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​Chapter 1: The World the Qing Made

[image: ]


In the spring of 1793, a British diplomatic mission led by Lord Macartney arrived at the court of the Qianlong Emperor bearing gifts: telescopes, chronometers, a planetarium, a hot-air balloon, and several models of the Royal Navy's most advanced warships. The mission's purpose was to open formal diplomatic relations between Britain and China and to negotiate trading rights beyond the single licensed port at Canton. The Qianlong Emperor received the mission at his summer palace at Chengde, in the forested hills north of Beijing, and dismissed it with a degree of polite contempt that has since become one of history's most quoted acts of imperial self-confidence. China, the emperor's response made clear, possessed everything within its own borders. It had no need of Britain's goods, its technology, or its diplomatic recognition. The empire was sufficient unto itself.

What is often missed in the retelling of this encounter is where Chengde was, and what that location signified. The Qianlong Emperor did not receive Macartney in Beijing, the dynastic capital of Chinese civilization, surrounded by the apparatus of Confucian court ritual. He received him in a hunting palace on the Mongolian steppe, a landscape of grassland and pine forest utterly unlike the paddy fields and walled cities of China proper. Chengde had been constructed precisely for encounters like this: it was a court designed to speak simultaneously in multiple imperial languages. Its grounds contained a replica of the Potala Palace of Lhasa, built to receive Tibetan lamas. Its open spaces were designed for the display of Mongolian martial culture that the Manchu emperors shared with their steppe allies. The architecture of Chengde was the architecture of an empire that governed not one people but many — that held together an extraordinary diversity of cultures, languages, and faiths through a governing philosophy sophisticated enough to present different faces to different audiences without losing its own coherence.

This was the world the Qing had made. And understanding it — understanding its achievement, its logic, and ultimately its fragility — is the indispensable foundation for comprehending the catastrophe that would unfold in its northwestern provinces between 1862 and 1877.

​A Dynasty of Conquest

The Qing dynasty was not a Chinese dynasty in any straightforward sense. It was a Manchu dynasty, founded by a northeastern people whose homeland lay in the forests and river valleys beyond the Great Wall, and whose imperial project was, from its inception, something more complex and more ambitious than the simple replacement of one Chinese ruling house by another. The Manchus who swept into Beijing in 1644, overthrowing the disintegrating Ming dynasty, were already the rulers of a multiethnic confederation: they had incorporated Mongolian bannermen into their military system, established tributary relationships with Korean and Jurchen principalities, and developed a governing theory that understood political authority as something distinct from cultural identity. A Manchu emperor did not need to become Chinese to rule Chinese people. He needed to be, simultaneously, the Son of Heaven in the Confucian tradition, the Khan of the Mongols in the steppe tradition, and the patron of Tibetan Buddhism in the Lamaist tradition. The Qing system was built on this plurality, and it worked — for a remarkably long time — because plurality was its design principle rather than its problem.

The empire that Macartney encountered in 1793 was the product of a century and a half of this pluralist imperial project operating at maximum effectiveness. Under three remarkable emperors — the Kangxi, who reigned from 1661 to 1722; the Yongzheng, who reigned from 1722 to 1735; and above all the Qianlong, who reigned from 1735 to 1796 — the Qing had expanded their territorial reach to dimensions that no previous Chinese dynasty had approached and that no subsequent government of China would abandon without enormous political cost.

The Kangxi Emperor had broken the power of the Zhunghar Mongols in a series of campaigns stretching from the 1680s to the early eighteenth century, incorporating Inner Mongolia firmly into the imperial system and establishing the Qing's military dominance over the steppe. The Yongzheng Emperor had consolidated administrative control over the southwestern frontier provinces of Yunnan and Guizhou, driving Han settlement and Confucian bureaucratic governance into regions that had previously been governed through local minority chieftains under a system of indirect rule known as tusi. But it was under the Qianlong Emperor that the Qing Empire achieved its maximum territorial extent, and it was under Qianlong that the conquest that most concerns us here — the subjugation and incorporation of Xinjiang — was accomplished.

​The Conquest of Xinjiang

The Zhunghar Khanate, centered in the Dzungarian Basin of what is now northern Xinjiang and extending across a vast arc of Central Asia, was the last great nomadic empire of the Eurasian steppe. It had been a persistent challenge to Qing power since the reign of the Kangxi Emperor, capable of projecting military force deep into Mongolia and Tibet and posing a genuine strategic threat to the dynasty's continental position. By the 1740s, internal succession conflicts had begun to weaken Zhunghar cohesion, and the Qianlong Emperor recognized the opportunity. In 1755, Qing forces invaded the Dzungarian Basin. By 1757, organized Zhunghar resistance had been broken. What followed was one of the most complete acts of demographic destruction in the premodern era: a combination of Qing military killing, deliberate induced famine, and epidemic disease — smallpox moving with terrible efficiency through a population that lacked immunity — that reduced the Zhunghar people from perhaps 600,000 individuals to a remnant of perhaps 100,000 within the space of a decade. The Dzungarian Basin was effectively emptied of its original population.

The Qianlong Emperor then moved against the Tarim Basin to the south, the string of oasis cities — Kashgar, Yarkand, Khotan, Aksu, Turpan — that had been under Zhunghar suzerainty and whose Turkic Muslim population had endured Zhunghar rule with deep resentment. The local resistance, led by the Afaqi Khoja brothers Burhan al-Din and Khwaja-i Jahan, was suppressed by 1759. The entire region, north and south, was incorporated into the Qing Empire under the designation "Xinjiang" — a Chinese term meaning, with characteristic directness, "New Territory" or "New Frontier."

The Qianlong Emperor was so pleased with this achievement that he commissioned a set of copper-plate engravings, produced by Jesuit artists at his Beijing court, depicting the military campaigns in European artistic idiom as a deliberate gesture of cosmopolitan confidence: the conqueror of inner Asia presenting his victories in the visual language of European martial triumph. The engravings were sent to Paris to be printed, because no printing establishment in China possessed the necessary press for intaglio copper work. This particular detail captures something essential about the Qing at its zenith: the dynasty was simultaneously commanding the most sophisticated continental empire in Asian history and operating comfortably within the global networks of the eighteenth century, neither intimidated nor overwhelmed by the world beyond its borders.

​The Qing System in the Northwest

Governing Xinjiang presented challenges of a distinctive order, and the Qing addressed them through an institutional framework that embodied the dynasty's pluralist philosophy in its most developed form. The region was not incorporated into the standard administrative apparatus of China proper — the system of provinces, prefectures, and counties governed by civil examination graduates applying Confucian bureaucratic principles. That system presupposed a Han Chinese population embedded in an agricultural civilization, governed through a dense network of local magistrates whose authority rested on their command of classical learning and their position within a centuries-old bureaucratic hierarchy.

The population of Xinjiang was none of these things. The north — the Dzungarian Basin, now largely emptied by the Zhunghar catastrophe — was being slowly resettled through a combination of military colonies, Han merchant communities, and Taranchi (Uyghur agricultural) workers transferred from the south. The south — the Tarim Basin oasis cities — contained a large, settled, Turkic-speaking Muslim population, the descendants of the peoples who had inhabited these oases for centuries, governed by their own local aristocracies (the begs) and structured by Islamic legal and social norms. In addition to both, the entire region contained populations of Mongolian, Kazakh, and Kyrgyz nomads moving seasonally across grazing territories that paid little attention to any administrative boundary.

The Qing response to this complexity was a system of layered, differentiated governance. Military authority in Xinjiang rested with a Military Governor (Jiangjun) based at Huiyuan, near Ili in the north. Below the Military Governor, a network of imperial agents (Banshi Dachen, or Imperial Residents) oversaw administration in the major population centers. But these Qing officials did not attempt to displace or replace the existing local governing structures of the Tarim Basin oases. Instead, they governed the Muslim Turkic population through the beg system: a hereditary aristocracy of local notables whose titles, ranks, and salaries were confirmed by imperial appointment, but whose day-to-day authority over local communities remained largely intact. The begs collected taxes, administered local justice, regulated the bazaars, and mediated disputes — in exchange for loyalty, military cooperation when required, and the symbolic acknowledgment of Qing suzerainty.

This was, in modern analytical terms, an indirect rule system of considerable sophistication. It recognized that the Qing state lacked both the personnel and the cultural tools to govern Xinjiang's Muslim Turkic population directly through the Confucian bureaucratic apparatus, and it instead constructed a framework within which local authority was preserved, harnessed, and made a transmission mechanism for imperial power. The system also reflected a deeper Qing governing principle: that cultural difference was a manageable fact, not an inherent threat. A Muslim Turkic oasis farmer who paid his taxes through his beg, provided corvée labor when required, and refrained from anti-Qing political activity was, from the dynasty's perspective, a perfectly satisfactory subject. He was not required to learn Chinese, adopt Confucian practices, or abandon his religion. He was simply required to be orderly and productive within a system that left his cultural world largely intact.

​The Hui of Shaanxi and Gansu

Within this vast, pluralist imperial system, the Hui — the Chinese-speaking Muslims of the northwest — occupied a position of peculiar complexity, and it is essential to understand that position clearly before the story of its catastrophic disruption can be told.

The Hui were not newcomers. Islam had been present in China since the Tang dynasty, introduced through the overland Silk Road and the maritime trade routes of the Indian Ocean, and the ancestors of the Hui communities of Shaanxi and Gansu had been settled in the northwest for centuries. Unlike the Turkic Muslims of Xinjiang, the Hui were not linguistically or culturally alien to the Chinese world they inhabited. They spoke Chinese — the dialects of Shaanxi and Gansu, not some imported language of the steppe or the oasis — and they were embedded in Chinese agricultural civilization, growing the same crops, building in the same architectural traditions, participating in the same commercial networks as their Han neighbors. Their distinctiveness was primarily religious: the maintenance of Islamic practice, the centrality of the mosque community as a social organizing unit, the networks of religious scholarship that connected local communities to the wider Muslim world through pilgrimage, trade, and the circulation of texts.

This combination of cultural integration and religious distinctiveness had made the Hui, over centuries, something that no simple analytical category fully captures. They were not a foreign community living inside China. They were a Chinese community that happened to be Muslim — or, more precisely, communities whose Chineseness and whose Islam had been so thoroughly synthesized over generations that separating the two would have been an act of violence against lived experience. The mosques of Shaanxi were built in Chinese architectural styles, with curved rooflines and tiled courtyards, looking from the outside like temples or administrative buildings. The religious vocabulary of the Hui world was a hybrid of Arabic and Persian theological terminology embedded in Chinese linguistic structures. The great Hui religious teachers of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries — men like Ma Zhu and Liu Zhi — had written their theological works in classical Chinese, arguing that Islam and Confucian civilization were not merely compatible but, properly understood, expressions of the same universal truth.

In the Wei River valley of Shaanxi, the agricultural heartland of one of the oldest civilizations on earth, the Hui population numbered in the millions by the mid-nineteenth century. They were farmers on the loess plateau, merchants in the market towns, muleteers on the mountain trade routes, craftsmen in the garrison cities. They lived in neighborhoods that were identifiably Hui — organized around the mosque, structured by the rhythms of Islamic practice, governed in internal matters by their religious leadership — but that were also inextricably interwoven with the Han communities around them. The two populations shared water from the same rivers, competed for land in the same valleys, traded in the same markets, sometimes intermarried across the boundary that official classification maintained between them. The intimacy of their coexistence was both the source of the northwest's economic vitality and the seedbed of its most explosive tensions.

​The Architecture of Integration and Its Stresses

The Qing system, as it operated in Shaanxi and Gansu, treated the Hui through the standard apparatus of China proper: the county magistrate, the prefectural governor, the provincial administration — all Han-dominated structures applying the same legal codes and the same bureaucratic procedures that governed every other subject of the empire. There was no beg system here, no formal acknowledgment of Hui communal autonomy, no institutional parallel to the differentiated governance applied in Xinjiang. The Hui of the northwest were, formally, simply subjects of the empire who happened to practice a different religion — entitled to the same legal protections and subject to the same obligations as any Han farmer or merchant in the same county.

In practice, the equality was consistently honored in the breach. The Qing legal code contained provisions that in application disadvantaged Hui litigants in disputes with Han counterparts: magistrates with no knowledge of Islamic practice and considerable exposure to official anti-Muslim stereotyping routinely found against Hui defendants in commercial and property disputes. The Jahriyya Sufi order — whose emergence and significance will be examined in full in the chapters that follow — had been marked in official thinking as an inherently rebellious organization following its involvement in the uprisings of 1781 and 1784, and this association colored official attitudes toward the Hui communities more broadly. The imperial bureaucracy's approach to the northwest Muslims blended the formal universalism of Confucian legal theory with a practiced ethnic suspicion that found expression in a hundred small judicial acts and administrative decisions.

This judicial discrimination coexisted with the economic pressures generated by the dynasty's extraordinary demographic success. The population of China had approximately tripled between 1650 and 1850, growing from perhaps 100 million to somewhere between 400 and 430 million — a human expansion without precedent in recorded history, sustained by the introduction of New World crops (sweet potatoes, maize, peanuts) that could be grown on soils too thin or too dry for traditional staple cultivation. In Shaanxi and Gansu, this population growth had pressed human settlement up every valley and onto every hillside, bringing Han and Hui communities into increasingly direct competition over land, water, and commercial opportunity. The trade routes of the northwest — the arteries through which tea, silk, cotton, and opium moved between the producing regions of central China and the consuming markets of Central Asia — had become the object of fierce competition between Hui merchant networks and their Han rivals, each seeking to exclude the other from the most profitable segments of the traffic.

By the middle of the nineteenth century, the northwest was a landscape of crowded villages, contested water courses, disputed field boundaries, and accumulated legal grievances — a social environment in which the gap between the imperial system's formal promise of equal justice and its practical delivery of systematic disadvantage had been generating resentment for generations. The Hui communities of the Wei River valley were not, as later imperial propaganda would characterize them, a population innately disposed to violence and disorder. They were a people who had built their world within the structures the empire provided, who had largely accepted the terms of integration on offer, and who had found those terms increasingly inadequate to protect them as the pressures of the mid-nineteenth century intensified.

​The Fracturing of the Mid-Century Empire

The Qing Empire that had received Macartney at Chengde with such composed confidence was, within fifty years, a drastically different institution. The long Qianlong peace — the period from roughly 1760 to 1820 during which the empire had faced no external military challenge of the first order — had exhausted its benefits and begun generating its costs. The Banner military system, the hereditary Manchu fighting force that had conquered the empire and sustained its continental expansion, had been in irreversible institutional decline since the late eighteenth century, its registered soldiers transforming over generations into a hereditary welfare class incapable of effective combat. The Green Standard armies, the Han infantry and cavalry formations that supplemented the Banners, were in comparable disarray — underpaid, poorly equipped, and commanded through a system of patronage and corruption that had long since displaced military competence as the primary criterion for advancement.

The Opium Wars of 1839–1842 and 1856–1860 exposed this military decay in a manner that the empire could not conceal from itself. The defeats administered by British and Franco-British forces — technologically superior, operationally coherent, and sustained by the industrial economy of mid-Victorian Britain — were not merely military embarrassments. They were civilizational shocks: the demonstration that the world had changed in ways the Qing governing apparatus had neither understood nor prepared for, and that the comfortable assumption of Chinese sufficiency that Qianlong had communicated to Macartney was a position that could no longer be maintained against the new realities of industrial military power. The treaty system that followed the Opium Wars — the opening of treaty ports, the granting of extraterritorial jurisdiction to foreign nationals, the cession of Hong Kong — represented a structural modification of Qing sovereignty that the court accepted because it had no credible alternative, and that it never fully reconciled itself to.

But the deeper crisis was not the one that arrived from the sea. It was the one that erupted from within. The Taiping Heavenly Kingdom, proclaimed in 1851 by Hong Xiuquan — a failed examination candidate from Guangdong who had experienced religious visions that convinced him he was the younger brother of Jesus Christ — engulfed the Yangzi valley in the most destructive civil war in human history. At its peak, the Taiping controlled a territory larger than France, with a capital at Nanjing and armies that had devastated the most economically productive provinces of the empire. The casualty figures, necessarily imprecise, suggest that the Taiping conflict and its related rebellions (the Nian in the north, the Panthay in Yunnan) killed between twenty and thirty million people. The Yangzi delta — the economic engine of the Qing fiscal system — was wrecked. The Grand Canal grain tribute network, through which the agricultural surplus of the south had for centuries flowed to the capital, was disrupted. The government's revenues collapsed precisely as its military expenditure exploded.

To suppress the Taiping, the Qing court was compelled to authorize a fundamental restructuring of its military organization. Provincial leaders — Chinese officials rather than Manchu imperial appointees — were permitted to raise their own armies, pay them from locally controlled revenue sources, and command them through structures of personal loyalty rather than imperial bureaucratic hierarchy. The Hunanese armies of Zeng Guofan and the Anhui armies of Li Hongzhang were not imperial forces in the traditional sense; they were provincial armies that happened to be fighting for the imperial cause. Their success — and it was their success that ultimately suppressed the Taiping in 1864 — came at the price of a profound shift in the balance of power between the center and the provinces, a shift that the dynasty would never fully reverse and that would define the politics of the empire's final decades.

​The Northwest on the Eve

Into this fraying empire, the spring of 1862 arrived. The dynasty was simultaneously fighting the Taiping in the Yangzi valley, managing the aftermath of the Second Opium War and the occupation of Beijing by Anglo-French forces in 1860, and attempting to rebuild its shattered finances. In Shaanxi, the provincial administration was stretched beyond its capacity, its garrison forces inadequate, its granaries depleted, its relations with both the Han and Hui populations of the Wei River valley deteriorating under the pressures of fiscal extraction and judicial mismanagement.

What was about to happen in the northwest was not inevitable in the sense of having been predetermined by forces operating above the level of human decision. Individual choices — by provincial officials, militia commanders, religious leaders, and ordinary people caught in extraordinary circumstances — would shape the specific form that violence took and the specific paths that communities followed through the catastrophe. But the structural conditions that made mass violence possible, and perhaps likely, had been accumulating for decades. The demographic pressure, the legal discrimination, the military decay, the fiscal crisis, the Taiping shock to the broader imperial system — these were the materials. The specific trigger was almost accidental, in the way that triggers usually are. What mattered was the depth and density of the combustible material that had been laid down.

The Qianlong Emperor's empire — confident, pluralist, expanding, capable of receiving a British diplomatic mission with imperial composure and dismissing it without anxiety — was gone. What remained in the northwest in 1862 was an empire trying to govern a complex, fractious, deeply stressed society with institutions that had been designed for a different world and a different balance of forces, using financial resources it did not have and military organizations in which it could not fully trust. The Hui communities of Shaanxi and Gansu, integrated into this system and dependent on it for whatever protection it offered, were about to discover how thin that protection actually was.

The catastrophe that followed would reshape the human geography of northwestern China, drive hundreds of thousands of people across the mountains into Central Asia, and force a fundamental reckoning within the Qing state about what the empire was for and what it was willing to pay to sustain itself. But before any of that could happen, the world that made the catastrophe possible has to be understood — the world of the Wei River valley, the mosque neighborhoods, the Sufi brotherhoods, and the long accumulation of grievances that the Qing system had simultaneously created and refused to acknowledge.

That world is where the story begins.
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​Chapter 2: The Hui in the Wei River World
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The Wei River rises in the mountains of eastern Gansu, in the folded loess country where the yellow earth has been cutting and re-cutting its own landscape for ten thousand years, and flows eastward across the Guanzhong Plain to join the Yellow River near the ancient city of Tongzhou. It is not a dramatic river — nothing in its width or its color suggests the grandeur of the waterways farther south — but it is one of the most historically freighted rivers in Asia. The Guanzhong Plain that it drains is the cradle of Chinese civilization in its most foundational sense: the homeland of the Zhou kings, the seat of the Qin Empire that first unified China in 221 BCE, the capital of the Tang dynasty whose cultural reach extended from Korea to Persia. The city of Xi'an, which sits near the Wei's southern bank roughly midway along its course, had been the eastern terminus of the Silk Road during the Tang, a cosmopolitan metropolis of perhaps a million people in which Arab merchants, Persian craftsmen, Central Asian musicians, Nestorian Christian priests, Zoroastrian fire-worshippers, and Jewish traders had lived alongside the Chinese population in a pluralism so thoroughgoing that it had barely registered as remarkable. By the nineteenth century, Xi'an was a provincial capital rather than a world city, its Tang-era walls still standing but enclosing a population and a commercial life considerably diminished from the imperial zenith. Yet the memory of what it had been was written into its architecture and its social fabric, and among the communities whose ancestors had settled in its neighborhoods during the Tang and Song and Yuan dynasties, that memory was not merely historical sentiment but a living claim on belonging.

The Hui of Shaanxi were that kind of people: rooted in place across a span of time that gave their presence in the Wei River valley the character of geological fact rather than recent settlement.

​The Long Roots of Islam in the Guanzhong

The question of when Islam first arrived in China is one that Hui scholars and communities have debated with considerable passion, because the answer is not merely historical but political — it determines the depth of the claim that Chinese Muslims can make to indigeneity, to belonging, to the right to inhabit the spaces they have long occupied. The most ambitious Hui historical tradition traces the arrival of Islam to the seventh century, to the embassies sent by the Caliph Uthman to the Tang Emperor Gaozong, and to the Arab and Persian Muslim merchants who followed the trade routes to Tang Changan in such numbers that the city maintained a permanent mosque for their use as early as the eighth century. Whether these early visitors established permanent communities or remained transients is a matter of genuine historical uncertainty. What is not uncertain is that by the Song dynasty — the tenth through thirteenth centuries — Muslim merchant communities were established at the major nodes of Chinese commercial life, both along the southern coast and at the inland trading centers of the northwest.

The Mongol Yuan dynasty (1271–1368) dramatically accelerated the process of Muslim settlement. The Mongols drew heavily on Central Asian Muslim administrators, financiers, military commanders, and craftsmen across their empire, and their conquest and governance of China brought large numbers of Muslim men with particular skills into Chinese urban life. These men — who arrived speaking Persian or Turkic or Arabic, who followed Islamic law, who prayed five times daily and maintained the dietary restrictions that separated them from their neighbors — gradually, over generations, made the transition from temporary sojourners to permanent community. They married local Chinese women, because Muslim women were not typically among the emigrants. Their children spoke Chinese as their first language. Their grandchildren might know only a few words of Arabic beyond the liturgical phrases of the prayers. By the time the Ming dynasty succeeded the Yuan in 1368, a Chinese-speaking Muslim community was an established demographic fact across the empire, concentrated particularly in the northwest, in Yunnan in the southwest, and in the coastal provinces of Fujian and Guangdong.

It was during the Ming dynasty that the Hui communities of Shaanxi developed the institutional and intellectual forms that would shape their world through the Qing period and into the catastrophe of the 1860s. The great mosques of Xi'an — above all the Great Mosque in the Huajuexiang neighborhood, established in the Tang period and rebuilt during the Ming in a form so thoroughly Chinese in its architectural vocabulary that it could be mistaken for a Buddhist temple or a Confucian academy — became not merely places of worship but centers of communal life, scholarship, and collective identity. The mosque was the organizational hub of the jiaofang: the mosque congregation, the neighborhood community, the social unit within which Hui identity was maintained and reproduced across generations.

​The Jiaofang — Mosque, Community, and the Reproduction of Identity

The jiaofang was the fundamental social institution of Hui life in the northwest, and no understanding of the communities that erupted into revolt in 1862 is possible without a clear picture of what it was and how it functioned. It was, at the most basic level, a mosque and its surrounding neighborhood: a geographic community organized around a place of worship. But its significance extended far beyond the merely religious in any narrow sense.

Each jiaofang was governed by an akhund — the term, derived from Persian, designated the mosque's chief religious authority, responsible for leading prayers, adjudicating disputes according to Islamic law, supervising the religious education of the community's children, and maintaining the community's relationship with the wider Islamic world through scholarship and correspondence. The akhund's authority was not formally hereditary — it rested theoretically on learning and piety rather than lineage — but in practice the families of respected akhunds accumulated social capital across generations, and the mosque leadership of many Shaanxi communities was effectively dynasticized by the nineteenth century, with religious authority flowing from father to son or through networks of teacher-student relationships that reproduced themselves with remarkable stability.

The jiaofang provided services to its members that, in the China proper administrative system, were formally the responsibility of the imperial bureaucracy but were in practice delivered far more reliably through communal organization. Disputes between Hui individuals were typically mediated first within the jiaofang, through the akhund's authority, before being submitted to the county magistrate's court — and this internal mediation was preferred both because it was faster and because the magistrate's court was widely understood to be prejudiced against Hui litigants. The mosque school educated the community's children in Arabic and Persian as well as in the Chinese classics, producing a population that was, unusually for the rural northwest, largely literate in multiple scripts. Charitable institutions organized through the jiaofang provided for the community's poor and maintained the social safety net that the imperial state rarely delivered effectively to minority communities. The mosque's control of the communal cemetery — the waqf land, the religious endowment that in Islamic law was permanently dedicated to religious purposes and theoretically protected from alienation — gave each jiaofang a territorial anchor, a piece of the landscape that was in some sense inviolably the community's own.

In the Wei River valley and across the Guanzhong Plain, these jiaofang were not isolated institutions. They were woven together into networks of religious relationship and commercial connection that gave the Hui communities of Shaanxi a degree of collective cohesion unusual among the rural poor of any part of the nineteenth-century empire. An akhund in one village was typically connected by ties of scholarship and personal relationship to akhunds in other villages and in the major cities. Students traveled to study with recognized scholars, carrying knowledge and news and social capital between communities separated by distances that the overland trade routes of the northwest made relatively manageable. Xi'an itself, with its ancient Great Mosque and its dense concentration of Hui neighborhoods in the western districts of the city, functioned as a kind of metropolitan center for the dispersed rural communities of the surrounding plain: a place where scholars gathered, where merchants formed partnerships, where the threads of the wider Hui world came together.

​The Commercial World of the Northwest Hui

The Hui communities of Shaanxi were not economically homogeneous. They contained a full range of economic positions — wealthy merchants and destitute tenant farmers, skilled craftsmen and unskilled laborers — but they were disproportionately represented in certain economic roles that reflected both historical opportunity and the specific advantages that communal organization and religious solidarity conferred in a commercial environment where trust was the critical and scarce resource.

The overland trade routes of the northwest — the system of paths, roads, and mountain passes that connected central China to the markets of the Mongolian steppe, Central Asia, and ultimately the Ottoman world — had been a domain of Hui commercial activity for centuries. Muslim merchants possessed structural advantages in this trade that their Han counterparts could not easily replicate: they could rely on the hospitality and trust of Muslim communities along the entire length of the route, from Shaanxi through Gansu and across the Gobi to the oasis cities of Xinjiang and beyond. A Hui merchant traveling from Xi'an to Kashgar could sleep, eat, and store goods in mosque communities at every stage of the journey, using a network of religious solidarity as a commercial infrastructure. The Arabic script, shared across the Islamic world regardless of spoken language differences, enabled a degree of commercial communication across linguistic boundaries that would have been impossible for a Han trader lacking the same religious affiliation.

The principal commodities of this trade were tea and rhubarb going west, wool, hides, and horses coming east — but by the nineteenth century, the traffic had become considerably more complex and more profitable. Opium, moving eastward from the poppy fields of the northwest and westward from Yunnan, was increasingly woven into the commercial fabric of the overland routes. Cotton textiles from the lower Yangzi delta moved toward the Central Asian markets. The Hui merchants who managed sections of this traffic occupied a position of considerable economic power — they were intermediaries, brokers, creditors, and commission agents who took a percentage of an enormous commercial flow — and this economic power generated both prosperity and resentment.

The prosperity was real and visible. The wealthier Hui merchant families of Shaanxi lived in compound houses built around internal courtyards, constructed in the local architectural tradition but furnished with goods from across the empire and beyond. They patronized the mosque schools, endowed charitable institutions, funded the renovation of mosques, and maintained the networks of religious scholarship that connected Shaanxi's Hui communities to the wider Islamic world. Some sent their sons to study in Mecca or in the great religious schools of Central Asia, bringing back not only religious knowledge but also the texts, the contacts, and the ideological currents that were reshaping Islam across the nineteenth-century world.

The resentment this prosperity generated was equally real. Han merchants competed for the same commercial routes and found themselves at a disadvantage in segments of the trade where Hui solidarity networks gave their competitors structural leverage they could not match. Local Han communities observed that Hui merchants seemed to profit from trade that Han farmers and craftsmen found difficult to access. The perception — not entirely accurate, but not entirely inaccurate either — that the Hui controlled specific commercial arteries and used their communal networks to exclude outsiders was a persistent source of inter-communal friction, one that found expression in legal disputes, commercial confrontations, and the kind of low-level social hostility that could be sustained across decades without erupting into violence, provided the institutional framework remained strong enough to contain it.

By the 1850s, that framework was weakening.

​The Legal System and Its Betrayals

The Qing legal code, the Da Qing Huidian and its associated regulations, was not explicitly discriminatory against the Hui in its written provisions. It contained no formal declaration that Muslims were to be treated differently from Han subjects in matters of property, contract, or personal injury. The formal universalism of Confucian legal theory — the principle that the Son of Heaven's law applied equally to all his subjects — was maintained in the text of the law, whatever happened in its application.

What happened in its application was a systematic pattern of disadvantage that every Hui community in the northwest understood from direct experience and bitter transmission of accumulated family memory. The county magistrates who presided over the courts of Shaanxi were, without exception, products of the imperial examination system: men who had spent years mastering the Confucian classics, the histories, the literary canon of Chinese civilization, and who had passed through a competitive selection process that filtered for conformity to the norms of Han elite culture as much as for administrative competence. They were not, as a rule, familiar with Islamic law, Islamic social organization, or the specific practices and traditions that shaped life in the Hui communities over which they nominally exercised authority. What they were familiar with, and what shaped their judicial instincts, was a body of official discourse — memorials, regulations, historical precedents — that consistently associated the Hui with disorder, with religious extremism, and with a propensity toward collective violence that required preemptive management rather than equal treatment under law.

This official discourse had been substantially shaped by the Jahriyya uprisings of 1781 and 1784, events that will be examined in depth in the chapter that follows. For present purposes, what matters is their legacy: the imprinting on official memory of a powerful association between Hui religiosity — particularly Sufi-inflected Hui religiosity — and anti-dynastic rebellion. This association was not entirely fabricated. There had been real rebellions, with real Hui participants. But the generalization from specific episodes of conflict, rooted in specific local conditions and specific sectarian disputes, to a blanket assessment of Hui communities as inherently prone to sedition was a category error with devastating practical consequences. Magistrates who carried this official template into their courtrooms were predisposed to find against Hui defendants in disputes with Han plaintiffs, to view Hui communal organization as suspicious rather than ordinary, and to respond to any inter-communal conflict by attributing initiative and blame to the Muslim party.

The specific legal arena in which this discrimination cut most deeply was property and water rights. In the loess highlands of Shaanxi, where rainfall was unreliable and the spring wheat harvest depended on controlled access to the Wei River's seasonal flow and to the network of irrigation channels that distributed it across the plain, water rights were the most valuable form of property a community could hold. Disputes over water allocation — who had the right to draw from which channel in which season — were among the most common and most emotionally charged legal conflicts in rural Shaanxi. In these disputes, documentary evidence of historical allocation was the decisive factor, and documentary evidence was more readily available to Han communities with longer established connections to the imperial administrative system and more confident access to the county records office. Hui communities whose water rights rested on oral tradition, on communal memory, and on long practical usage found themselves at a systematic disadvantage when Han claimants with better documentation brought their cases before magistrates already inclined to the Han side.

Over decades, this disadvantage accumulated into a landscape of dispossession: Hui communities squeezed off the best-watered agricultural land, their traditional grazing areas encroached upon by Han settlement expanding under demographic pressure, their commercial privileges in specific markets challenged and undermined through legal proceedings in which they could not expect a fair hearing. The dispossession was not total — many Hui communities remained prosperous, and many individual magistrates were more equitable than the systemic analysis suggests — but it was widespread enough, and consistent enough, to constitute a structural feature of Hui life in the northwest rather than a series of individual misfortunes.

​Gedimu, Khufiyya, Jahriyya — The Divided House of Islam

Within the Hui world of Shaanxi and Gansu, the word "Muslim" concealed an internal diversity that would prove, in the crisis years, as significant as any of the external pressures on the community. The northwest's Muslim communities were not a monolithic block, united by shared faith into a coherent political and social actor. They were a fractured landscape of competing religious authorities, doctrinal positions, and institutional loyalties, and these fractures ran deep enough to generate violence between Muslim communities even in the absence of any external pressure.

The oldest and most widespread form of Islamic practice among the northwest Hui was what the community itself called Gedimu — a Chinese rendering of the Arabic qadim, meaning "old" or "ancient." Gedimu practice was the localized, long-established Sunni orthodoxy that had developed in the Hui communities over centuries of synthesis with Chinese social and cultural forms. It was organized around the individual mosque congregation and its akhund, without any formal hierarchical structure connecting different mosques or any supralocal religious authority. The Gedimu akhund derived his authority from his learning, his piety, and his acceptance by his congregation: there was no appointment from above, no institutional structure beyond the individual jiaofang, and no formal mechanism for coordinating religious interpretation or communal action across communities. This organizational flatness made Gedimu communities highly resilient in ordinary times — they did not depend on any central institution that could be decapitated or coopted — but it also made coordinated response to external threats extremely difficult, and it left the communities intellectually isolated from the currents of thought reshaping Islam elsewhere in the world.

The Sufi brotherhoods that arrived in the northwest during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries represented a fundamentally different model of Islamic organization. Sufism — the mystical tradition within Islam, oriented toward the direct experiential knowledge of God through spiritual practice, meditation, and the guidance of a master — had developed across the Islamic world a form of institution, the order (tariqa), organized around a chain of spiritual transmission (silsila) connecting living masters back through a succession of teachers to the Prophet himself. The tariqa was hierarchical in a way that Gedimu organization was not: the spiritual master (shaykh or murshid) possessed an authority over his disciples that was not merely educational but soteriological — he was a guide to God, and his disciples owed him a degree of obedience and loyalty that had no parallel in the Gedimu relationship between akhund and congregation.

The most important Sufi order in the northwest was the Naqshbandiyya, one of the great global Sufi brotherhoods, whose central practice was the silent, internal repetition of the divine names — a discipline of mental concentration aimed at the constant awareness of God's presence. The Naqshbandiyya had spread from its Central Asian heartland into China through the trade routes and pilgrimage networks of the seventeenth century, finding in the northwest Hui communities a population ready for a more intensive and more organized religious life than the Gedimu framework provided. The Chinese branch of the Naqshbandiyya organized itself into a series of sub-orders or menhuan — a Chinese term that designated the localized institutional form of the Sufi brotherhood, centered on the lineage of a founding master and extending outward through his spiritual descendants to a network of affiliated communities.

The Khufiyya — whose name derived from the Arabic khafi, "hidden," referring to the silent dhikr practice at the heart of Naqshbandi tradition — was the first and most widespread of the northwest menhuan, established in the seventeenth century by a master who had studied in Central Asia and brought both his teachings and his organizational framework back to the Chinese northwest. By the nineteenth century, the Khufiyya had become a significant religious, social, and economic institution: its shaykhs commanded the loyalty of large numbers of disciples across multiple provinces, controlled substantial endowment properties, and constituted an alternative structure of authority within the Hui world that coexisted uneasily with both the Gedimu establishment and the Qing administrative system.

The Jahriyya — whose name derived from the Arabic jahri, "audible," referring to the vocal performance of the dhikr that distinguished it from the Khufiyya's silent practice — was established in the mid-eighteenth century by Ma Mingxin, a Gansu Hui who had studied for seventeen years in Yemen and Arabia and returned to the northwest burning with the conviction that the existing religious establishment was insufficient, compromised, and in need of radical renewal. Ma Mingxin was a charismatic religious entrepreneur of the first order: his teaching combined the spiritual discipline of Naqshbandi Sufism with a social radicalism that challenged the accommodations the Gedimu and Khufiyya establishments had made with Qing authority, and an organizational energy that built, within a decade, a network of disciples and affiliated communities that threatened to displace the existing religious structures across large parts of Gansu.

The conflict between the Jahriyya and the Khufiyya was ostensibly about dhikr — about whether the repetition of the divine names should be performed silently in the heart or aloud with the voice — but it was not, at bottom, a debate about liturgical practice. It was a conflict over authority, over the control of religious endowments and communal resources, over which institution would command the loyalty and the financial contributions of the northwest Hui population. The Khufiyya had the advantages of established position, long-standing relationships with Qing officials, and a carefully cultivated reputation for political reliability. The Jahriyya had the advantages of novelty, emotional intensity, the specific appeal that the experience of the dhikr's collective vocal performance generated, and Ma Mingxin's extraordinary personal charisma.

The Qing state, characteristically, attempted to resolve the conflict by administrative intervention, and made it dramatically worse. When factional violence between Jahriyya and Khufiyya disciples in Gansu escalated in the late eighteenth century, the provincial authorities sided with the Khufiyya — the established, politically reliable order — and moved to suppress the Jahriyya as a subversive organization. The attempted suppression triggered the 1781 rebellion led by the Jahriyya leader Su Forty-Three, which required substantial Qing military force to suppress. Ma Mingxin himself was executed in 1781. A second uprising in 1784, led by Tian Wu, was suppressed with comparable force. These events burned into official memory the association between Jahriyya and rebellion, and burned into Jahriyya memory the image of the Qing state as an oppressive power whose alliance with the Khufiyya establishment made both equally enemies of the true faith.

​The Landscape of the Guanzhong on the Eve of Catastrophe

By the 1850s, the Hui world of the Wei River valley was a social landscape of extraordinary complexity and considerable volatility. The population was large — perhaps four million Hui in Shaanxi alone, out of a provincial total of perhaps thirteen or fourteen million — and deeply embedded in the agricultural and commercial life of the region. The jiaofang network provided a dense institutional structure, capable of mobilizing collective action and sustaining communal identity against considerable external pressure. The Gedimu, Khufiyya, and Jahriyya communities coexisted in proximity — sometimes in the same village, sometimes in neighboring villages — with a mutual suspicion that ran from cold doctrinal disagreement to active hostility.

The economic situation was deteriorating. Population pressure had pushed cultivation onto marginal land, reducing yields and increasing the risk of harvest failure in drought years. The commercial routes on which the more prosperous Hui merchant families depended were being disrupted by the broader crises of the empire — the Opium Wars' distortion of the coastal trade, the Taiping devastation of the Yangzi valley economy, the disruption of the Grand Canal system — in ways that squeezed profit margins and intensified competition between Hui and Han commercial networks. The legal system continued to deliver its routine disadvantages. Local Han militia organizations — the tuanlian that had been proliferating across rural China as the imperial military declined — were accumulating weapons and local authority in ways that altered the balance of power in the villages of the Wei River plain.

The Hui communities of Shaanxi had survived difficult conditions before. They had navigated the transition from Ming to Qing without catastrophe, maintained their identities through centuries of pressure, and built institutions capable of sustaining communal life against the erosion of assimilation and the abrasions of inter-communal friction. What they had not encountered — what nothing in their long history of integration and accommodation had prepared them for — was the specific combination of pressures that the crisis years of the 1860s would bring: the arming of their neighbors, the collapse of the institutional framework that had constrained inter-communal violence, and the arrival on their doorstep of a war that was not theirs and that would, with terrible logic, make their survival seem to depend on fighting.

The Wei River still flowed east across the Guanzhong Plain in the spring of 1862, past the same loess bluffs and irrigated fields it had always passed, through the same market towns and walled garrison cities that had anchored the region's life for centuries. The mosques still stood. The akhunds still led their congregations in prayer. The merchants still loaded their mule caravans for the western routes. The children still learned Arabic letters in the lamp-lit rooms of the mosque schools, speaking in the Shaanxi dialect that was the only language most of them had ever known.

The world that had made them was about to make them something they had never intended to become: a population at war, fighting for survival in a landscape being consumed by violence with a speed and a comprehensiveness that no one, in the spring of 1862, could yet imagine.
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​Chapter 3: The Orders of the Northwest — Sufism, Scripture, and the Politics of Holiness
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There is a story told within the Jahriyya tradition about Ma Mingxin's return to Gansu from his years of study in Arabia and Yemen, sometime in the 1760s. He arrived, the story goes, at a village where a Khufiyya shaykh was leading his disciples in the silent dhikr — the repetition of the divine names performed internally, in the heart, without sound. Ma Mingxin listened for a while, then spoke. If God is truly present in this practice, he asked, why are you ashamed to let anyone hear you call His name? The Khufiyya master, in the Jahriyya telling, had no answer. The silent dhikr was not humility before God. It was concealment before men — a religion adjusted to the requirements of social respectability, sanded smooth of anything that might alarm the Confucian officials who governed the province and the Han neighbors who watched the Muslim community with a mixture of suspicion and contempt. Ma Mingxin had not spent seventeen years studying in the heartlands of Islam to bring back a faith that whispered.

The story is almost certainly apocryphal in its specific details. Its emotional and theological content, however, is precise. It captures the exact nature of the conflict that Ma Mingxin's teaching introduced into the northwest Muslim world: not merely a dispute about liturgical practice, but a contest over what Islam in China was supposed to be — whether it should continue the long accommodation with Chinese civilization that had made the Hui communities prosperous and stable, or whether it should reassert itself as a distinct and uncompromising tradition, refusing the adjustments that centuries of integration had normalized. That contest, conducted with increasing bitterness across the second half of the eighteenth century and the first half of the nineteenth, would prove to be one of the deepest structural determinants of the revolt's character and its outcome.

​The Roads to Mecca and What They Carried Back

The Islamic world of the eighteenth century was not static. Across the breadth of Muslim civilization, from Morocco to Indonesia, the century was characterized by a sustained movement of religious reform and renewal — a complex, multi-centered phenomenon that expressed itself differently in different places but shared a common impulse: the desire to strip away the accretions of local custom and popular practice that had accumulated around Islamic observance over centuries of regional diversification, and to restore a purer, more rigorous engagement with the Quran, the hadith, and the legal traditions of the classical period. In Arabia, this impulse produced the Wahhabi movement of Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab, whose alliance with the Saudi dynasty in the 1740s would eventually reshape the religious politics of the entire Muslim world. In West Africa, it produced a series of jihad states established by Fulani reformers. In South Asia, it produced the influential Shah Wali Allah of Delhi, whose writings on the relationship between Sufi practice and legal orthodoxy would shape Islamic thought across the subcontinent and beyond.

The mechanism through which these currents of reform reached the Muslim periphery — including the Hui communities of northwest China — was the pilgrimage. The hajj, the annual pilgrimage to Mecca that every Muslim capable of making the journey was obliged to undertake once in a lifetime, was also the great information network of the premodern Islamic world. Scholars from every part of the Muslim world gathered in Mecca and Medina during the pilgrimage season, sharing texts, debating doctrinal questions, establishing teacher-student relationships that would persist across thousands of miles, and carrying home the intellectual and spiritual currents they had encountered. A man who left a Gansu village speaking only Chinese could spend years in the Islamic heartlands, master Arabic and Persian, sit at the feet of scholars whose networks of influence extended across the entire civilized world, and return with a vision of Islam dramatically different from the one he had left.

This is precisely what happened with the series of northwest Chinese Muslims who made the long journey to Arabia and Yemen during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and whose return transformed the religious landscape of Shaanxi and Gansu. They did not all bring back the same thing. The differences between what they encountered, what they chose to emphasize, and how they understood the relationship between Sufi practice and legal orthodoxy produced, in the northwest, a diversified religious ecology that was also an ecology of competition and conflict.

​The Khufiyya — The Order of the Hidden Name

The founding figure of the Khufiyya in China was Qi Jingyi, known within the tradition by his honorific title Hilal — "the new moon" — a man whose biography combines recoverable historical fact with the hagiographic elaboration that spiritual lineages characteristically produce around their founders. What is historically clear is that Qi Jingyi studied in Central Asia, probably in the Naqshbandi centers of Bukhara and Samarkand, in the mid-seventeenth century, returning to the Gansu-Ningxia region in the 1670s or 1680s with both a lineage of Naqshbandi spiritual transmission and an understanding of how to organize a sustainable religious institution.

The Naqshbandiyya that Qi Jingyi brought back was the Mujaddidi branch — named for the seventeenth-century reformer Ahmad Sirhindi, the Shaykh of the second millennium, whose teaching had reoriented Naqshbandi Sufism toward a stricter engagement with Islamic law and a more cautious relationship with the political authorities of the Muslim world. The Mujaddidi position, in simplified terms, was that the Sufi orders should not challenge established political authority unless that authority actively prevented the practice of Islam — that the interior spiritual work of Sufi practice was compatible with, and indeed required, outward conformity to the social norms of the society in which the community lived. For a Muslim community living under a non-Muslim Confucian imperial administration, this theological position had obvious practical implications: it provided a sophisticated religious justification for the kind of accommodation with Qing governance that the Hui communities of the northwest had been practicing, largely pragmatically, for generations.

Qi Jingyi established his center at Linxia — the city that would later be known as Hezhou, and which will appear repeatedly in this narrative as a fortress of northwest Muslim resistance — and organized the transmission of his spiritual authority through a lineage system. His disciples, when they achieved sufficient spiritual development, were authorized to teach and initiate new disciples in their turn, creating a branching network of affiliated communities connected by chains of spiritual genealogy back to the founder. The institution — the menhuan — was not merely a spiritual organization. It was an economic system, a social welfare network, and a structure of political relationship. Disciples contributed materially to the support of their shaykh. The shaykh maintained the institutional center, educated advanced students, adjudicated disputes, and managed the relationships with Qing provincial authorities on behalf of the wider community.

The Khufiyya's accommodation with Qing authority was not servile — it was a calculated strategy for institutional survival in a non-Muslim political environment, informed by a theological tradition that had thought carefully about precisely this situation. But it required the Khufiyya leadership to maintain a posture of political reliability that constrained their responses to the various provocations and injustices that the Qing system visited on the Hui communities. When a Qing official moved against a Hui community, the Khufiyya leadership's instinct was negotiation and petition rather than resistance. When inter-communal violence erupted, the Khufiyya response tended toward containment and mediation. This posture served the Khufiyya institution well, in the sense of preserving it. It served the wider Hui community more ambiguously, in the sense of making the most organized Sufi institution in the northwest a structural partner in the system that disadvantaged them.

​Ma Mingxin and the Jahriyya Revolution

Against this established order, Ma Mingxin arrived like a force of theological nature. He was born in Gansu in approximately 1719, the descendant of a family with existing connections to the Sufi networks of the northwest, and he left for Arabia sometime in the 1740s on a journey of religious study that would consume the better part of two decades. The exact itinerary of his travels is uncertain, but what is clear is that he spent significant time in Yemen — specifically in the tradition of the Yemeni Naqshbandi master Muhammad ibn Yunus, whose teaching emphasized the audible performance of the dhikr as the central spiritual practice of the order — and that he encountered, in the Islamic heartlands, a current of religious thought considerably more demanding and less accommodationist than anything the Khufiyya represented.

What Ma Mingxin brought back was not simply a different liturgical practice. It was a different theory of what the Sufi order was for. In his teaching, the menhuan was not primarily an institution for managing the accommodation of Islam with Chinese society. It was a vehicle for the transformation of individual souls and, through transformed souls, of the community itself — a transformation that could not be achieved without the kind of total commitment that the vocal dhikr symbolized and demanded. The audible repetition of the divine names — performed in community, with physical engagement, at an intensity that could bring practitioners to states of ecstatic awareness — was not a liturgical preference. It was a technology of spiritual experience, and the spiritual experience it produced was the evidence of its legitimacy.

The organizational corollary of this theology was equally challenging to the established order. Ma Mingxin taught that the authority of the shaykh over his disciples was absolute and total — not merely in spiritual matters, where even the Khufiyya would have agreed, but in every dimension of life. The disciple owed his shaykh a loyalty that superseded all other loyalties: to the village, to the clan, to the administrative structure of the Qing state. This was not, in Ma Mingxin's theological framework, a political program. It was a spiritual necessity: the total submission to the shaykh's authority was itself a form of spiritual discipline, training the ego in the surrender to divine will that was the ultimate goal of Sufi practice. But the political implications of an institution that claimed the loyalty of its members over and above their loyalty to the imperial administrative system were not lost on Qing provincial officials, and they were not lost on the Khufiyya establishment either.

Ma Mingxin returned to Gansu in the 1760s and began teaching. The response was extraordinary. Within a decade, he had built a network of disciples that spanned much of Gansu and Ningxia, drawing adherents from communities that had been Gedimu, from communities that had been loosely Khufiyya, and from the many Hui Muslims who had not been firmly committed to any institutional affiliation but who responded to the intensity and the clarity of what Ma Mingxin offered. The Jahriyya grew with the speed of a movement that was answering a need that had not previously found institutional expression: the need for a form of Islamic practice that did not require apology, that did not subordinate religious conviction to social respectability, that offered a direct and visceral experience of God's presence rather than the quiet internalized discipline of the Khufiyya.

​The Mechanics of Conflict

The conflict between the Jahriyya and the Khufiyya that erupted in the 1770s and 1780s was, on its surface, a dispute about dhikr. Dig slightly deeper and it was a dispute about institutional authority and material resources. Dig deeper still and it was a dispute about the fundamental question of how the Hui community should relate to the non-Muslim empire in which it was embedded — a question with implications that extended far beyond anything either party's theological vocabulary explicitly addressed.

The material dimension of the conflict requires emphasis, because it is easy to lose in the theological and political drama. The Sufi menhuan were not only spiritual institutions. They were economic organizations of considerable scale. Disciples contributed financially to their shaykh's center — a contribution that was understood as a spiritual act, the material expression of the submission and gratitude that the discipleship relationship demanded. The shaykh's center, in turn, maintained the institutional infrastructure: the mosque, the school, the residential facilities for advanced students, the networks of communication and hospitality that connected affiliated communities across the region. Wealthy disciples might contribute substantial endowments of land or commercial property. The accumulation of these contributions, over generations of institutional existence, made a successful menhuan a significant economic actor in the northwest's rural economy.

When the Jahriyya began drawing disciples away from Khufiyya-affiliated communities, the economic consequences were immediate and concrete. Families that had been contributing to Khufiyya institutions for generations redirected their contributions to the new order. Properties that had been understood as part of the Khufiyya endowment became contested when the communities managing them shifted their affiliation. The disputes that arose from these transfers of loyalty were not merely theological arguments — they were property disputes of the most acrimonious kind, involving land, buildings, commercial assets, and the accumulated material investment of generations. The Khufiyya leadership, watching its institutional base erode to the benefit of the newcomers, responded with a combination of theological condemnation and direct appeals to Qing authority to suppress the Jahriyya as a destabilizing force.

The theological condemnation was sharp and specific. The Khufiyya charged that the vocal dhikr was an innovation — bidah, a term in Islamic jurisprudence denoting a deviation from established practice that bordered on heresy — and that Ma Mingxin's claim to have received his transmission from a specifically Yemeni Naqshbandi lineage was false, since the Yemeni tradition they identified did not authorize the audible practice he described. The charge of false lineage was particularly serious, because the entire legitimacy of a Sufi order rested on the authenticity of its chain of transmission: if Ma Mingxin's silsila was invalid, then his authority to initiate disciples was invalid, and the spiritual experiences of those disciples were not what they believed them to be. Ma Mingxin and his followers responded with equally vigorous counter-charges: that the Khufiyya's silent practice was a Chinese innovation that had no basis in the authentic Naqshbandi tradition, that the Khufiyya's accommodation with Qing authority was a form of religious compromise indistinguishable from apostasy, and that the Khufiyya's appeals to the imperial administration to suppress the Jahriyya were a betrayal of the Muslim community to its non-Muslim rulers.

The Qing provincial administration, watching this intra-Muslim conflict with a mixture of alarm and opportunism, made the crucial error of picking a side. Officials in Gansu sided with the Khufiyya, whose leadership had cultivated relationships with the imperial system over generations and whose theological emphasis on political accommodation made them the obvious partner for an administration concerned primarily with order. The Jahriyya's insistence on the absolute authority of the shaykh over his disciples struck officials as precisely the kind of supralocal loyalty network that made minority religious organizations dangerous. When Khufiyya leaders formally petitioned the provincial administration to suppress the Jahriyya as a heterodox sect, they found a receptive audience.

​The Blood of 1781

The decision to suppress the Jahriyya by administrative and then military force transformed what had been an intra-Muslim religious dispute into a direct confrontation between a Hui religious community and the Qing state — and in doing so, it created the template of conflict that would define the northwest's political landscape for the next century.

The events of 1781 began with the arrest of Ma Mingxin by provincial authorities acting on Khufiyya petitions. The arrest of the founder did not suppress the movement. It ignited it. A Jahriyya disciple named Su Forty-Three — his Chinese name, Su Shi San, recorded in official documents with the casual dehumanization that characterized official treatment of rebel figures — mobilized several thousand Jahriyya followers and launched an uprising in the Xunhua region of eastern Qinghai. The insurgents freed Ma Mingxin and marched through the Xunhua valley, gathering followers and inflicting significant casualties on the Qing forces sent against them. They advanced toward Lanzhou, the provincial capital of Gansu, with an army that had grown to perhaps ten thousand men.

The Qianlong Emperor dispatched substantial reinforcements and one of his most capable military commanders, Agui. Ma Mingxin was recaptured before the siege of Lanzhou had progressed far, and the Qing authorities made a strategic decision: they executed him publicly, before the walls of the city and before the eyes of his followers. The calculation was straightforward — the movement was organized around the founder's personal charisma, and his death would dissolve it. The calculation was wrong. The execution of Ma Mingxin did not extinguish the Jahriyya. It transformed its founder into a martyr whose blood consecrated the tradition and whose memory became a permanent source of mobilizing emotion within the community.

The 1781 uprising was suppressed with considerable force. Su Forty-Three was killed in battle. Several hundred Jahriyya leaders and prominent disciples were executed or exiled. Jahriyya practice was formally prohibited in Gansu, though enforcement of the prohibition was always incomplete and frequently non-existent outside the immediate aftermath of the uprising. Three years later, in 1784, a second Jahriyya uprising broke out under a leader named Tian Wu, also suppressed with military force, also generating a new set of martyrs, also failing to eliminate the order whose leaders it killed.

The pattern established in 1781 and 1784 was durable and tragic. Qing suppression of the Jahriyya did not destroy the movement but hardened it, giving it a narrative of persecution that reinforced the identity of its members and justified the intensity of their commitment. The prohibition of Jahriyya practice drove the order underground rather than out of existence, creating a tradition of clandestine organization that made subsequent Jahriyya communities simultaneously more secretive, more internally cohesive, and more resistant to the kind of gradual accommodation with Qing authority that might have reduced the long-term risk of renewed conflict. The Khufiyya's role in triggering the suppression of its rival was not forgotten within the Jahriyya community, and the enmity it generated between the two orders would prove, in the crisis years of the 1860s, to be one of the revolt's most consequential structural determinants.

​The Gedimu and the Arithmetic of Survival

Between the Khufiyya's calculated accommodation and the Jahriyya's defiant separatism, the Gedimu communities of the northwest occupied a position of studied ambiguity that was simultaneously their strength and their limitation. The Gedimu establishment — the orthodox mosque communities with their individual akhunds, their absence of supralocal institutional hierarchy, their centuries-long practice of negotiating the terms of coexistence with the non-Muslim world — was the largest single current within the Hui population of Shaanxi and Gansu. In numbers and in geographic distribution, it was the dominant form of Hui Islamic life.

The Gedimu's decentralized organization meant that it had no single leadership capable of setting collective policy, no institutional voice that could speak for Gedimu communities across the region as a whole. Each mosque community responded to the pressures of the nineteenth century through its own resources and its own leadership, without reference to any broader framework of strategic calculation. In ordinary times, this decentralization was an institutional advantage: it made the Gedimu communities resilient, difficult to disrupt, capable of sustaining themselves through local crisis without the collapse of the whole. In the extraordinary circumstances of 1862, it would prove a catastrophic liability.

The Gedimu akhunds of Shaanxi had spent generations developing a practice of Islamic religious life that was sustainable within the Chinese environment: ceremonies conducted in forms that preserved Islamic content while adopting Chinese aesthetic conventions, legal practices that meshed Islamic and Confucian norms in the management of family and commercial life, relationships with Han neighbors built on decades of commercial interdependence and careful management of the points of potential friction. This synthesis was not a betrayal of Islam. It was an achievement — the product of generations of thought and practice by men who had taken seriously both the demands of their faith and the realities of their social situation. The great Gedimu scholars of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries — the men who had written Islamic theology in classical Chinese prose, who had argued that the God of the Quran and the Heaven of Confucian philosophy were different names for the same ultimate reality — had built an intellectual tradition of genuine sophistication, one that allowed Hui communities to participate fully in Chinese civilization without either abandoning their religious identity or pretending that the tensions between the two did not exist.

By the mid-nineteenth century, however, the Gedimu synthesis was under pressure from both directions. From within the Muslim community, the Jahriyya challenge had made the question of accommodation itself a contested religious issue, so that Gedimu communities that had previously understood their practice as simply normative now found themselves having to defend it as a theological choice against critics who called it compromise. From outside, the deteriorating relationship between the Hui community and the Qing administrative system was generating pressures that the Gedimu accommodation was increasingly inadequate to manage.

​The Politics of Holiness and the Coming Storm

The religious landscape of the northwest on the eve of the 1862 revolt was thus not the unified Muslim world that later accounts — both sympathetic and hostile — sometimes depicted. It was a fractured, contested space in which three major traditions competed for loyalty, resources, and authority, and in which the competition between them had generated histories of violence that the crisis of 1862 would reactivate with devastating effect.

The Jahriyya brought to the revolt an organizational capacity, a mobilizing intensity, and a tradition of martyrdom that made its communities
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