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Integration of Muslim Immigrants in 
Quanzhou during the Song Dynasty: a 
Research on Grave Inscriptions1
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ABSTRACT
!is paper is about maritime trade in the Song dynasty 宋朝 with a focus on  
Quanzhou 泉州. During the Song dynasty, this city was considered to be a 
prosperous area in China. !e city was integrated in the Southeast Asian maritime 
commercial network, which made it very intercultural and cosmopolitan. A number 
of maritime Muslim traders immigrated to Quanzhou. !e main question that 
will be addressed is: to what extent were the Muslim immigrants in the Song 
dynasty integrated in (daily life of ) Quanzhou? In this paper I will describe the 
developments of that era, re"ect the cultural and religious life of the Muslims, 
and support my research with an analysis of grave inscriptions of the Muslim 
immigrants.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF QUANZHOU AS A PORT CITY

Quanzhou is a city in southern Fujian 福建 province, in the southern coastal 
area. Before 950 Fujian was an isolated region. During the Tang dynasty 
唐朝 (618-908), Yangzhou 揚州 and Guangzhou 廣州 were harbour cities 
with a cosmopolitan character (Fan Ke 2001:310) whereas Quanzhou was a 
great distance away from Chang’an 長安 (nowadays Xi’an 西安), the political 
centre  and capital of the country. Geographical factors, mountains and the 
sea, were a barrier to active (political) involvement in the rest of the country 
1  .is paper is a reworked and shortened version of my bachelor thesis, which I wrote under 
supervision of Dr. Tineke D’Haeseleer. I would like to thank her for her supervision and support. 
2  Having /nished my bachelor in Chinese Studies at Leiden University, I am currently enrolled 
in the MSc ro ramme Chinese Economy and Business at Rotterdam Erasmus University. 
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(Ter Haar 2009:158). .e farmers who lived in the Quanzhou region used 
the sea for /shing, but they had a certain fear for the sea, because it served as 
the border of the ‘Middle Kingdom’.

In the period 907-945 Quanzhou region was governed by the Min 
Kingdom 閩國. .is kingdom bridges the period between Tang and Song 
dynasty. .e Min was locally oriented and autonomous. Starting from the 
second half of the tenth century, in 960, the Song dynasty was founded. One 
of the most important transformations was the centralised government. Due 
to e0cient bureaucracy, the region became a strong administrative unity 
which led to economic growth. Also the emperor of the Song acknowledged 
the growing importance of Quanzhou. .e city focussed more on trade with 
overseas areas and contact with overseas markets existed in two ways: at 
the beginning of the Song dynasty, Quanzhou was particularly visited by 
foreigners, later Chinese ships also went on expedition themselves.

We can speak of four factors that contributed to Quanzhou’s 
development. .e /rst one is the changing role of the elite during the 
transition from Tang to Song (Tackett 2006:3). .e number of elite people 
in the region was rising, because the term ‘elite’ got a new  de/nition. In the 
Tang dynasty the elite status was based on the status of family and ancestors. 
For the ‘new elite’ ancestors were less important, instead activities and 
behaviour of children mattered. In the Song, o0cials, merchants and soldiers 
all belonged to the elite. Quanzhou attracted a high number of new elite.

.e second factor is scienti/c and technological improvement 
(Needham 1954:Vol.4:249). Knowledge in the /eld of geography, cartography 
and meteorology increased. Shipbuilding techniques improved and together 
with the invention of the compass and more understanding about monsoon 
winds, the ships could sail further (So 2000:79). Improvements in the /eld 
of science and technologies were not only invented in China, but were also a 
result of the increased contacts with Arabic and Indian regions. Cities around 
the South-Chinese sea became merchant cities; a maritime trade network 
was set up. In addition to the exchange of goods, knowledge and (religious) 
ideas were also shared along this network.

.ird factor is the decline of the northern silk road (Ma 1971:29). .e 
access to Central Asia from China over land was cut o1 by nomadic tribes, 
such as the Tanguts, who ruled there. .is led to a shift from north to south. 
In 1127 the capital of the Song moved from Kaifeng 開封 to Hangzhou 杭
州. .e sea became an alternative route for trade with other regions in Asia.



Fig. 1: Map of Quanzhou city, (Pearson 2002:27)
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Fourth factor is the agricultural society of the region. Increasing 
agricultural production went hand in hand with population growth. New 
irrigation techniques were introduced, and farmers produced a new type of 
rice, the Champa rice, which grew faster and demanded less water. Because 
of these developments, multiple harvests per year were possible. .e surplus 
of rice was transported to other areas in China (So 2000:30). 

From the year 1000 onwards, maritime trade became the main 
aspect of the economy in Quanzhou. In many ways, the government tried to 
stimulate overseas trade. .e opening of a new o0ce in 1087, the shibosi 市
舶司 Maritime O0ce was part of this strategy. Main tasks of the Maritime 
O0ce were: controlling and taxing of incoming ships, registering Chinese 
ships and granting trade permissions (So 2000:42-49). .e o0ce functioned 
as a kind of customs o0ce and was a great source of income for the Song 
government. .e Chinese traders exported all kinds of di1erent goods, such 
as agricultural products, metal, spices, silk and tea (Chau 1964:193-239). 
Especially the luxury goods were highly pro/table. Import goods came from 
two regions: the Arabic areas and the Indian Archipelago. .ese products 
consisted of luxury items such as spices, plants, incense, cosmetics and textile. 
.e expanding maritime network linked more and more cities with each 
other. Ships did not have to sail the whole journey, instead they traded goods 
in cities that functioned as transhipment ports in South-eastern Asia. Arabic 
ships also used these cities as transhipment ports (Chao 1964:40).

LIFE OF THE MARITIME MUSLIMS

.e community of maritime Muslims 
in Quanzhou increased in volume in 
the beginning of the eleventh century. 
At /rst, their visits were temporary, 
but after a while some Muslims 
stayed permanently in Quanzhou. .e 
community lived in a separate district 
of the city, in the fanfang 番坊 (Fan Ke 
2001:314). .is is literally translated as 
‘foreign district’. It was located south 
of the centre, besides the river Jin 
(Jinjiang 晉江) (/g. 1). A very strategic
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place to live, since this was where goods arrived at /rst. .e maritime Muslims 
originatedfrom Arabia, Dashi 大食3, and more speci/cally they came from 
places such as: Jemen, al-Malaq (Turkestan), Khalat (Armenia), Bukhara 
(Uzbekistan), Siraf, Shiraz, Jajarm, Isfahan, Tabriz and Gilan (Iran) (Chen 
Dasheng 1984:82).
 .e people in the community had an ‘Islamic’ way of life; they kept 
using Arabic language for communication and continued Islamic religious 
activities. Yet there were no intentions to convert the local Han Chinese 
from their beliefs. .e only things that brought the maritime Muslims to 
China were trading activities and earning capital; they maintained peaceful 
relations with their Chinese partners. Moreover, the Muslims in Quanzhou 
were almost completely self-su0cient. .ey built their own schools, mosques 
and cemetery.4

.e cemetery was meant for the foreigners in Quanzhou en was 
built in 1130 by Shi Nawei 施那幃,  a successful Muslim trader who lived in 
Quanzhou and died in 1163. He was a rich trader from Srivijaya (Sumatra) 
who cared about public a1airs. Another in2uential maritime Muslim was Pu 
Shougeng 蒲壽庚. Although he himself was born in China, his family came 
from Arabia. In 1270 he ful/lled a role in local governance and as the head of 
the Maritime O0ce had in2uence on maritime trade.5

AN ANALYSIS OF GRAVE INSCRIPTIONS

.e literature review does not give enough information on how the Muslims 
were integrated in Chinese society. .erefore I continue my research with 
an analysis of grave inscriptions. .ey function as an important source of 
information since rites and rituals concerning death and mourning can 
serve as a re2ection of cultural and religious values of a group of people. 
.e remains of graves and tombs can give information on traditions and 
culture. .e graves and the grave inscriptions are a measure to assess to what 
extent the maritime Muslims were integrated in Quanzhou’s society. Chen 
3  .e Chinese name for Arabia is Dashi 大食.
4  Sheng You mosque still has some remains in Quanzhou. .is mosque is located in the fanfang 
and was probably built in 1009. For more information, read So, Billy K.L. (2000) Prosperity, Region, and 
Institutions in Maritime China: the South Fukien Pattern, 946-1368, Cambridge Mass., Harvard University 
Press.
5  For more information concerning Pu Shougeng and his involvements in the Yuan dynasty 元
朝, see Rossabi. 1981. “.e Muslims in Early Yüan Dynasty,” in China under Mongol Rule, ed., John D. 
Langlois Princeton University Press.
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Dasheng’s Islamic inscriptions in Quanzhou was of great help. In his book, 
about 150 grave inscriptions are documented from which three will serve as 
an example in this paper.6

Fig. 2: Examples of the shape of graves (Dasheng 1984:32)

.e following line is often written on the grave inscriptions: “whose hath died 
a stranger hath died a martyr” (translated from Arabic). In other words: those 
who died in a strange country, can be considered a hero. An interpretation 
might be that the Muslims regret dying in a strange country and they would 
rather have been buried on home grounds, where they were born. .is is a 
very important aspect in the mourning process of Muslims (Diem 2004:87).
 .e /rst example concerns the gravestone of Khwaja Shimal al-Din 
(Chen Dasheng 1984:35). He died in June 1310. .e inscription is in Arabic, 
but translated it says: ‘… may God illuminate this tomb of Khwaja Shimal al-
Din’. .is example proves that people in Quanzhou were Islamic, because 
this person was most probably an imam. .e Persian word “Khwaja” is often 
used as a title for a learned person, a senior in religious circles or a wealthy 
merchant. “Shimal al-Din” is also a Persian term, it means a leader in religious 
a1airs (Chen Dasheng 1984:35). It is quite possible that the deceased was a 
Muslim from Persia and a religious leader in Quanzhou. 
 .e second example is the tombstone of Ahmad’s. Even though 
the majority of the graves does not have any Classical Chinese character in 
the inscription, this person had both languages on his gravestone. Ahmad’s 
inscriptions were in Arabic on the front side, and Chinese on the back side 
(Chen Dasheng 1984:38):

6  Most of the graves that Chen Dasheng has documented were from the period 1298-1362, the 
Yuan dynasty . However, since the mosque was built in 1010, and the Maritime O0ce was opened in 1087, 
we can assume that in the period of the Northern Song (960-1126) the Muslims were already present.
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Fig. 3: Two-sided gravestone of Ahmad (Chen Dasheng 1984:20)

Translation of Arabic lines:

“Every soul must taste of death. Ahmad b. Khwaja Hakyim Alad died 
in Zaitun, the town where the mother of the Ahmad family lived. 
He was born in 694 (A.H.), the dragon year (Dec. 1292-Dec. 1293 
A.D.: the twenty-ninth year of Zhiyuan of the Yuan Dynasty,), at 
the age of thirty.”

Translation of Chinese characters:

“My father was born between 3 p.m. and 5 p.m. on the twenty-third 
of the sixth month of the year Renchen, and died at the age of thirty 
on the twenty-#fth of the ninth month in the Xinyou year of Zhizhi 
of the Yuan Dynasty and was buried here. !is was erected by his son 
Ahmad on … of the seventh month of the second year of Zhizhi (of 
the Yuan Dynasty).”

.ese two texts have a di1erent content. .e Arabic text contains the full 
name of Ahmad, and refers to the Koran in the sentence: every soul must 
taste of death. .e Chinese text is written in the name of Ahmad’s son. He 
describes in great detail when his father was born and when he died. .e 
Arabic text uses the Arabic calendar,7 the Chinese text uses the Chinese way 
7  .e Arabic calendar starts in the year 622, when prophet Muhammad arrived in Medina, and 



Fig. 4: Gravestone of Ibn Obeidallah, 
(Chen Dasheng  1984:25)
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of counting years. Reason for the fact that these two languages are used on 
the tablet might be that this person for example married a Chinese wife 
(Chen Dasheng 1984:38). According to Pearson (2002:41), we can speak of 
acculturation in this case. .e Muslim immigrants have adapted to Chinese 
culture. However, this example is an exception, because most graves use 
Arabic language only.
 .e third and last example 
is the inscription of Ibn Abeidallah. 
His grave stone contains six lines with 
Arabic language. Between the 5th and 
6th line are three Chinese characters 
written, which say grave of a foreigner 
(fankemu 番客墓).
 It is remarkable that the 
whole inscription is written in Arabic 
language, except for these three 
characters. A possible answer might 
be that the Chinese wanted to indicate 
that this is a holy stone which deserved 
to be treated with respect.
 Compared with the maritime Muslims in Quanzhou, the local Han 
Chinese had di1erent manners and rituals for death and graves. .e content 
of the inscriptions and the graves themselves are also di1erent. Chinese were 
buried in a grave chamber, a large room made out of stone, where usually more 
than one person was buried. .ey used an inner co0n and an outer co0n (Xu 
2011:19). .e grave inscriptions of the Han Chinese are also structured in 
a di1erent way. In the inscriptions, the deceased was praised in many ways. 
Inscriptions served as biography and included titles, surname, style name, 
family name, place of birth, family line, behaviour and tasks of the deceased. 
.ere was no reference to religion. However, it does show some Confucian 
values of /lial piety. Burying them with the right attention and rituals is part 
of showing respect to your ancestors.
 .e Muslim immigrants used Arabic language for the inscriptions on 
the tombstone, and they refer to religious aspects. .e line “whose hath died 
a stranger hath died a martyr” is very characteristic. Another typically ‘foreign’ 
aspect of the Muslim inscriptions is the date. .e date is displayed in the 
is based on the lunar year. .e year, is divided into 12 lunar months of 29 or 30 days. In total the year of 
the Arabic calendar is about 11 days shorter than the solar year.
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Islamic calendar, which di1ers signi/cantly from the Chinese calendar. .e 
text on Chinese grave inscriptions are a kind of biography of the person’s life, 
Arabic inscriptions however reveal no information on the date of birth and 
the age of the person (the second example, Ahmad, is an exception).
 A /nal remarkable di1erence is the use of a graveyard. In Arabic 
culture this is usual. In the Chinese context, however, there were no cemeteries. 
.e family would search for a unique spot, which was usually a space in the 
open /elds.

CONCLUSION 
Quanzhou nowadays shows the remains of a glorious past. .e ruins of a 
mosque and remnants of Arabic inscriptions suggest that the city was once 
an important destination for overseas traders during the Song dynasty. 
Quanzhou was indeed often visited by ships and many exotic goods were 
traded here. Based on cultural, social and religious aspects, we can conclude 
that the maritime Muslims were accepted as inhabitants in the city life of 
Quanzhou. .e main argument for this is the trade; the Han Chinese and the 
Muslims were dependent on each other. .e analysis of grave inscriptions, 
however, showed that the Han Chinese and the Muslim immigrants di1ered 
a lot from each other. Based on these /ndings I presume that the Muslims 
lived in a strong community that attached a lot of importance to their Arabic 
identity. I would argue that integration of the Muslim immigrants in this 
period existed, but only to a certain extent.
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