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To learn Arabic, Japanese, or Chinese: Language policy at
Muslim schools in China, 1931-1945

For Sino-Muslims living in occupied China, Chinese was the transactional language of
daily life, Japanese was the bureaucratic language that potentially provided opportunities for
advancement and economic benefits, and Arabic was the liturgical language. Arabic was not
used frequently in daily life, but learning Arabic was important for Islamic religious identity
and for Sino-Muslims to consider themselves part of the community of Islamic believers,
known as the umma. Probing into imperial Japan’s quest to legitimize itself within the Islamic
sphere, this paper uses policy reports and academic writing produced by Japanese scholars to

assess the state of Japanese-language acquisition at Muslim schools in occupied China. It also
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examines Chinese Nationalist responses to these policies. Japanese imperialists were eager to
gain the support of Sino-Muslim populations who came under their control, and one of the
ways they did this was by providing funding to existing madrasahs to open new schools for
Muslims. However, when Japanese imperialists attempted to lessen the number of hours that
Muslim students spent learning Arabic and replace these hours with Japanese language
instruction, they threatened the religious identity of Muslim communities. The ways that the
debates over language were mediated between local Muslim populations, Japanese imperial
officials, and the Chinese Nationalists provide insight into the importance of Arabic as a
liturgical language for Muslims in China. The discussions surrounding Islamic education also
provide a glimpse into some of the ways that the Japanese imagined Sino-Muslim populations
fitting into their growing empire throughout Asia, as well as the ways that Chinese

Nationalists imagined the place of Sino-Muslims within the Chinese nation-state.
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