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Wai-Yip Ho

Re-Emergence of the Middle East in China: 
Towards a New Research Paradigm in ‘One Belt, One Road’

Abstract

China’s new global initiative, ‘One Belt, One Road’, has been re-
viving the ancient Silk Road trade route to launch an alterna-
tive ‘Go Global’ strategy. Commentators foresee China’s new Silk 
Road, sometimes referred to as the new Marshall Plan, may re-
shape the dynamics of the regions and lead to confrontation 
among the big powers. There are fears that whether China is 
engaged in neo-colonialism in Africa and may become a super-
power in the Middle East. While dominant policy and scholarly 
attention has been given to ‘China in the Middle East’, this pa-
per explores another ignored trend and new research paradigm, 
namely ‘the Middle East in China’.

Keywords: China; new Silk Road; Belt and Road Initiative; Middle East 
in China
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Introduction: Western Islamophobia, Inter-Asian Connections

There has been a troubled relationship between Middle 
East and the West since 9/11 attack in the United States and 
the new wave of Islamophobia against Muslim immigrants 
in Europe. At the same time, new and closer inter-Asian con-
nections between China and Arabia have been subtly grow-
ing, but relatively less attention has been paid to the revival 
of the Silk Road network. While global media and policy at-
tention has been focused on Europe in tackling the problems 
of the migrant crisis coming from Africa and the Arab world, 
the Middle Eastern and Arab community has been emerging 
in China, but the phenomenon of the Middle Eastern diaspo-
ra in China has largely not been covered by media or noticed 
by mainstream academia. Through my ongoing fieldwork 
and observation, the main argument of this chapter is to sug-
gest a return of the ‘Middle East in China’ as a part of the re-
vival process of the Silk Road and the Maritime Silk Road 
(‘One Belt, One Road’1). The paper argues that there is a rise 
of the Middle Eastern and Arab community in China, which 
may have a far-reaching implications for China’s Islam and 
future ethnic-religious landscape. 

Revival of ‘the Middle East in China’ along the New Silk Road

While there has been a lot of discussion about the inflow of Mid-
dle Eastern and Arab Muslim migrants facing discrimination 

1	 Yidai yilu (一帶一路), is the “Silk Road Economic Belt” and 
the “21st Century Maritime Silk Road”, proposed by China’s Pres-
ident Xi Jinping in his official visit to Kazakhstan and Indonesia 
in 2013. Though rejected by the Chinese leaders, some commen-
tators compared the ambition of China’s ‘Belt and Road’ initiatives 
as comparable to the United States’ Marshall Plan. 
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in the process of social integration in the America and Eu-
rope, this chapter suggests that research should not neglect 
the importance of the eastward flow of the Middle Eastern 
and Arab Muslim diaspora to China. In the midst of Chi-
na’s recent strategic initiative of ‘One Belt, One Road’, which 
is part of China’s ‘Go Global Strategy’2 through reimagining 
the ancient Silk Road and the Maritime Silk Road in the glo-
balization context, mainstream academics and policy makers 
are focusing on Eurasian and China-Middle East integration, 
especially China’s long march to Central Asia, Africa and 
the Arab world, driven mainly by energy and raw-materi-
als diplomacy of the People’s Republic of China (PRC). This 
chapter, however, focuses on the reverse flow of the Middle 
Eastern and Arab community to China, namely the under-
studied trend of re-emergence of the ‘Middle East in China’, 
which has been positively accelerated by China’s ‘Welcoming 
In’ policy3 in pulling Middle Eastern traders to China as well 
as the Arabs’ new global outlook of ‘Go East’ policy. Meth-
odologically, my ongoing research suggests the importance 
of interdisciplinary, reflecting engagement within sociology, 
qualitative research methods in oral history and ethnography, 
as well as both China and Islamic Studies. The aim of this 
chapter is to suggest a research framework that is crucially

2	 Zouchuqu zhanlue (走出去戰略) is sometimes named 
as the ‘Go Out Policy’, which refers to China’s outreaching and 
travelling out policy to reconnect with the international commu-
nity after years of isolation from global affairs. 

3	 Qingjin lai (請進來) means ‘Welcome In’, which usually 
refers to China’s friendly strategy in welcoming and inviting over-
seas investments, but my research here refers to welcoming Arab 
and Middle Eastern students for training and studying in China’s 
universities, some of whom stay on, work and marry in China 
after graduation. 
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interdisciplinary, bridging the fields of Middle Eastern and 
Islamic Studies as well as China Studies.

The ‘Middle East in China’: A Brief Historical Review

In 751 A.D., there was a small-scale armed conflict when 
a Muslim army defeated the army of the Tang Dynasty (618-
907 AD) in China; no other major conflicts followed, and 
Islam came to China with merchants. Tracing the formative 
period of Islam in China, the first wave of Muslims arrived 
in China by the inland Silk Route to Xian and also by along 
the maritime Silk Road to the coastal cities Guangzhou and 
Quanzhou.4 Following the arrival of Arab Muslim merchants, 
they did not only engage in trading, but also practiced faith 
and introduced themselves to China. The two oldest and sur-
viving mosques in China were built in Xian and Guangzhou. 
Along the maritime trade route, Arab Muslim traders also set 
foot and settled in the coastal cities of Yangzhou, Hangzhou 
and Hainan since the seventh century.5 Persian and Arab 
merchants, as the cultural bearers of Islamic culture, played 
an important role in the formation of culture and economy 
of the Hui community in Guangzhou.6 Since the Tang Dy-
nasty, the Muslim community from the Arab world settled 
in coastal China through the maritime route and they engaged 
in trading and business in China. During the eighth century, 
the Muslim community gathered and settled as an ethnic en-
clave called Fanfang - ‘foreign quarters’7- which was separat-
ed from the Chinese community. The settlement is to prevent 

4	 Benite (2010): 412-413.
5	 Ma, Tian (2008).
6	 Ma (1996): 32.
7	 Fanfang (蕃坊) means ‘foreign quarters’.
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Arab and Persian Muslim traders from spreading Islam faith 
to the Han Chinese8 and a Fanzhang - ‘governor of foreign 
people’9 - was appointed to oversee the everyday affairs in-
volving the foreign community. As a foreign community, 
the newcomers were identified as Fanke - ‘foreign guests’10). 
For those staying in China without returning home, these 
people are named as Zhutang11 -‘living in Tang China’- and 
Zhutang were the ancestors of the Hui Chinese Muslims.12 

During the Tang dynasty, strict separation between Fanfang 
and the Han Chinese people was imposed by the govern-
ment. However, that policy relaxed during the Song Dynas-
ty (960-1279 AD) in the thirteenth century. Without census 
survey data, it is now difficult to estimate the population 
of Fanke in Tang China. But an an Arab source hinted there 
should be a significant presence of Fanke in Guangzhou. 
During the Huang Chao Rebellion (874-884 AD) when his 
forces shelled Guangzhou in June 879, around a hundred and 
twenty thousand of Fanke merchants were killed by Huang’s 
army. If this source is reliable, the population and the busi-
ness of Fanke in Tang Guangzhou should be quite vibrant.13 
Fanke did not only engage in trade, but also played an active 
role in the Islamic da’wah activities (‘Invitation to Islam’, mis-
sionary activity). And they indirectly gave birth to the forma-
tion of the Hui Muslim community. As they mainly interacted 
through trade, it seems quite clear that Chinese interactions 
with Arab Muslim settlers went beyond theological debates 

8	 Tan (2009): 11, 85.
9	 Fanzhang (蕃長) means ‘governor of foreign people’.
10	 Fanke (蕃客) means ‘foreign guest’.
11	 Zhutang (住唐) means ‘living in Tang China’
12	 Qiu (1996).
13	 Chin (2004): 233.
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or political confrontation. Without a prolonged and critical 
Western-style debate on Muhammad’s role as Prophet-States-
man and his private life in a polygamous marriage after his 
first one, the perception of Islam in Far East Asia goes beyond 
the dichotomized or seemingly exclusive options of religion 
and politics (din wa dawla), coastal regions of South China 
perceived Islam as an opportunity – a business hub linking 
China and the Middle East. As Ben Simpfendorfer14 succinct-
ly argues the 9/11 was the turning point, at which the Arab 
world turned away from the West and rediscovered China, 
and the new Silk Road has been gradually re-established.

Towards a New Research Framework: Studying Other 
Middle Easterns and Arabs in China

African and Arab communities have been expanding to be-
come one of the largest diasporic communities in China. 
Though African communities in South China have recently 
attracted increasing attention from scholars and policy mak-
ers due to the escalating tension between African migrants 
and Chinese residents in Guangzhou, the growing Middle 
Eastern and Arab community and its implications for China-
Middle East relations is inadequately understood. A future 
research framework should focus on the emerging Middle 
Eastern and Arab Muslim traders in China. First, this emerg-
ing research framework will re-identify the historical continu-
ity of Middle East-China relations. In particular, it ascertains 
how China’s considerable humanitarian aid, infrastructure 
and other international projects in the socialist era laid good 
foundation for the ongoing Chinese presence in the Arab 

14	 Simpfendorfer (2011).
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world and the importance of shared socialist heritage in ce-
menting strong bilateral relation in the 1950s and after. Sec-
ond, the future research framework should indicate the pull-
ing factors that have been attracting growing Arab presence 
in China since 1980s. China’s ‘Open Door Policy’ in 1978 and 
subsequent economic growth, Middle Eastern and Arab Mus-
lim traders, travelling and managing business between Chi-
na and the Middle East, served as a business brokers, mainly 
for Saudi Arabia, explains the increasing presence of Middle 
Eastern and Arab Muslim sojourners in China. The diasporic 
lives of the Middle Eastern and Arab community on the two 
ends of the new Silk Road economy illustrate the transna-
tional circuit of the New Silk Road. Third, the future research 
framework should focus on how Middle Eastern and Arab 
Muslim respondents perceive China’s economic growth and 
political development (‘China model’). In the midst of the Arab 
Spring in many regions of the Arab world, the China model 
provides Arabs with an alternative developmental path and 
a governance model other than the authoritarian regimes. 
Through interviewing them, the future research framework 
should evaluate how the Middle Eastern and Arab Muslim 
traders imagine the future development of the Middle East. 
Finally, the future research framework should analyse eve-
ryday challenges the Middle Eastern and Arab community 
faces and how they resolve the difficulties and foresee their 
diasporic lives in China. Strategically speaking, the future 
research framework does not only assess China’s national 
policy of ‘Going Global’ and the growing China-Middle East 
relations in terms of energy and raw materials diplomacy, 
but it contributes to evaluate the emerging trend of China’s 
‘Welcome In’ policy of accommodating the rising Arab expat 
community in China.
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Future Focus of ‘One Belt, One Road’: Growing Gulf-China 
Relations

In order to break through the isolation imposed by the West, 
China’s strategic involvement in the Middle East has been 
growing since the Tiananmen incident in 1989 and the First 
Gulf War in the early 1990s.15 Since 2000, researches have 
been indicating that closer Sino-Middle Eastern and Sino-Af-
rican relations are primarily due to China’s concern for sus-
tainable energy supply, natural resources as well as bilateral 
trade and arms sales.16 Recent research even points out that 
Gulf-Asia and Gulf-China ties will continue to grow.17 Most 
importantly, the consequences of the Arab world shifting 
from the West to China marks a rebalancing of global pow-
er.18 Having stated that, one should say that Beijing’s political 
involvement in the Middle East has remained passive and 
insignificant when compared with its strong economic ties 
within the region. It is due to the cautious attitude of the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China (PRC) to prevent China from falling 
into the volatile regional politics and controversies.19 While 
much scholarly attention has been given to China’s overall ‘go-
ing global’ policy and its strategic involvement in the Middle 
East and Africa, recent researches show a growing presence 
of African traders in Guangzhou and Hong Kong.20 Howev-
er, relatively less attention has been paid to another emerg-
ing presence of Arab traders in China’s cities. Indisputably, 

15	 Shichor (1992); Gladney (1994).
16	 Olimat (2010); Zhu (2010): 53-77; Huwaidin (2002).
17	 Davidson (2010).
18	 Simpfendorfer (2011).
19	 Shichor (2006).
20	 Lyons, Brown, Li (2012); Mathews, Yang (2012); Bodomo (2010); 

Bertoncello, Bredeloup (2007).
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the growing presence of the Arab Muslim Diaspora does 
matter to the geopolitics and Chinese-Arab ties. Neverthe-
less, the future research framework of the Arab diaspora 
in China should explore the potential and long-term impact 
of the Arab traders’ perception of ‘progress’ and alternative 
Arab development under the shadow of the ‘China Model’21 or 
‘Beijing Consensus’22 in the times after the Arab Spring, and 
how the presence of Arab traders transforms China’s Muslim 
landscape in terms of Islamic thought and architecture.

Conclusion: Future Research of New Fanke in Chinese Cities

In forging a closer link with the Middle East and Arab world, 
the Chinese government has been becoming aware of Is-
lam – an uncompromising monotheistic faith which defines 
the cultural identity of Arab and Middle Eastern Muslims 
and shapes national behavior and foreign policy of the Mus-
lim world. After the success of the flourishing Middle East-
ern and Arab Muslim traders business in Yiwu of Zhejiang 
province, China has been strategically transforming Yin-
chuan of Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region as the Islamic hub 
of China-Arab trade. Ningxia province will play an increas-
ingly ambassadorial role in enhancing the future China-Mid-
dle East financial cooperation. Compared to the successful 
story of Yiwu in Zhejiang province – which attracts thou-
sands of Arab and Middle Eastern traders to its wholesale 
market for cheap consumer goods and small business23 – 
large-scale investments in the areas where most Muslims 
live have been more limited. Nonetheless, in contrast with 

21	 Yip (2012); Ding (2011).
22	 Halper (2010).
23	 Simpfendorfer (2011).
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the bottom-up Middle Eastern and Arab business formation 
process of Yiwu, Sino-Arab business connections in Ningxia 
(which has a strong Muslim community) enjoy governmental 
encouragement. This is seen as a national project, blessed 
by the Chinese state.24 Including Yiwu, this future research 
framework proposes to investigate the rising community 
of Middle Eastern and Arab traders in Guangzhou, South 
China, and its implication to the emergence of Inter-Asian 
connections along the New Silk Road.25 As Middle Eastern 
and Arab Muslim traders were the important cultural bear-
ers in making the maritime Silk Road and one of the impor-
tant origins of China’s Islam in history, this future research 
outlook will analyze the re-emergence of Fanke in Guang-
zhou and other parts of coastal China. Based on my ongo-
ing ethnographic study of Yemeni traders, the largest Arab 
trader group in China,26 this future research framework will 
point to the re-emergence of the Middle Eastern and Arab 
community (Fanke) in China’s cities (Guangzhou, possibly 
extend to Yiwu, Wuhan and Beijing), where the Middle East-
ern and Arab communities are located, and how these di-
asporic communities contribute to the Inter-Asian connec-
tions in the revival of the New Silk Road.27

The relevance of this new research perspective is to analyze 
the long-term implications of the growing influence of Sino-
Islamic connections across the Middle East and China. This 
new research framework will allow for a new understand-
ing of China’s emerging soft power in the Middle East. While 

24	 Ho (2013a); Ho (2013b).
25	 Simpfendorfer (2011); Ho (2013a); Ho (2013b); Ho (2013c).
26	 Ho (2014a).
27	 Ho (2013c).
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Middle Easterners and Arabs in China are Muslims, the new 
research framework will also explore China’s cultural diplo-
macy aimed at reviving Silk Road business networks through 
mobilizing its own ethnic Muslim minorities in China. As re-
gards China’s national strategy of ‘Welcome In’, it considers 
China as attracting incoming the Middle Eastern and Arab 
community and promoting a stronger China-Arab economic 
ties. In addition, it also sheds light on the cyber-Islamic en-
vironment in the Chinese language and the new Silk Road 
in the world economy, the cultural expression of Islam in Far 
East Asia as well as how the Middle Eastern and Arab Mus-
lim communities in China critically perceive China’s devel-
opment and ‘China model’ as their developmental model. 
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