Washin gy

Post
(4 Nov 149¢

S’{u,(e p-

LETTER, From D1

urban areas has led to the wide-
spread destruction of cultural relics
and historic architecture.

The Chengdu case also high-
lights the uneasy relationship be-
tween the Chinese government and
the country’s growing number of
religious believers, among them 20
million Muslims. Authorities allow
the widespread practice of religion,
but still use repression to control it.
But even when not trying to crack

i

down, their often awkward treat- .

ment of religion can incite tensions.
* Preservationists say the Qing-era
Imperial Mosque—which now oc-
cupies prime commercial real estate
on the edge of a massive new city
square—deserves to be saved not

" only as an example of early architec-
ture, but because of the values it
represents.

“It is a symbolof the relationship
between the Qing Dynasty [and]
the Muslim community. ... Itis a
symbol of tolerance—tolerance of
other religions,” says - Edmond

Moukala, an official at the United -

Nations cultural agency, UNESCO,
who works to preserve China’s
cultural heritage. “We need to pro-
tect this monument so that [future]
generations .can know that hun-
dreds and hundreds of years ago
[China’s] leaders had a good rela-
tionship with Muslim leaders.”
While midday prayers go on as
_ usual, with men kneeling on long
carpets as the local imam sings a
haunting paean in Arabic, fears that
the last active mosque in the city
will soon be destroyed have em-
boldened many of the faithful.
~ “Every day I come here to uphold
the mosque,” says Li Shuhua, 95,
who cried when she heard the
news, but then decided to come
defend it herself......
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At the Imperial City mosque in central China, Niu Yaowen leads midday
prayers. Muslims have worshiped in the mosque for more than 300 years.

and vow never to enter it.

In keeping with China’s any-
thing-goes economic development
model, the first floor of the new
building is reserved for shops and
ottier business ventures—including
a restaurant that will sell spicy
Sichuan hot pot, which includes

‘pork, an item forbidden to Mus-

lims. )
‘The state-controlled Islamic As-
sociation endorsed the city’s sale of

_ the mosque’s land 'to_ developers,

and. the association has since lost
ontrol of the local Muslim commu-

nity. Members have appointed their -,

~“Scur ur [religion]’
~and'bad cadres colluded to sell our
. mosque without the'consent of the

*‘Muslim community.: /.. .
+:They have already been given

masses,” says a famous Chengdu
calligrapher who asked to be re-
ferred to by his Islamic name,
Musa. “What the bad people have
just built over there can’t be called a
mosque.”

Musa, 88, points out that by
defending the old mosque, local
Muslims are also promoting the
Communist Party’s stated policies
of protecting cultural relics and’
promoting ethnic and religious har-

mony. Still, he expects authorities
_to attempt to destroy the mosque. -
‘t«We'll tely ‘on Allah to give us
_victory,” he says. : )

: Government officials say they. -

have ‘bent' over: backward for, the

many CONcessions,” says rany
Xiaozhen, a Chengdu official. “The
new address is just 50 meters from
the old address. What's more, it's a
much bigger area, and the building
is all new.” :

Yang says the old mosque stands
in the way of Chengdu’s develop-
ment. “Tt must be knocked down.

:It’s necessary for the city’s con-
i struction,” he says. Officials would
*not say when they will come in to
“ destroy the mosque.

The city’s new grass square, with
its old towering Mao statue and
surrounding department stores, is

“ seen as key to government efforts
: to make Chengdu, the capital of
* China’s most populous province,
; into an international tourist desti-
- nation. Red promotional banners—

%Go all out to make Chengdu Chi-
na’s No. 1 tourist city,” proclaims
one—are hung throughout the city.

Niu Yaowen, 31, the young imam

. who runs the threatened mosque,

says local Muslims would have been
willing to compromise for the gooc
of the city if they had been con
sulted from the beginning and i
officials "had proposed to take only
the portion of the grounds needec
to build a new boulevard. The roac
would not have harmed the maii

-mosque building or worship hall

only several secondary structures
But the city sold all of the mosque’:

« property, he says.

Chengdu's Muslim quarter, in
cluding the homes of 120 families
were already bulldozed to mak
way for the square, and the projec
flattened two inactive mosques tha
had been confiscated during th
Cultural Revolution and were bein
used as factory workshops, Ni
says.

Niu, who also uses his Arabi
name Ismail Nebinu, says the ol
mosque is the core of the commun
ty. “When you are born, you com

~ here to get your Arabic name. Afte

you die, then in the mosque W
wash you clean,” he said. If it is tor
down; he -adds, “the Muslims i
Chengdu will disappear.”



