Muslim Expressions in Modern Clothing Worn by Uygur
People in Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region, China

Introduction

Located in the northwestern part of China,
the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region is
characterized by its arid climate, as typified by
the Takla Makan Desert, and the structure of
its population with a larger number of minority
races, expecially Uygur people, other than the
Chinese. Though China is a socialistic country,
freedom of religion is ensured for Chinese people,
except for government employee. In Xinjiang,
there are at least 13 major ethnic groups, and
there are a large number of Muslim people in
particular. Therefore, people in the region live
in a complicated society where various religious
and ethnical traditions coexist in the socialistic
system. Naturally enough, these conditions are
reflected in the clothing of Muslim Uygur people
and their daily life related to clothing. We made
visits to the autonomous region from 1999 in
order to conduct investigations on their clothing
and their daily life related to clothing. As part
of our investigations, we conducted a study on
modern Uygur people’s consciousness of the
traditions of their expressions in clothing related
to Islam, and changes in the traditions.

1. Muslim traditional clothing

1) Women making pilgrimage to Mecca
Uygur people go on a fast for about one
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month during Ramadan, Two months after
the fasting Kurban Bayram(the feast of a
sacrifice of sheep to God)is held for three
days. Because Uygur people use the lunar
calendar, the schedule of the festival changes
every year, but people from various parts of
the world visit Mecca, where the festival is
held. Uygur people call a person who has
completed his or her pilgrimage to Mecca an
aji, and such a person is especially respected.
a female aji whom we met wore a large
scarf so her hair was not visible. She also
wore a long dress that reached to her ankles.
She said that she was very careful about
her clothing because she was an aji. Her
appearance was faithful to the korean's tea-
chings on clothing. The koran says that
female outer appearances and their beauty
and fancy clothing should not stand out, and
recommends women to wear veils that cover
their breasts. Uygur people had a tradition
of wearing veils and putting on caps over
the veils, Hovever, when scarves were
introduced in the 1980s as a new fashion,
scarves made veils and caps outmoded. Caps
in particular disappeared rapidly from their
daily life. Now we see only men, older
people in South Xinjiang, devoutly religious
women and folk dancers wearing caps. With
regard to veils, brown veils called torromal



are still used now, and we wee many people
wearing veils in winter. We also see people
still covering themselves with scarves with their
eyes and fingertips exposed.

With respect to long dresses, the Koran
recommends not only Muslim women, but also
married women and girls, to wear long dresses.
Therefore, Uygur women still wear midis, long
dresses, now.

2) Clothing of persons at prayer

Men usually go to mosques for worship, but
all the women worship at home. When women
worship at home, they change their clothes.
Small scarves are replaced by large scarves,
and dresses with short sleeves are replaced by
those with long sleeves that reach their wrists.
To worship, women sit with their bodies
covered by scarves and dresses.

2. Islamic meaning in clothing

1) Hair and hair styles

The fact that Uygur women cover their hair
with veils shows that their long, abundant
black hair symbolizes the atiractiveness of women
In general, girls start letting their hair grow
when they are junior high school students, and
some women let their hair grow continuously
without cutting it. By tradition, girls wear their
hair in five to thirty braids, and married
women wear their hair in one or two braids.
Married women wear scarves over various
hairdos. Many women in North Xinjing have a
hairdo with their interlaces with combs. The
shape of the hairdo, which has a nice cluster of
hair at the back part of the head covered with
a scarf is pretty. It is said that the combs are
of Russian make, but the floral patterns loved
by Uygur people are carved. On the other

hand, young women do their hair in a
ponytall, or in a modern style.

2) Henna manicure

Henna is a plant, and henna manicure is
a way of dyeing one’s nails red with the
plant. Henna manicure is still popular now.
One elderly woman stressed that her henna
was grown in Mecca, and that henna was
safer for her fingers, which she used fur
cooking, as well as for the human body,
than synthetic manicure, She used dried henna.
Another woman mentioned that henna was
effective in softening the skin of her hands,
and alleviating pains in her arms. Like these,
a connection with Mecca and their prefe-
rence for natural things have resulted in the
Iong usage of henna.

3) Osma

Uygur women are very particular about
dark eyebrows. Osma is a plant with 10-to
15cm leaves. Osma leaves are rubbed and
squeezed in order to produce its juice. The
juice is repeatedly applied about three times
to eyebrows. All women, from babies se-
veral months old to women in their forties,
have dark eyebrows, regmdless of their ages
and occupations, and seasons. We also saw
a young woman who had hoth eyebrows
connected. Though there is no specific
description about eyebrows in the Koran, it
mentions that sparkling, big eyes are worthy
of praise because of their attractiveness like
pearls. Uygur women’s dark eyebrows
highlight the dark pupils of their eyes more
attractively.

4) Accessories

For their accessories, Uygur people use a
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phrase “"a set of gold (altun)” that includes gold
earrings (altun alka), a gold ring (altun ozok)a
gold necklace (altun zenjir), and a gold bracelet
(altun bilezik). In addition, there is also a
pendant top (altun kolun). More than one
accessory is used. and accessories are attached
to their everyday life. Most girls five to seven
years old start wearing pierced earrings(alka),
and it is said that girls’ initiations are similar
to boys’ circumcision. So girls wear pierced
earrings when they go to school. Women are
very interested in pierced earrings, so they
change the designs of their pierced earrings at
bazaars when they get bored with them.

In addition to gold accessories, gold teeth
(altun qix) are also very popular among Uygur
people. In principle, they symbolize wealth.
Pear]l necklaces and pearl colors are also po-
pular. With regard to these gold and pearl
accessories, the Koran paises them by saying
that women In paradise are adorned with
golden bracelets and pearls, and expressing
women as virgins like pearls. Gold and pearl
accessories are described as gifts from God.

5) Colors of clothing

With a desert as a background, colorful
fabrics look beautiful. So it is understandable
that Uygur women like atlas and colorful lace.
The Koran also mentions beautiful greenery
and brocade as rewards from God. On the
other hand, women usually never wear black
dresses. To Muslims, black symbolizes evil,
disgrace and falsehood. Black is also a color
related to hell and the flames of hell. In recent
years, black clothing other than mourning clo-
thing has been donned because it is considered
aesthetically pleasing. However, Uygur women
have not broken down the tradition
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3. Change in tradition

1) Government employees

In China, teachers and people working
for government offices are government em-
ployees, and they are required to be atheists.
Because of this, there are many female
government employees who have their hair
cut short and wear modern clothing like the
Chinese do. However, Uygur people’s pre—
ference for makeup such as henna and
osma, accessories and long dresses are also
seen among female government employees,
and these are considered Uygur people’s
expressions. Mothers are responsible for
passing on ethnical legacies to their daugh-
ters. Though they remain politically neutral,
their sense of ethnical values in clothing is
inherited.

2) Young women living in cities

In cities, we witnessed daughters of an
aji who lived in modern clothing just like
the Chinese do. On the other hand, we also
witnessed a woman changing her way of

" living drastically after marriage because of

her husband’s and his family’s deep faith in
God. Therefore, young women’s modern clo~
thing like Chinese clothing might be a pas—
sing phenomenon.
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