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Foreword

Economic Anthropology tells us that behind human econom-
ic behavior is existing the cultural and social significance. The
objects for exchange as “merchandise” is not only to meet the
human material needs but also to serve as important interactive
media between different groups of people. Materials have been
given the life and soul. As a result, relationships between differ-
ent goups of people which is based on reciprocity bears social
meaning of life. The economic process is not only “natural”, but
also of society. It is both real and imagery. As economic anthro-
pologist Polanyi put it, economy is embedded in society. This o-
pinion reveals the profound multiple significances of economy in
social life of the humankind.

In the world economic system and Chinese market fabrics,
commercial economy is such an important part of Muslim econo-
my that it even becomes a mark of Muslim group in certain are-
as. Over the past centuries, Muslims have been functioning as a
middleman between different areas in the field of economy, soci-
ety and culture. At the peak of Arab empire, Arab merchants
did their business across Asia, Europe and Africa. Their trading
activities created world economic circle and social system thus
promoting prosperity and development of seaborne trading in the
areas of Indian Ocean and Mediterranean. Furthermore, they

strengthened the communication and dialogue between civiliza-
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tions.

Hui and other Muslim groups who live in the transitional ar-
eas of “Three Plateaus” have contributed to the economic and
social integration through their commercial activities. They crea-
ted commercial network across regions, ethnic groups and reli-
gions, thus realizing frequent interactions between diverse cul-
tures.

However, how is it closely related with survival, develop-
ment, and group identity of Hui ethnic group, and how does it
set up the relationship between the networks across multiple bor-
ders, thus attaining the integration and improvement of the re-
gional society? This book holds that the commercial behaviors of
the Hui is not only shaped by its business ethics but also deter-
mined by its historical context and local physical geography,
community structure and power relations. In addition, the com-
mercial activities of the Hui play a role in the context of social in-
volvements and set internal and external social boundaries of the
group.

Making use of theory and methodology of economic anthro-
pology, this book conducts a case study by choosing Hui busi-
ness group in the “old city” area of Lintan county which is re-
garded as transitional and intersectional zone between two cultur-
al types of pastoral and agricutural economies because it is loca-
ted between the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau and the Loess Plateau.
More attention is paid to structure approach in terms of cultural
and structural methods of anthropology research, “Middleman”
as a core concept is selected in the research. “Middleman” is

different from the concept of “economic man” who is in pursuit
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of maximizing the interests in that the former has a connotation
of “moral person” and “societal person”. “Middlemen” hereby
refers to a business group who have set up a multi-level econom-
ic, cultural and social interaction system through the flow and
exchange of merchandise under the guidance of economical ra-
tionality.

The book falls into nine chapters. It displays the history of
development and change of Hui Muslim merchants in Lintan
county by combining synchronize and chronicle approach. It also
reveals two-way interaction and its meaning between Hui, Tibet-
ans and Han by disclosing the network through commercial activ-
ities. From Ming and Qing dynasties through modern society,
Lintan Hui merchants have used their widespread network and
mobility to connect producers and consumers, markets at differ-
ent levels and areas. More importantly, through frequent inter-
action with Tibetans and Han People, they generated dialogue of
diverse cultures and construction of social relations, thus con-
necting themselves with outside world and promoting the region-
al intergration. As middlemen, Hui Muslim merchants not only
created profits for each party through flow and exchange of com-
modities but also help the interaction between different ethnic
groups and emotional attachment. When we inspect Hui culture,
not only should we see its commonalities with Han culture but
also pay attention to its close interaction with cultures of other
ethnic minorities. One basic dimension of Hui culture is its intra-
diversity and regionality. The history, culture and social identity
of Lintan Hui Muslim merchants have been constructed through

their interaction with other ethnic groups. If we add social dimen-
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sion of being middlemen in the commercial activities to this cul-
tural structure, we will find there is an interactive relationship
between cultural connotation and social identity.

Economic anthropology holds that commercial activity con-
structs social relations and in the meantime it depends on a cer-
tain social relations to exist and develop. They influence each
other. More importantly, through the interaction between Lint-
an Hui Muslim merchants and regional economic and social sys-
tem, we are able to know the significance and values of the com-
merce in the interaction between different ethnic groups in the
borderland. There is co-existence of diversity and unity in the re~
lationship between ethnic cultures and economic types. Unity
shows that different groups share resources; Diversity tells us
that they are complementary to each other. The concept “Di-
verse Cultures under One Political Entity” not only reflects cul-
tural diversity due to geographic factor but also discloses the in-
teractive and dependent relationship between different ethnic
groups. Theoretically speaking, traditional agricultural economic
circle and nomadic economic circle are relatively dependent and
incomplete economic and social region. They both need commer-
cial exchange and cultural interaction to realize respective com-
pletion and maturity. Lintan Hui Muslims live in the transitional
area between these two economic types. Interdependence of these
two economic types created a potential condition for Lintan Hui
Muslims to get involved in commerce. This fact tells us that the
motivation of Lintan Hui Muslim merchants does not only exist
in their cultural value system. More importantly it derives from

the “symbiotic and complementary” mechanism existing among
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Hui, Han and Tibetans. “Symbiotic” means respecting co-ex-
istence. It can also be explained “each paity shares something
with another party”. “Complementary” means each party is con-
ducive to the existence of another party. Being complementary to
ech other can help realize common property. This finding plays
an important role in understanding ethnic relations in China.

In modern society, the appreciation of cultural diversity and
transformation of traditional religious cultural resources to social
harmonious resources is very important for constructing harmo-
nious world. As a matter of fact, it has already become an objec-
tive of the whole world. It is an important task for human beings
to maintain coexistence and development of diverse cultures. Re-
ligions constitute an integral part of society. Religions have been
playing an enormous role in defining social norms values and life
meanings. It offers rich ethics for collective life of religion be-
lievers. Religions have laid foundation for inter-collaboration and
harmonious co-existence between different ethnic groups. Lintan
Hui Muslim merchants have created platform for different ethnic
groups to interact with each other by doing business with Tibet-
ans and Han People. Commercial livelihood has had a very close
connection with ethnic identity of Hui Muslims. Lintan Hui
Muslim merchants’ perception of commercial activities not only
reflect their understanding about individual's survival but also ex-
hibit their belief in Islam and appreciation of both the world and
the hereafter.

The book asserts that commercial practice is shaped by val-
ues and ethics. This opinion helps us find most dynamic ap-

proach when we inspect the construction and representation of



