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A hadith purports that it is incumbent upon every Muslim to seek knowledge, even if it is 
as far as China. For many Sino-Muslims, this indicated that Islamic knowledge could 
be found in the rich literary traditions of China, such as Confucianism, Buddhism and 
Daoism. Beginning in the seventeenth century Muslim scholars began to render the 
principles of Islam into Chinese in order to make it accessible to the local audience. 
Employing the lexicon from their local intellectual traditions they found that Islam was 
not only compatible with these philosophies but completed them. They illustrated how 
Islam complimented Chinese traditions and how they were often stating the same 
principles in varying terminology. This paper outlines how Chinese Muslim authors used 
the lexis of Classical Chinese to explain Islam and how they demonstrated 
the harmonious interplay between these traditions. It contends that within this Sino-
Islamic literature Islam, and by extension the category religion, is best understood as a 
semiosphere, a system of sign symbols occupying an intellectual space. Sino-Islamic 
discourse is comprehensible only because its authors situated their writings at the 
intersection of multiple religious discourses in a dialogical manner. Accompanying this 
argument is the further deconstruction of the naturalized interpretation of an “authentic” 
or “true” Islam, which is most often exhibited in western scholarship through an Arab 
Middle Eastern perspective. This Sino-Muslim tradition can be understood as a 
vernacular Islam that is grounded in the Chinese context but one that simultaneously 
articulates universal Muslim aspirations. Muslims in East Asia also offer broader patterns 
of Islamization and the contestation of religious knowledge that is echoed in other non-
Arab communities, and especially in South, Southeast, and Central Asia. Therefore, this 
work gives concrete evidence of how religious norms are structured, contested, and 
maintained on the periphery in hopes of decentering our conceptual maps. 


