common knowledge of law, etc.

2. Elective / Additional courses: 
  English and Computer.

 The Kaiyuan Arabic Institute also prides itself on its outreach activities. In ad-
dition to its website, they publish a regular newspaper called Islamic Garden, now 
over 27 issues and available, apparently, throughout China by regular post in hard 
copy with a reported readership of 13,500 (curiously, not available in electronic 
form from their website). Their website also boasts that theirs is the only campus 
website of any Islamic school in China, and they clearly take pride in attracting 
domestic and international students and scholars. The Institute’s mission to explic-
itly dedicated to educating a new generation of Muslim leaders across China. They 
will allow any Muslim, male or female, to enroll who meet certain criteria: (1) they 
must be secondary school graduates or those with an equivalent educational level, 
(2) they must be in good health and exhibit good behavior, and (3) age between 
18-25. Their website also situates this school within the framework of and new 
nationalism in China.

"The aim of the institute is to cultivate talented people, for the national economic de-
velopment and the improvement of the quality of the nations, for adapting to the needs 
of  reform and opening up and the needs of exploring the great northwestern China, 
for promoting peace and unity and for building a civilized society; by further adapting 
itself to the needs of social development and insisting on the principle of that the educa-
tion should serve  the country for its construction and make benefits for  Muslims.

With the help of Allah, with the generous support of the local Muslims, and with the 
continuing efforts of the institute, Kaiyuan institute of Arabic has made progress in all 
respects. Particularly, the system of post responsibility set up between the institute and 
the Mosque committee, has made things done and responsibilities taken accordingly, 
and has got all things running on the right tracks with a favorable circle.

Since the founding of the institute, nearly 4 years (sic) time, the institute has introduced 
and sent 17 students abroad: 3 to Saudi Arabia,1 to Yemen, 5 to Syria, 5 to Pakistan, 2 to 
Iran and 1 to Thailand.
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Kaiyuan institute of Arabic will commit and dedicate itself with sincerity to the educa-
tional undertakings of the Chinese Muslim community." 25

 It is clear that the Hui community of Kaiyuan City has realized the potential 
offered by the internet to establish their identity as normative citizens of the nation 
who are serving national interests by promoting this specific religious education. 
The Hui students that graduate from this institute will be harbingers of local, 
regional and national development, as well as productive Muslims who will build 
and strengthen that particular community. This is an especially important message 
to convey in China since Islam has, according to many Hui, been unfairly painted 
as an extremist religion by a few but active Uyghur separatists in Xinjiang. It is 
also noteworthy that this Institute has sent its students to several countries in the 
Muslim world to study! These students are presumably meant to return to China 
where they will take up teaching or religious positions in Chinese Muslim commu-
nities and mosques. This program of foreign study, and the successful recruitment 
of teachers from abroad, indicate that the Kaiyuan Hui community are thinking 
and acting in global terms, creating specific linkages to their brethren in other parts 
of the Islamic world! These actions, and the fact that the Institute maintains its 
website in English and Chinese, also probably indicate the interest of the Kaiyuan 
Hui to make sure that China is part of that same Islamic world. Finally, if we adopt 
a more cynical view, we might conclude that the Kaiyuan Institute’s ability to 
internationalize in these ways are allowed by the state because they accord with 
China’s growing interests to promote good relations with the various states in the 
wider Islamic world for national security and energy reasons.

conclusIon

 It is clear that globalization has substantially increased the range of choices 
for the Chinese Muslims in Yunnan. There are undoubtedly specific architectural 
styles that represent modern Islam that have been adopted into new mosques here. 
Whether those styles are really part of a larger objective “global Islamic” style 
rather than how modern “Islamic” style is imagined by the Yunnan Hui is another 
question, one this paper cannot address. In any event, these new mosques are huge 
departures from the traditional Sino-Islamic mosque.

 What is equally clear from the examples of the new mosques in Kunming, 
Dali, Nagu and Yao’an, is that the Hui in those communities are lively, well orga-
nized and upwardly mobile people who want to be seen as normative citizens of 
the modern nation and who have not rejected their own national and local identi-
ties in their quest to have their religious identity recognized. The old imperial-era 
mosques are well maintained and still provide a full range of services for their 
communities, from worship to education to housing. At the same time, they pro-
claim the historicity of the Hui as part of the Chinese imperial ecumene.

 The new mosques that have been constructed in these same communities 
perform different, complementary functions to their imperial counterparts. These 
buildings are bold statements of the health and wealth of the Hui communities 
that do not diminish their historic continuity but symbolize their ongoing vitality 
or centrality to the “new” China that is emerging from the Mao era to become a 
regional and world power. That 21st Century identity has not, however, eliminated 
the Chinese stamp. In fact, local or national culture is resilient, and absorbs sup-
posedly global forms into its own modern expression.
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 The Arabic Studies Institute website provides us with yet further evidence of 
the impact of globalization on the Yunnan Hui. The Kaiyuan Arabic Studies Insti-
tute has embraced the internet and global exchanges of people as a way to expand 
their teaching mission. It is interesting to note the resilience of the local community 
in this enterprise; the Institute is clearly an outgrowth of the mosque and religious 
community in this rather small provincial town which is not on any main route or 
tourist map. The website’s description of the program’s goals and curriculum and 
photos make it clear that this is a modern school intent on being part of a national 
agenda of development and opening to the rest of the world, but one that is clearly 
situated in central Yunnan Province. Students come there from other parts of Chi-
na, and some go abroad to study in other centers of Islamic learning. Faculty come 
from local and international destinations, and the image imparted by the website is 
of a unique center of Islamic learning growing in this far southwestern province of 
China.

 What world or worlds do these communities--with their old and new mosques 
and their energetic schools--envision inhabiting, and how has globalization affected 
the practice and status of Islam in Yunnan? These Hui clearly have a long history 
of existing in their local communities, a fact that is celebrated by the numerous 
restored and fully functioning old mosques around the province. But they are also 
not being left behind in the development frenzy that is currently consuming the 
Chinese landscape, and which is part of a wave of urban development going on 
around China. Their new mosques are nothing if not modern buildings that use 
an eclectic palate of Chinese modern and Islamic styles and building techniques. 
The Hui are no longer content to remain as just another part of the undifferentiated 
religious landscape of China, as they were in imperial times, when notable attempts 
to sinicize Islam were undertaken by Hui literati. In this post-Mao era they are free 
to assert their identity as Muslims who are also citizens of a strong state. The ideas, 
forces and technologies that we see as part of a homogenizing globalization are 
actually being used to reinvigorate these Hui as proud citizens of their local towns, 
province, and nation who are also simultaneously citizens of a world community of 
Muslims. As Fulong Wu has already argued, it is China’s new urbanism that makes 
possible the specific materializations of globalization that we see in these examples 
of mosque complexes in Yunnan.26 And ultimately, these manifestations of global-
ization are always due to and found in specific actions taken in specific locations.
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