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The Other Within
Stigmatization and Marginalization of  

Hui Muslims in the Novel Musilin de Zangli  
(Muslim Funeral)

ABSTRACT

This article offers a case study of the protagonist of the novel Musilin 
de zangli by Huo Da, as a representation of the stigmatization and 
marginalization of the Hui Muslim community in Beijing in the early 
1960s. Drawing on this portrayal, the novel’s subliminal and allegorical 
dimensions, and an examination of the mechanisms of “domestic othering” 
operative in Maoist China, the study discusses how the text advances a 
veiled critique of the abuses and excesses experienced by this community 
in the period leading up to, and including, the Cultural Revolution.  
By situating the text within its broader sociocultural and historical 
context, as well as through the use of thematic analysis, close reading, 
and allegoresis, this paper sheds light on a facet that has, up to the present, 
remained unexplored in academic research.
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This article examines how the novel Musilin de zangli 穆斯林的葬礼 
(Muslim funeral),1 by the Hui Muslim author Huo Da 霍达 (1945–), 

portrays the stigmatization and marginalization of Hui Muslims in 
Beijing during the early 1960s. By analyzing the narrative techniques that 
structure these dynamics, the study seeks to deepen understanding of the 
novel’s representation of both Hui Muslims and the broader sociopolitical 
pressures shaping their religious and cultural identity. In addition, it 
introduces textual insights that can further substantiate debates advanced 
by scholars such as David Der-wei Wang 王德威, Howard Y. F. Choy  
蔡元丰 and Yibing Huang 黄亦兵 regarding how the dominant 
representation of modern China has been challenged by contemporary 
Sinophone fiction.2 
	 A clarification is in order, however: Huo Da’s narrative perspective 
is characterized by a pronounced degree of subjectivity, allowing the 
coexistence of both patriotic and critical views toward the sociocultural 
realities of Republican and Maoist China.3 Similarly, the novel conveys an 

1 All translations into English are mine unless otherwise stated. Due to the flexibility of Chinese 
language, the term “Musilin de zangli” 穆斯林的葬礼 admits multiple translations: “Muslim funeral,” 
“funeral of Muslims,” and “Muslims’ funeral,” along with corresponding variants employing the 
definite article and the plural form “funerals.” I decided to adopt the more neutral and comprehensive 
rendering “Muslim funeral.” However, the alternative “the Muslims’ funeral,” interpreted in a 
figurative sense, strongly resonates with the allegorical and subliminal dimensions under analysis 
and should therefore be taken into consideration, as part of the semantic ambiguity of the original 
title. The renderings “funeral of a Muslim” and “a Muslim funeral,” occasionally found in Anglophone 
scholarship, are slightly awkward and misrepresent the narrative, which presents detailed, full-length 
accounts of two funerals—those of Liang Yiqing and Han Xinyue—while also presenting a brief 
account of Aunt’s funeral. An abridged English translation of the novel was published under the title 
The Jade King: History of a Chinese Muslim Family (1992).

2 See David Der-wei Wang’s Kewei de Xiangxiangli: Dangdai Xiaoshuo 31 Jia 可畏的想像力: 當代小說31家 
[The fearful imagination: 31 contemporary fiction writers] (2023), Why Fiction Matters in Contemporary 
China (2020), The Monster That Is History: History, Violence, and Fictional Writing in Twentieth-Century 
China (2004), Howard Y. F. Choy’s Remapping the Past: Fictions of History in Deng’s China, 1979-1997 (2008), 
and Yibing Huang’s Contemporary Chinese Literature: From the Cultural Revolution to the Future (2007).

3 It would therefore be erroneous to conclude, based on the passages examined here, that the author 
advances a wholesale critique of Maoist China.
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affirmative stance toward Hui culture and Islam while, at times, offering 
pointed critiques of specific customs and practices4—a tension that Xu 
Qichao 徐其超 describes as Huo Da’s “dichotomous approach to Hui 
traditional culture.”5 Such ambivalence should be taken into account 
throughout the analysis that follows.

NARRATIVE AND HISTORICAL SCOPE

Published in 1988 and awarded the prestigious Mao Dun Literary Prize in 
1991, Musilin de zangli offers a comprehensive portrayal of the Hui6  Muslim 
community in twentieth-century Beijing, tracing four generations7 of a 
family linked to artisanal craftsmanship and the jade trade, from the early 
years of the Republican Era (1912–1949) to the Reform and Opening-Up 
period in the late 1970s. The narrative centers on its protagonist, Han 
Xinyue 韩新月, a talented young Muslim woman afflicted with a severe 

4 Ethnic endogamy and the general pattern of female subordination within the Hui community are 
cases in point.

5 Xu Qichao 徐其超, “Hui minzu xinling zhuzhao fanxing—Musilin de zangli jiazhi lun” 回民族心灵铸
造范型——穆斯林的葬礼》价值论 [A model of Hui spiritual formation: on the value of Musilin de zangli], 
Xinan minzu xueyuan xuebao: Zhexue shehui kexue ban 西南民族学院学报：哲学社会科学版 23, no. 9 (2002): 
32.

6 One of the ten Muslim ethnic groups in China. The Chinese character 回 (Hui), corresponding to 
this ethnic group’s designation, inadvertently echoes their status as “internal Others:” a square within 
another square. According to Hui scholar Gui Rong 桂榕, “from the perspective of the interaction 
between Muslims and the state power (the Chinese Confucian cultural tradition), the integration of 
Hui Muslims in the Chinese nation is of a much higher degree than the Uyghur. However, it should be 
noted that the relationship between Chinese Muslims and the state is a dynamic historical process.” 
Gui Rong, “Identity, Interaction and Islamic Practice: Hui Muslims in China,” in Hui Muslims in China, 
eds. Gui Rong, Hacer Zekiye Gönül, and Zhang Xiaoyan (Leuven University Press, 2016), 17. Gui Rong 
also reminds us that Hui people are not always practicing Muslims (ibid., 20). For a comprehensive 
account of the Hui ethnicity and the history of Islam in China, see Zhongguo Huihui Minzu Shi 中国回
回民族史, Hui Muslims in China, Chinese Islam: Models of Interaction with State and Society, and Muslim 
Chinese: Ethnic Nationalism in the People’s Republic.
  
7 The fourth generation, represented by Qingping and Jielü, is briefly depicted in the novel.
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cardiac condition, who is involved in an ill-fated interethnic romantic 
relationship. Through her story, the novel explores the tensions between 
Islamic identity and a Han-dominated social order, while also addressing 
the broader historical forces that shaped the Hui Muslim community 
across the period in question.
	 Given the novel’s considerable length (615 pages) and expansive 
temporal scope (encompassing multiple historical periods in China from 
1919 to 1979, marked by complex and often antagonistic sociopolitical 
backgrounds), this article adopts a circumscribed analytical approach. It 
concentrates primarily on the protagonist, Han Xinyue, during the years 
1960 to 1963, to which Huo Da devotes the greatest narrative attention. 
This temporal scope warrants an important qualification: although 
particularly pronounced during—and, in certain respects, distinctive 
of—Maoist China (1949–1976), the stigmatization and marginalization 
of Hui people are by no means confined to that historical period.8 More 
importantly, despite the critical perspective examined in this article, 
the stance of Huo Da may be characterized as conciliatory rather than 
divisive, as reflected in her own words: “Musilin de zangli portrays the 
collision and blending of Islamic and Chinese cultures—a process that is 
painful yet unavoidable. This is precisely how the history of the Chinese 
nation has evolved and progressed, independent of human will.”9

	 Several of the novel’s themes have been examined by existing 
Chinese scholarship, with emphasis on ethnological and religious aspects, 
the cultural frictions between the Han and the Hui, the tensions between 
tradition and modernity within a fast-changing society, and the tragic 

8 For instance, in the Qing Dynasty (1644–1911), state policies were implemented to oppress and even 
eliminate the Hui people. Gui, “Identity, Interaction and Islamic Practice,” 14.

9 Huo Da 霍达, Tianya juanke 天涯倦客 [A weary wanderer at the edge of the world] (Guangzhou 
chubanshe, 2001), 89; emphasis added.
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romantic entanglements among key characters.10 The present study 
neither seeks to revisit nor to dispute these established interpretations. 
Rather, it aims to demonstrate that such readings remain partial and 
incomplete insofar as they overlook some of the author’s allegorical and 
subliminal dimensions analyzed here—which, it is argued, are central 
to the novel—as well as the experience of being Hui in China during 
the period leading up to, and including, the Cultural Revolution (1966–
1976), a historical conjuncture marked by overwhelming ideological and 
sociocultural constraints that cannot be disregarded.11

DOMESTIC OTHERING IN MAOIST CHINA

In 1950, the newly established People’s Republic of China (PRC) launched 
the shehui lishi diaocha 社会历史调查 (social history investigations), a large-
scale ethnological initiative undertaken as part of the Soviet-inspired 
Ethnic Classification Project (minzu shibie 民族识别). These investigations 
sought to classify the various minzu 民族—here an abbreviation of shaoshu 
minzu 少数民族 (ethnic minorities)—in the national territory, mobilizing 

 
10 For this purpose, see “Musilin de zangli yu Yisilan wenhua tanjiu” 《穆斯林的葬礼》 与伊斯兰文化探究  
[A study of Islamic culture in Musilin de zangli], by Yue Ling 岳凌 and Wang Benchao 王本朝, “Chongtu: 
zongjiao, wenhua yiyuo wenming. Chongdu Musilin de zangli” 冲突: 宗教、文化抑或文明——重读《穆斯
林的葬礼》 [Conflict: religion, culture, or civilization? Rereading Musilin de zangli], by Li Xiaofeng 李晓
峰, and “Cong Musilin de zangli tanxi Yisilanjiao sangzang xisu” 从《穆斯林的葬礼》探析伊斯兰教丧葬习
俗 [An analysis of the Islamic funeral customs in Musilin de zangli], by Wang Binglei 王冰蕾.

11 Such contextualization is underpinned by Edward Said and Terry Eagleton’s view that the true 
meaning of literature is inextricably linked to the political and social context in which it is produced. 
Anouar Antara, “Edward Said y Terry Eagleton: hacia la politización de la teoría literária,” Impossibilia: 
Revista Internacional de Estudios Literarios, no. 15 (2018): 132. According to Tania Branigan, “it is 
impossible to understand China today without understanding the Cultural Revolution. Subtract it and 
the country makes no sense: it is Britain without its empire, the United States without the Civil War.” 
Tania Branigan, Red Memory: Living, Remembering and Forgetting China’s Cultural Revolution (Faber & 
Faber, 2023), 7.
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a large number of researchers across the country.12 Although framed 
in terms of ethnic equality and national unity, and ultimately enabling 
a range of institutional prerogatives, including the establishment of 
ethnic autonomous regions and differentiated educational systems,13 

the project also generated significant misrepresentations of the minzu. 
Efforts to map indigenous social categories—such as tribes, lineage 
branches, and clans—onto Stalin’s concept of the “nation,” alongside 
other contradictory factors, generated conceptual confusion among those 
being classified, as well as a degree of arbitrariness in the conclusions 
reached by the researchers.14 More importantly, these processes entailed 
forms of “domestic othering,” as evidenced by Chinese ethnologists Ma 
Rong 马戎 and Jian Zhixiang’s 菅志翔 research:
	

The consequences of the Ethnic Classification Project 
were that the “commonalities” (or shared characteristics) 
formed over thousands of years of interaction, exchange, and 
integration among China’s various peoples were neglected 
or downplayed. At the same time, researchers spared no effort 
to explore, accentuate and even “create” distinctive characteristics 
of each minority group.15

12 Ma Rong 马戎, “Zhongguo de minzu wenti yu 20 shiji 50 niandai de ‘minzu shibie’” 中国的民族问题
与20世纪50年代的“民族识别” [Ethnic issues and the “nationality recognition” campaign in China in the 
1950s], Xibei minzu yanjiu 西北民族研究 74, no. 3 (2012): 20; Thomas S. Mullaney, Coming to Terms with 
the Nation: Ethnic Classification in Modern China (University of California Press, 2011), 124.

13 Jian Zhixiang 菅志翔 and Ma Rong 马戎, “Wo guo minzu yanjiu de gainianshi shuli” 我国民族研究的
概念史梳理 [A conceptual history of ethnic studies in China], Minzu shehuixue yanjiu tongxun 民族社会学
研究通讯, no. 361 (2022): 8.

14 Ma, “Zhongguo de minzu wenti,” 18.

15 Jian and Ma, “Wo guo minzu yanjiu,” 9; emphasis added.
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	 This production of difference is further underpinned by Vanessa 
Frangville’s assertion that state campaigns to recognize the minzu have 
intensified the division between Han and non-Han Chinese.16 It also 
bears noting that this “representation of the other” echoes a similar 
tendency in the thought of the great ideological mentor of the Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP), Karl Marx: “Sie können sich nicht vertreten, 
sie müssen vertreten werden”17—“They cannot represent themselves; 
they must be represented.”18 This curious symmetry compels us to 
question the extent to which the othering dynamics in Maoist China 
were influenced by the highly successful importation of an European 
sociopolitical ideology such as Marxism, especially if we consider Edward 
Said’s claim that “Marx’s economic analyses are perfectly fitted thus to 
a standard Orientalist undertaking.”19 A similar question may be raised 
regarding Marxist philosopher Antonio Gramsci’s notion of “consensus,” 
since, in order to support the new ethno-identitarian classification, the 
Chinese state ensured that it obtained the consent of those so categorized 
through discussion (or debate) meetings with representatives of each 
ethnic group. Nonetheless, according to Thomas Mullaney, “it was the 
local party members, after all, who were engineering the sessions and 
deliberately congregating the specific ethnonymic groups they intended 

16 Vanessa Frangville, “‘Unity within Diversity’: The Chinese Communist Party’s Construction of the 
Chinese Nation,” in The Chinese Communist Party: A 100-Year Trajectory, eds. Jérôme Doyon, and Chloé 
Froissart (ANU Press, 2024), 357.

17 Karl Marx, Der Achtzehnte Brumaire des Louis Bonaparte (Otto Meissner, 1869), 89.

18 Selected by Edward Said as the epigraph to Orientalism (1978), this dictum has become canonical 
within Orientalism studies.
  
19 Edward W. Said, Orientalism (Vintage Books, 2003), 154. As a counterpoint, Ma Rong believes, 
among other Chinese scholars, that the Orientalism theoretical framework is difficult to reconcile with 
China’s historical and sociopolitical specificities. Ma, “Zhongguo de minzu wenti,” 15; Ming Dong Gu, 
Sinologism: An Alternative to Orientalism and Postcolonialism (Routledge, 2013), 2–3.
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to synthesize.”20 The results of these investigations were compiled in the 
Jianshi 简史 (Concise history) series and its dissemination to the general 
public was accomplished through print publications and audiovisual 
content—across the domains of arts, literature, popular culture, and public 
policy—that helped consolidate the identities of the newly recognized 
minzu in the Chinese popular imagination.21 
	 Yet, this ethnic celebration suffered a setback from 1957 onward 
with the Anti-Rightist Campaign, which implemented a series of measures 
that profoundly affected ethnic minorities and religious communities, 
and would later be acknowledged in official discourse as “leftist” errors  
(“左” 的错误).22 What is important to emphasize before proceeding is that, 
within a sociopolitical environment increasingly intolerant of religious 
expression and sociocultural diversity, Hui Muslims became one of the 
most vulnerable and marginalized segments of the population.23

20 Mullaney, Coming to Terms, 99–100.  

21 Mullaney, Coming to Terms, 124.
  
22 CCP’s Central Committee 中共中央. “Zhonggong Zhongyang yinfa ‘Guanyu woguo shehuizhuyi 
shiqi zongjiao wenti de jiben guandian he jiben zhengce’ de tongzhi” 中共中央印发《关于我国社会主
义时期宗教问题的基本观点和基本政策》的通知 [Notice of the CCP’s Central Committee on “The basic 
views and policies regarding religious issues in the socialist period”]. In Xin shiqi zongjiao gongzuo 
wenxian xuanbian 新时期宗教工作文献选编 [Selected documents on religious work in the new era], ed. 
Central Committee’s Documentation Research Office 中共中央文献研究室, and State Council’s Bureau 
of Religious Affairs 国务院宗教事务局 (Zongjiao wenhua chubanshe, 1995), 57.

23 Susan K. McCarthy, Communist Multiculturalism: Ethnic Revival in Southwest China (University 
of Washington Press, 2009), 137; Xu Yihua 徐以骅 and Liu Qian 刘骞, “Anquan yu Tongzhan: Xin 
Zhongguo zongjiao zhengce de shuangchong jiedu” 安全与统战: 新中国宗教政策的双重解读 [Security 
and the United Front: a dual interpretation of religious policies in New China], Shijie zongjiao yanjiu 世
界宗教研究, no. 6 (2011): 4; Gao Runxiang 高润祥, Lun woguo zongjiao zhengce de fazhan yanbian 论我国
宗教政策的发展演变 [The development and evolution of religious policies in China] (Master’s thesis, 
Southwest University 西南大学, 2007), 32–34.
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DOMESTIC OTHERING IN MUSILIN DE ZANGLI:  

A PERIPHERAL VOICE

Huo Da gives voice to an ethnic minority that has historically been 
marginalized and subjected to discrimination, challenging, from an 
internal vantage point, the prejudiced and othering discourses concerning 
the Hui community throughout the novel, thereby offering them a more 
nuanced and authentic portrayal. This is congruent with Yue Ling  
岳凌 and Wang Benchao’s 王本朝 observation that, by presenting Hui 
Islamic beliefs and ritual practices within everyday life, Musilin de zangli 
contributes significantly to a deeper understanding of Hui traditions, 
which are often poorly comprehended by other ethnic groups.24 

	 It is essential in the current analysis to outline the main 
characteristics that render the protagonist—Han Xinyue (1943–1963), 
possibly the author’s alter ego—an effective vehicle for the articulation 
of the themes under consideration. She belongs to the third generation 
of the family depicted in the novel and is presented as a Hui Muslim 
whose identity is profoundly shaped by Islamic culture and Western 
cultural influences; yet both are ultimately subject to stigmatization 
and exclusion within Maoist society. Two relevant aspects should be 
emphasized in this respect. First, the authorial voice in the novel tends 
to uphold a modern interpretation of Islam—inflected by Western-
derived values such as self-determination, individual freedom, and female 
emancipation—in contrast to more conservative understandings of the 
faith; these perspectives are presented in sustained tension throughout 
the narrative. Second, Xinyue’s engagement with the West exemplifies the 
complexity of being Sino-Muslim in the twentieth century, particularly 

24 Yue Ling 岳凌, and Wang Benchao 王本朝, “Musilin de zangli yu Yisilan wenhua tanjiu” 《穆斯林的葬
礼》与伊斯兰文化探究 [A study of Islamic culture in Musilin de zangli], Leshan shifan xueyuan xuebao  
乐山师范学院学报 30, no. 7 (2015): 20.
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in the major urban centers, where the Hui were more exposed to the 
intense process of Westernization/modernization set in motion by the May 
Fourth Movement (1919).25 This intricate reality is reflected in Xinyue’s 
own distinctiveness, namely in her birthplace (in 1943 London, during 
her parents’ exile amid the Japanese invasion, where she lived until the 
age of two26) and her command of the English language, which motivates 
her to pursue university-level studies in the field. It is also reflected in 
her engagement with Western literature and literary translation, and 
her adherence to ideals of freedom, equality, and female emancipation.
	 Moreover, it should be noted that the degree of assimilation 
of the Hui within Chinese urban society is itself highly significant, as 
illustrated by the narrator in Musilin de zangli:
	 Muslims in Beijing have long lived within a predominantly 

Han Chinese society. They speak Chinese, use Chinese 
characters, and even their clothing has come to differ little 
from that of the Han. Aside from celebrating their religious 
festivals, they have gradually ceased to remain indifferent to 
Han cultural celebrations, such as the Dragon Boat Festival 
and the Mid-Autumn Festival. The Spring Festival in particular 
has gradually become one of their own holidays. . . . However, 
Muslims celebrate it differently from the Han Chinese: they 
do not set off firecrackers, and they do not eat dumplings 
on New Year’s Day. Instead, they eat rice cakes and braised 
noodles, symbolizing “yearly advancement” and “longevity.” 

	

25 The Hui characters who most clearly display a Westernized outlook are Xinyue, her father, and her 
biological mother. Chen Shuyan, Xinyue’s friend and later sister-in-law, also reveals a similar view, 
albeit less emphatically.

26 However, due to the complexity of the family situation—her father was already married to her 
biological mother’s sister, who became Xinyue’s adoptive mother after she came to Beijing—both her 
birth and early life in London, as well as her mother’s true identity, are concealed from Xinyue for 
nearly her entire life.
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These practices have emerged within the difficult condition of 
gradually becoming Hanized yet at the same time fearing complete 
Hanization. They represent forms of self-adjustment and self-
restraint, and are not grounded in any religious doctrine.27

Within this broader framework, the stigmatization of the protagonist—
collectively extended to all Hui characters in the novel—is reinforced 
through a set of stereotypes ascribed to the Hui by the Han majority 
in the narrative: they tend to be perceived as inherently inferior, less 
intelligent, and in need of assistance and special treatment, as illustrated 
in the excerpts below. 
	 The first example concerns an ethno-exclusionary microaggression 
directed at Xinyue by one of her colleagues at Peking University, 
symptomatic of the systemic processes of “domestic othering” embedded 
in Chinese society.28 In this instance, the narrator conveys Xinyue’s 
troubled inner thoughts in the following terms:
	

Xie Qiusi changed into a new outfit, climbed down from her 
bunk, and muttered, “Hmph, your schoolwork is bad and 
all you do is eat. You’re not even as capable as the minority 
student.” . . . The arrogance in Xie Qiusi’s tone hadn’t just 
targeted Luo Xiuzhu, the “country girl”—it brushed against 
her too. “Not even as capable as the minority student.” What was 
she really implying? Anyone could tell that “the minority 
student” referred to Han Xinyue, because there was no other 
minority student in this class. On the surface, the remark 
belittled Luo Xiuzhu while praising Han Xinyue as more 

27 Hanization (汉化) refers to the process of cultural assimilation of Chinese ethnic minorities into 
the Han majority. Huo Da 霍达, Musilin de zangli 穆斯林的葬礼 [Muslim funeral] (Beijing shiyue wenyi 
chubanshe, 2022), 167; emphasis added.

28 Huo, Musilin de zangli (2022), 134, 147
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capable. But underneath, it suggested something entirely 
different: that for Luo Xiuzhu to fall behind her was somehow 
especially humiliating, as if Han Xinyue, by default, ought to 
rank lower. What kind of twisted logic was that?29

	
In another revealing episode, the narrator describes Xinyue’s frustration 
after she overhears a colleague insinuating, out of jealousy, that Professor 
Chu gave her the highest grade in class based on so-called “ethnic 
policies.” 
	 But what does “looking after ethnic minorities” actually 

mean? What does “paying attention to ethnic policies” mean? 
Was she born to be a weak person, eternally destined to a 
subordinate position, never able to surpass others? Are her 
personal achievements nothing more than the fruit of charity 
and pity from others?30

This allegation is unfounded, as she neither benefited from such policies 
nor lacked the merit to justify her achievement. It should also be noted 
that these policies—formulated to “develop the cause of socialist ethnic 
minority education”31 while also “playing a crucial role in mitigating 
social tensions and ensuring stable societal development”32—underwent 

29 Huo, Musilin de zangli (2022), 133–134.

30 Huo, Musilin de zangli (2022), 147; emphasis added.

31 Shu Song 舒松, “Xin Zhongguo fazhan shaoshu minzu jiaoyu de zhengce huigu” 新中国发展少数民
族教育的政策回顾 [Policies on minority education development in New China], Minzu jiaoyu yanjiu 民
族教育研究 24, no. 2 (2013): 42.

32 Li Haifeng 李海峰, “Shaoshu minzu gaodeng jiaoyu zhaosheng zhengce de lishi yanjin” 少数民族
高等教育招生政策的历史演进 [The historical evolution of higher education admissions policies for 
Chinese ethnic minorities], Xueshu zhengming 学术争鸣, no. 32 (2016): 240.
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a series of setbacks and reversals between 1958 and 1966, before being 
severely disrupted during the Cultural Revolution.33 
	 Additional idées reçues portray the Hui as confined to small-scale 
commercial activities and lacking the qualifications and skills required 
for university education. This dynamic is effectively rendered through 
Xinyue’s introspective reflections, in which she comes to view herself 
as a representative figure for Chen Shuyan (a Hui friend who failed to 
gain university admission) and her own brother, Han Tianxing, who 
had discontinued his education several years earlier. This perception 
is articulated in the inaugural edition of the novel, following Xinyue’s 
reading of an emotionally charged letter from Chen Shuyan:
	 We Muslims have always been perceived as a community whose 

very survival relies upon small-scale trade. Very few of us 
manage to go to university or establish ourselves as scholars 
and academics. It seems that we are not up to the task, that we 
are not worthy of aspiring to such things. Let this prejudice 
be relegated to the pages of history!34   

This passage vividly conveys a sense of stigmatization from a first-person 
perspective. However, between the first edition (1988) and the 2022 edition, 
its original explicitness and present-tense framing were removed35—a 
change that may suggest an attempt to confine such prejudices exclusively 
to a pre-socialist past. Moreover, the broader and potentially sensitive 
expression “we Muslims,” encompassing all Muslim ethnic minorities 
in China, was also removed:

33 Li, “Shaoshu minzu gaodeng jiaoyu zhaosheng zhengce de lishi yanjin” 少数民族高等教育招生政
策的历史演进 [The historical evolution of higher education admissions policies for Chinese ethnic 
minorities], 240.

34 Huo Da 霍达, Musilin de zangli 穆斯林的葬礼 [Muslim funeral] (Beijing shiyue wenyi chubanshe, 
1988), 162; emphasis added.

35 In the September 2015 edition issued by the same publisher, the passage remains consistent with the 
first edition, suggesting that the alteration is relatively recent.
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In the past, we, the Hui, were sometimes perceived as a community 
whose very survival relied upon small-scale trade. Very 
few among us managed to attend university or establish 
themselves as scholars and academics. It seemed that we 
were not up to the task, that we were not worthy of aspiring 
to such things. Let this prejudice be relegated to the pages 
of history!36 

	 Whether voluntary or not, this discursive restraint may be 
attributed to the enduring sensitivity surrounding the marginalization 
of Hui Muslims during the period in question—further heightened by 
restrictions on their religious practices—particularly in light of the 
longstanding importance accorded to interethnic unity in the PRC. 
This apparent act of historical revision is not an isolated instance in the 
latter edition. A previously cited passage was similarly altered, diverging 
substantially from Huo Da’s original version, as reproduced below:
	 The arrogance in Xie Qiusi’s tone hadn’t just targeted Luo 

Xiuzhu, the “country girl”—it brushed against her too. “Not 
even as capable as the minority student.” As if minorities were 
supposed to be dumb and stupid, and she, Han Xinyue, was just 
some accidental exception. On the surface it sounded like 
praise, but underneath it belittled her entire ethnic background. 
Xinyue knew exactly what that meant. Muslims who had long 
lived among the Han majority were especially sensitive to such 
slights. That is precisely why the relatively few Muslim scholars, 
writers, and actors avoid identifying themselves as Hui. They 
don’t want people to say, “Oh, a minority? That mustn’t be easy!” 
or, “Perhaps it’s because they are a minority that…” They want 
to rely on their own real talent and learning, to compete on 
equal footing with people of any ethnicity, rather than be 

36 Huo, Musilin de zangli (2022), 130; emphasis added.
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seen first as “the weak” and be given concessions or special care. 
. . . [Xinyue’s words of encouragement to Luo Xiuzhu:] “No 
one, no matter where they’re from or what group they belong 
to, is born inferior. And no one should ever look down on 
themselves. People already see Hui people as pitiful enough, as 
if being few in number meant being less intelligent than everyone 
else.”37 

EROSION OF THE PROTAGONIST’S CULTURAL IDENTITY  
AND INDIVIDUAL AGENCY

Tensions Within Chinese Society and the Hui Community

During the historical period under analyses (1960–1963), the Chinese 
state implemented a series of political campaigns and policy initiatives 
aimed at consolidating ideological alignment and a unified national 
identity. Against this backdrop, the protagonist’s cultural identity and 
individual agency appear to become progressively circumscribed. Apart 
from being compelled to conceal her religious faith, Xinyue’s immersion in 
intensive ideological indoctrination takes on special significance, leaving 
her somewhat adrift in a “society where revolutionary collectivism has 
subjugated people’s lives, leaving no room for individualistic idealism.”38 

37 Huo, Musilin de zangli (1988), 166–167; emphasis added.

38 Hua Li, Contemporary Chinese Fiction by Su Tong and Yu Hua: Coming of Age in Troubled Times (Brill, 
2011), 76. Xinyue’s “individualistic idealism” is reflected, for instance, in her defining passion for 
Western literature. Although not explicitly articulated in the novel, the historical antagonism toward 
Western literature (and, more broadly, Western culture) during this period is clearly evoked through 
the Peking University theatrical production of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, in which Xinyue was originally 
cast in a leading role alongside Professor Chu: several months after its cancellation due to Xinyue’s 
cardiac condition, the mother of Zheng Xiaojing (a former colleague of Xinyue and the production’s 
director) expressed relief in revealing terms, noting that staging such a play at the current historical 



FLÁVIO FRAGA DA SILVA  The Other Within

54

This intricate set of dynamics is clearly exposed in the following passage:
	 Xinyue’s heart seemed to plummet from midair. She was 

stunned, dazed, utterly at a loss. The intensity of her love 
had made her forget that Chu Yanchao was a different kind of 
person, and that they belonged to two worlds that could not be 
bridged. Had she really forgotten that she was Hui? Of course 
not. Yet, for a nineteen-year-old girl who had spent most of 
her life at school, receiving the same education as all her 
classmates, under the principles of Marxism-Leninism and Mao 
Zedong thought, there was no room for anyone to dare to declare 
another faith, even if no one said it was illegal. Apart from 
dietary habits [halal], she herself did not feel much difference 
from her classmates, except when someone, in a tone of disdain, 
referred to her as a member of an ethnic minority, making her feel 
the loneliness and oppression of being a “minority.”39

	

	 This account can be fully understood only when situated within its 
proper historical context. During the Anti-Rightist Campaign (1957–1958), 
the Great Leap Forward (1958–1960) and ensuing years, the Chinese state 
increasingly reframed religion as an issue of political and national security, 
implementing coercive measures that led to the systematic curtailment 
of religious freedom, the widespread suspension of religious activities, 

moment—the 1962 May Fourth anniversary—would have given rise to “ideological problems” (方向问
题). This remark left Zheng Xiaojing “with a lingering sense of fear, as Hamlet and the ideological and 
political work she routinely undertook were indeed difficult to reconcile.” Huo, Musilin de zangli (2022), 
274, 471. Ming Dong Gu 顾明栋 reminds us that, “in mainland China, in the 30 years from 1950 to 1979, 
Western-produced knowledge, with the exception of Marxism, was subjected to increasingly relentless 
criticism until, during the Cultural Revolution, practically all Western knowledge came to be regarded 
as bourgeois stuff, inimical to the cause of proletarian revolution and China’s socialist construction. 
Works of Western thinkers from Plato and Aristotle to Malthus and Freud were consigned to the 
dustbin of history or even literally to fire and destruction.” Gu, Sinologism, 88. 

39 Huo, Musilin de zangli (2022), 492; emphasis added.
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and the forced closure, repurposing or destruction of numerous mosques, 
churches and monasteries, as well as the public criticism—and, in some 
cases, imprisonment—of religious figures;40 it was also during this 
period that the slogan “eliminate religion” (消灭宗教) became popular 
in China.41 Although occasional policy adjustments sought to rectify 
these “leftist deviations” and reassert the principle of religious tolerance, 
these efforts proved largely ineffective, thereby exposing dissonances 
between ideological orthodoxy and pragmatic governance within the 
socialist framework.42

	 Beyond this broader sociopolitical context, the protagonist’s 
individual agency is further circumscribed by internal dynamics within the 
Hui community itself, given that her reciprocated romantic relationship 
with the young Professor Chu (Chu Yanchao) is ultimately disapproved 
of by her family on account of his Han ethnicity. It should be noted, 
however, that their union is also condemned within the Maoist ideological 
framework, as evidenced by the harsh reprimand directed at Professor Chu 
by Zheng Xiaojing (a student who vehemently opposes their involvement): 
“Everyone has the right and the freedom to love. But there have to be 
principles. For young people, the priority should be commitment to the 
revolution, not wallowing in romance!”43 

40 Gao, Lun woguo zongjiao, 32–34, 50; Xu and Liu, “Anquan yu Tongzhan,” 4; CCP, “Zhonggong 
Zhongyang yinfa,” 57; Wu Jianwei 吴建伟, Zhongguo qingzhensi zonglan 中国清真寺综览 [A 
comprehensive survey of mosques in China] (Ningxia renmin chubanshe, 1995), 11; in this book, Wu 
documents the large-scale closure, repurposing or destruction of Chinese mosques in 1958, as well as 
during the Cultural Revolution.

41 Xu and Liu, “Anquan yu Tongzhan,” 4.

42 Xu and Liu, 4; Gao, Lun woguo zongjiao, 33.
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The Decline of Islam in Maoist China

This theme is effectively encapsulated in the novel’s evocative title and 
in the figure of the protagonist. More than a simple reflection of cross-
cultural identity, Xinyue, whose name (新月) means “crescent moon,”44—a 
clear allusion to Islamic culture45—is, I argue, the embodiment of Islam 
in Maoist China. Her silence regarding matters of faith,46 along with 
her minimal observance of religious practices,47 stigmatization, and 
cardiac illness (the figurative somatization of the underlying pressures at 
issue48) constitutes a compelling representation of the decline of Islam 

43 Huo, Musilin de zangli (2022), 335.

44 Although the term 新月 can also mean “new moon” (hence the rendering of the protagonist’s name 
as New Moon in the English translation of the novel), the most accurate translation is “crescent moon,” 
as Xinyue’s father chose that name because “a crescent moon in the sky was smiling at him” (“天上的一
弯新月正朝着他微笑”) at the time of her birth. The term “一弯新月” (a crescent moon) is unambiguous. 
Huo, Musilin de zangli (2022), 225.

45  Li, “Chongtu: zongjiao,” 136.

46 Xinyue’s religious faith is expressed through her inner monologue in the previously cited passage, 
“we Muslims have always been perceived as . . . .” Although this clear Muslim self-identification was  
removed in recent editions, her faith remains implicitly signaled through her affiliation and engagement 
with the Hui community, as supported by aforementioned excerpts as well as the following one: “Mrs. 
Han [Xinyue’s adoptive mother] composed herself and went on, ‘This simply isn’t going to work. You 
are separated from us by religious boundaries!’ Han Ziqi’s [Xinyue’s father] reverie was interrupted. He 
snapped back to reality, suddenly realizing that he had overlooked a crucial point: Chu Yanchao was not 
a Muslim. ‘Religion?’ Chu Yanchao was taken aback. ‘Xinyue . . . is religious too?’ ‘Of course she is,’  
Mrs. Han replied without hesitation. ‘When have we Hui people ever not been religious? We believe in 
Allah, whereas you Han people believe in Bodhisattvas.’” Huo, Musilin de zangli (2022), 478.

47 “For instance, apart from not wearing a hijab—a practice absent even among the novel’s most 
conservative Hui women—she does not attend mosque services, observe the five daily prayers, or fast.

48 Although Xinyue’s parents’ disapproval of her relationship with Chu Yanchao appears to exacerbate  
her cardiac condition, it is not its original cause, as the physician’s diagnosis predates their interference.  
Moreover, the diagnosis highlights the chronic and enduring nature of the illness: “Based on the 
symptoms, the patient’s [Xinyue] severe cardiac condition likely began developing long ago.” Huo, 
Musilin de zangli (2022), 222.
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in 1960s China. From this perspective, her ill-fated romantic relationship 
with Chu Yanchao may also be read as a metaphorical reflection of the 
tensions (and apparent irreconciliation) between Hui Muslim cultural 
identity and the Han-dominated society in that period. The allegorical 
value of Xinyue attains its culmination in her death in chapter fourteen,49  

whose suggestive title, 月落 (“the setting of the moon” or “the decline of 
the moon”) reinforces the symbolic resonance of her fate.
	 Yet, even when Huo Da ventures to disclose signs of the erosion 
affecting Islamic traditions, her discursive restraint remains consistent. 
For instance, faced with the impossibility of celebrating a traditional 
marriage between two Hui characters, the narrator comments laconically, 
without delving into compromising details: “However, China was already 
in the 1960s, and holding this event [marriage] according to the standards 
and traditions of yesteryear was no longer possible.”50 
	 Another veiled critique of Chinese society’s escalating antagonism 
toward both Hui Islamic identity and Western culture appears at the 
end of the novel. In stark contrast to the west-facing “sunny window”51  
(symbolizing the Western culture and Islam) in Xinyue’s bedroom, the 
east-facing window of the hospital room (representing both the radicalized 
sociopolitical environment of the period and, arguably, certain more 
conservative Hui conventions), where she ultimately dies, is associated 
with darkness. 
	 To better comprehend this analogy, it is necessary to understand the 
threefold allegorical division that unfolds throughout the novel: (1) between 
men and women (this division operates independently of the following 
two); (2) between the West and the East (the former encompassing both 

49 A number that, in China, is associated with “death” for phonetic reasons.

50 Huo, Musilin de zangli (2022), 303–304.

51 Huo, Musilin de zangli (2022), 443, 445.
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Western culture and Islam, generally represented as a source of erudition 
and enlightenment, and the latter figuratively associated with a certain 
degree of benightedness); and (3) between the world of the cultivated 
and that of the unenlightened. 
	 The case of Xinyue’s father, Han Ziqi, and her adoptive mother, 
Mrs. Han, is paradigmatic: the former, self-taught and erudite, sleeps, 
as does Xinyue, on the west wing of the house, more specifically in 
the library room—a symbolic locus of “culture”—whereas his wife, 
characterized as illiterate, ignorant and narrow-minded, occupies a 
bedroom on the east wing,52 as does their son, Han Tianxing, who left 
high school to become an industrial worker. Both the bedroom and the 
library room on the west wing are described as containing writing desks, 
numerous books, stationery items, photographs, and desk lamps; there 
is also mention of a lush and thriving plant, a gramophone, a dressing 
table and the mentioned sunny window. By contrast, the east-wing rooms 
completely lack these features and are characterized by more traditional 
furnishings, including lacquered furniture, a tea table, a clothes chest, 
and a kerosene lamp.53 

52 Huo, Musilin de zangli (2022), 41, 270, 284, 285. Despite her observance of daily prayers and fasting—
contrasting with Han Ziqi and Xinyue’s nonobservance—Mrs. Han fails to live by the standards of 
virtue, moral integrity and fellowship central to Islam teachings. Instead, she is depicted as a vicious, 
cruel and manipulative character, suggesting her estrangement from the correct path of Islam.

53 Han Ziqi’s move in his early forties from an east-wing bedroom—where his wife remains—to the 
west-wing library room symbolizes a transition from nescience to enlightenment and intellectual 
cultivation that defines his life trajectory. In 1966, at the outset of the Cultural Revolution, he and his 
family are compelled by officials from the Housing Management Office to move to the “south-facing 
rooms in the front courtyard.” His plea is ignored: “Please… I beg you, let me stay in the west-wing 
bedroom [to which he had moved after Xinyue’s death]. I… cannot bear to leave it.” As the books, 
writing desks, phonograph, plant and other belongings are unceremoniously flung into the courtyard, 
Han Ziqi, “weeping and crawling, struggles to salvage these cherished remnants, as though rescuing 
fragments of his own life.” This episode reinforces the “demise of the West” during the Cultural 
Revolution, a trope further heightened by Han Ziqi’s death during this period. In his final moments, 
lying in a south-facing room—physically and symbolically distanced from his cherished west-wing 
bedroom—he regrets not having fulfilled all his religious obligations during his lifetime, including 
the Hajj (pilgrimage to Mecca), and is burdened by guilt over his adultery and his failure to obtain 
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	 Within this framework, the questions Xinyue poses in her final 
moments in the hospital acquire further significance: “How come it’s 
not dawn yet? How come the sun hasn’t risen yet?” As soon as her sister-
in-law draws her attention to the break of dawn, “Xinyue stares intently 
toward the east” and asks, “How come I can’t see [the dawn]?” It is then 
revealed that she has lost her sight, and she dies seconds later.54 Thus, 
through a close reading, we are compelled to infer that the metaphorical 

“decline” and “darkness” surrounding the protagonist’s death can only be 
understood in light of the turbulent sociopolitical context in which the 
Hui community found itself immersed during that historical juncture, 
bearing in mind that “the campaigns of the Cultural Revolution were but 
the continuation of the late 1950s policies that discouraged expressions 
of Hui ethnoreligious identity.”55  
	 Yet, Huo Da conspicuously employs a prolepsis that virtually omits 
the entire Cultural Revolution—which began three years after Xinyue’s 
death—so that only after this social cataclysm do we learn that the Hui 
cemetery, located at the foot of the symbolically charged West Mountain 
(西山),56 where Xinyue was buried (with her face oriented westward, 

forgiveness from Xinyue’s biological mother. As with Xinyue, his death is associated with darkness: 
“The frail candlelight would accompany him on his last passage. His trembling hands gripped the 
candle tightly. Bearing repentance and regret, fear and hope, he shuddered as he advanced into the 
darkness…” Significantly, among the three characters who inhabited the west-wing rooms—Xinyue, 
her father and her biological mother, all portrayed as the novel’s most Occidentalized and intellectually 
cultivated Hui figures—only the latter survives beyond the 1960s. This outcome is symbolically 
consistent, as she had departed (for a second time) to the United Kingdom when Xinyue was still an 
infant, and returned to China only after the Cultural Revolution. Huo, Musilin de zhangli (2022), 40–41, 
284–285, 296, 443, 445, 463, 511, 568, 598–599, 610.

54 Huo, Musilin de zangli (2022), 571–573.

55 Dru C. Gladney. Muslim Chinese: Ethnic Nationalism in the People’s Republic (Harvard University Press, 
1996), 226. Gladney notes that the great repression of Hui culture and identity in urban areas took place 
between 1958 and 1978.

56 Huo, Musilin de zangli (2022), 584.
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toward Mecca), was utterly destroyed during that period. Once again, 
the narrator’s deliberate laconism is arresting: “This was once the Hui 
cemetery. A devastating human catastrophe did not spare even the dead. 
The graves and tombstones have vanished without a trace, leaving behind 
only this fertile land, which produces abundant fruit every year.”57  
	 Having then described how the souls of Muslim people blissfully 
partake in the heavenly paradise, the narrator adds a highly resonating 
remark: “There [in paradise], no vicious invectives or falsehoods can be 
heard, and they will never again suffer pain and calamity.”58 This invocation 
of the term “calamity,” following the depiction of the devastated cemetery, 
is far from incidental. Rather, it transforms the passage into a tacit 
homage to the Muslim victims of the Cultural Revolution—an effect 
further accentuated by the solemn silence evoked in the aforementioned 
prolepsis. Chu Yanchao’s subsequent imagined dialogue with Xinyue, 
while facing her vanished burial site, reinforces this call for critical 
reflection: “Professor Chu, why did Lu Xun write ‘Qisi’?”59 “Perhaps 
he sought to awaken those who are asleep in life…”60 By framing this 

57 Huo, Musilin de zangli (2022), 614; emphasis added.

58 Huo, Musilin de zangli (2022), 614; emphasis added. “在那⾥听不到恶⾔和谎话，他们永远不再遭受痛苦
和灾难.” Guan Yuehua translates this sentence as: “There they will never hear slander or lies and they 
are free forever from suffering and calamity.” Huo Da, The Jade King: History of a Chinese Muslim Family 
(Chinese Literature Press, 1992), 593.

59 In the novel, Chu Yanchao undertakes a translation project to render several of Lu Xun’s short 
stories into English, including “Qisi” 起死 [Resurrection], with the assistance of Xinyue. The project, 
however, is ultimately canceled by the publishing house as a result of political and institutional 
interference, presumably arising from suspicions that Chu’s father was a counterrevolutionary. 
Published in 1934, Lu Xun’s “Qisi” is a satire about the incompatibility between abstract philosophy 
and lived experience, which conveyed, at the time, a sense of disillusionment toward the disconnection 
of Chinese modern society from worldly affairs.

60 Huo, Musilin de zangli (2022), 614.
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allusion to Lu Xun’s well-known allegory of the “iron house”61 in the 
devastated cemetery, Huo Da appears to advance one of her boldest 
rhetorical devices: she suggests that the spiritually suffocating society 
represented in the “iron house”—which Mao had so forcefully sought 
to dismantle—had somehow reemerged to haunt Chinese society once 
again.62 
	 In the absence of any clarification regarding the “human 
catastrophe” that caused the cemetery’s desecration and obliteration, 
the text invites the reader to infer its occurrence within the context of 
the “Destroy the Four Olds” Campaign 破四旧运动.63 

61 This allegory portrays a windowless, virtually indestructible iron house—representing the 
oppressive ethos of Chinese traditional society—filled with many people fast asleep inside, who will 
soon suffocate to death. It raises a moral dilemma regarding whether it is preferable to let them die in 
unconscious ignorance or to awaken a few of them, knowing that they have nearly no chance of escape 
and are almost certain to face an agonizing death. Ultimately, it underlines that awareness, despite its 
attendant risks, is a necessary condition for maintaining hope of escaping a ruthless reality. Lu Xun 鲁
迅, Nahan 呐喊 [Call to Arms] (Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 2011), 4–5 (author’s preface 自序).

62 Certain more conservative Hui practices may indeed be viewed as coexisting with the oppressive 
sociocultural dynamics under consideration. However, given the symbolic setting where Chu Yanchao 
is standing, Huo Da appears to put the accent on the ultra-leftist upheavals of the preceding years. To 
contend otherwise appears untenable, as it would imply that the author, herself a Hui Muslim, endorses 
the notion that the Cultural Revolution was beneficial in eradicating traces of Hui cultural identity.

63 As part of the Cultural Revolution, this campaign was particularly destructive between 1966 and 
1969.
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	 Figure 1. “Smash the old world, forge a new one”  
	 打碎旧世界, 创立新世界 
	 Central Academy of Fine Arts Blockprint combat group  
	 中央美术学院版画战斗组, 1967

	 Figure 1 shows a propaganda poster from the “Destroy the Four 
Olds” campaign, launched in 1966. The caption reads the famous slogan 
“Smash the old world, forge a new one.” Note that under the left foot—
which represents communism (hence taking the lead)—of the Red Guard, 
we see a representation of Jesus crucified and a statue of Buddha about 
to be pulverized by the revolutionary hammer, illustrating the systematic 
hostility toward religions during the Cultural Revolution. This imagery 
reflects the broader climate that aggravated the abuses experienced by 
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the Hui community under conditions of radical ideological mobilization 
(later emphatically repudiated by the Chinese state64). In addition to 
the ongoing destruction or repurposing of mosques (many of which 
were converted into barns, theaters, factories, and even pigsties), the 
burning of Korans, the confiscation of Wakf lands, and the desecration 
of graves, Muslim religious practices were prohibited and labeled 
counterrevolutionary. Many Hui individuals were persecuted, coerced 

to consume pork, subjected to struggle sessions, publicly paraded, and 
physically abused65—some lost their lives66—at a time when ultra-leftists 

64 The CCP has largely ascribed responsibility for the repression, violence and excesses perpetrated 
against religious communities to Lin Biao 林彪, the Gang of Four 四人帮 and their followers, who, 
according to official accounts, “exploited ‘leftist’ errors for ulterior motives.” CCP, “Zhonggong 
Zhongyang yinfa,” 57–58.

65 Wang Mingyuan 王明远, “Hu Yaobang zhuzheng shiqi de minzu zhengce” 胡耀邦主政时期的民族
政策 [Ethnic policies during the Hu Yaobang administration], Guanlan xueshe guancha baogao 观澜学社
观察报告, no. 9 (2015): 4–6, 13; Xu and Liu, “Anquan yu Tongzhan,” 4; Gao, Lun woguo zongjiao, 33–36, 
50; Wu, Zhongguo qingzhensi zonglan, 11; Sun Yanfei 孙砚菲, “Qiannian weiyou zhi bianju: Zhongguo 
zongjiao shengtai geju bianqian” 千年未有之变局: 中国宗教生态格局变迁 [A once-in-a-millennium 
shift: the changing landscape of religion in China], Minzu shehuixue yanjiu tongxun 民族社会学研究
通讯, no. 351 (2022): 43–44; Zhou Ziren 周孜仁, “Wenge jiti tusha shuyao” 文革集体屠杀述要 [A brief 
account of collective killings during the Cultural Revolution], in Zhonghua Xueren Wenge Lunwenji 中华
学人文革论文集 (一): 文献与综述 [Essays by Chinese Scholars on the Cultural Revolution (1): Literature 
and Review], ed. Qi Zhi 启之 (Meiguo huayi chubanshe, 2019), 271–272; CCP, “Zhonggong Zhongyang 
yinfa,” 58; Elizabeth Allès, “Minority Nationalities in China: Internal Orientalism,” in After Orientalism: 
Critical Perspectives on Western Agency and Eastern Re-appropriations, vol. 2, ed. by François Pouillon, and 
Jean-Claude Vatin (Brill, 2015), 137; Raphael Israeli, “Islam in China,” Politics and Religion Journal 6, no. 
2 (2012): 261; Xian Wang, “Justice for Whom? Redressing the ‘1975 Shadian Incident’ in the Post-Mao 
Era, 1978–2019,” Modern China 49, no. 1 (2023): 97–98, 113; McCarthy, Communist Multiculturalism, 137, 
141; Gladney, Muslim Chinese, 138, 161, 288.

66 The Shadian Incident (1975) in Yunnan Province stands as one of the most tragic episodes of the 
period. It culminated in the killing of approximately 1,600 Hui Muslims, in Shadian 沙甸 (comprising 
around 886 fatalities alone) and neighboring Muslim villages, by the People’s Liberation Army, 
following escalating tensions associated with Hui protests advocating for religious freedom and the 
reopening of local mosques. In February 1979, Chinese authorities attributed responsibility for the 
incident to Tan Furen 谭甫仁 and Zhou Xing 周兴, former chairmen of the Yunnan Revolutionary 
Committee, and efforts were made to redress it, including the reconstruction of the village, the 
establishment of new mosques in the area, and the provision of financial compensation to victims. 
However, these initiatives proved insufficient to mitigate the indignation of the Muslim villagers and 
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regarded minority culture as “one of the many facets of ‘traditional’ and 
‘feudal’ China in need of destruction and erasure.”67 The repression of 
Islam and other religions was so extensive that many came to believe 
they had been successfully eradicated from Chinese territory.68 
	 Only against this backdrop does it become possible to apprehend, 
in its full scope, the subliminal pathos of the novel and its references to 
the othering process, the marginalization of the Muslim Hui community—
aggravated by the deprivation of their culture and religion, and the abuses 
to which they were subjected—as well as the symbolic relevance of the 
protagonist and the “Muslim funeral”69 trope: the indelible testimony 
of an Islamic people who endured the near-effacement of their cultural 
and religious identity.

CONCLUSION

This article offers a nuanced account of the specific ways in which 
the stigmatization and marginalization experienced by the Muslim 
Hui community in early 1960s Beijing are represented in Musilin de 
zangli. It further situates these representations within the broader 
historical dynamics of domestic othering in Maoist society, which may 
be understood as unfolding in two distinct phases: the first encompasses 
the Ethnic Classification Project of the 1950s, along with the associated 

frictions persisted in the ensuing years. Wang, “Justice for Whom?,” 94–121; Gladney, Muslim Chinese, 
137–140; Wang, “Hu Yaobang,” 6; Yang Jisheng 楊繼繩, Tiandi fanfu: Zhongguo Wenhua Dageming shi  
(xia pian) 天地翻覆: 中國文化大革命史（下篇） [Radical upheaval: history of the Chinese Cultural 
Revolution], vol. 2 (Tiandi tushu youxian gongsi, 2016), 682–683; Zhou, “Wenge jiti tusha shuyao,” 
271–274.

67 Mullaney, Coming to Terms, 125.

68 Max Deeg, “Religion in China: Introduction,” in Religion in China: Major Concepts and Minority 
Positions, eds. Max Deeg and Bernhard Scheid (Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der 
Wissenschaften, 2015), 1.

69 In this context, the alternative translation of the novel’s title, The Muslims’ funeral, merits 
consideration for its symbolic significance.
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“production of knowledge” and its subsequent dissemination, while the 
second pertains to the period marked by the increasing marginalization 
and repression of Hui Muslim cultural and religious expressions—
spanning roughly from the Anti-Rightist Campaign to the end of the 
Cultural Revolution.
	 Huo Da’s engagement with these underlying dynamics is 
characterized by a certain degree of restraint and a veiled mode of 
expression, presumably justified by the sensitivity of the issues addressed. 
The conspicuous prolepsis through which she virtually omits the entire 
Cultural Revolution—a period marked by the most severe abuses against 
the Hui in Maoist China—appears to exemplify this discretion. Through 
a careful thematic and textual analysis of selected passages, supported 
by the application of allegoresis, this article ultimately brings to light 
the author’s profound critique of the antagonism experienced by the Hui 
community in the period leading up to, and encompassing, the Cultural 
Revolution. It also foregrounds the centrality of Xinyue (Crescent Moon)—
the embodiment of Islam in Maoist China—whose death, along with the 
“Muslim funeral” trope, functions as a figurative representation of the 
erosion and decline of Islam in China during that period.
	 In closing, this study seeks to illuminate that the central themes 
of Musilin de zangli remain profoundly relevant today, not only due to 
the historical proximity and enduring legacy of the early and volatile 
decades of the PRC, but also because, “to this day, Chinese Muslims still 
grapple with the challenges of discerning the core tenets of Islam worth 
preserving and the cultural practices that can be adapted or changed 
while overcoming stereotypes, hardships, and oppressions in dealing 
with the dominating force of Chinese society.”70

70 Nasr M. Arif and Shaojin Chai, “Introduction,” in Chinese Islam: Models of Interaction with State 
and Society, eds. Nasr M. Arif and Shaojin Chai (Routledge, 2024), 14. The recently enacted Law on 
Promoting Ethnic Unity and Progress (set to take effect on 1 July 2026) may arguably be regarded as one 
such challenge, as it includes, among other provisions, a call for the “transformation of social customs” 
(移风易俗) with the aim of promoting common prosperity and the development of all ethnic groups.
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