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     It is impossible to understand the life of a nation when separated from its past. The histori-
cal path taken for Dungans towards Kyrgyzstan is connected with a bloody period of heavy 
persecution that has also changed the destiny of so many other immigrants from China.

     The Dungans constitute one of the smallest ethnic groups in Central Asia. Numbers given
by the current President of the Social Union of Dungans in Kyrgyzstan, Hasiza Sumar, show
that the aggregate number of Dungans within the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) 
stands at just a little more than 120,000. They are settled primarily in Kazakhstan and 
Kyrgyzstan and with an even more insignificant number in Uzbekistan.�  Roughly 58,400 of 
the counted Dungans have made the territory of Kyrgyzstan their home. This means that 
Dungans are the fourth largest ethnic group in the country.

     Today most Dungans in Kyrgyzstan live in the Chuy oblast area.  They live mainly in vil-
lages like Aleksandrovka, Milyanfan, Birdik, Ken Bulun, Ivanovka, Iskra, Tokmok, and Kant. 
Others stay in the Irdy and Karakol, Issyk Kul regions as well as in Savay and Osh areas. A 
smaller number of families live in Talas and Naryn.²

     Because of harsh treatment against them, the Hueytsu, as Dungans call themselves, began 
to emigrate towards the Russian borderlands.³  According to Fatima Nurakunovna, the 
Hueytsu have lived in Central Asia  since the late 1800’s. �   The most notable emigration oc-
curred during the time of General Tsin’s suppression of well-known Muslim revolts by 
Kazakhs, Kyrgyz, Salar, Uighurs and Hueytsu between the years 1877 and 1883. Many of the 
surviving insurgents were forced to flee and to seek refuge within neighboring states.  
Nurakunovna detailed how the Hueytsu first reacted during the harsh winter of 1877.  
          
          From a district in the city of Aksu (in Xinjiang), local Hueytsus were divided into three 
          groups and began to independently move in separate directions towards the Russian 
          borderlands. The first insurgent group of Hueytsu, led by Yusuf Yes Syfu (Ae Laozhen) 
          arrived in Karakol after passing through Bedel (a village located within present-day 
          Issyk Kul Oblast) and later settled in Irdyk (also in present-day Issyk Kul Oblast).  A 
          second group under the direction of Ma Dazhen moved from Aksu through Maral-
          Bashi to Kashgar.  This group would later divide and set up base near Taraz (in 
          Kazakhstan) in Dzhalpak-Tube (Dunganovka) and in [the Uzbek regions of] Fergana, 
          Andijon and Tashkent. . . The third and largest group of Dungan refugees were led by 
          Baj Janhu and having passed through Turugart (in south-east Kyrgyzstan) in December 
          of 1877, arrived in Naryn and later settled in Tokmok (just outside of Bishkek) on the 
          banks of the river Chu.�  
          
     Dungans are predominantly Sunni-Muslims. According to a legend that has been repea-
tedly told to me since childhood, the origin of the Dungans dates back to the first contact be-
tween the Chinese and the Islamic world during the period of the Tan Empire (618-907). 
During this time a Chinese emperor dreamt of being rescued from monsters by a young man 
in green garments. Seeking the meaning of this dream from his closest advisors, the emperor 
was warned that the monsters represented the Empire’s enemies - the nomads - and the young 
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Traditional daily dishes of
Dungans consist of cereals 
and grains, beans, vegeta- 
bles and fruits - all products 
on which Dungan agricul-
tural economy depends. 
(SM)
 

Lagman, a noodle based
dish topped off with shreds
of beef and a vegetable
variety, is one of the main
traditional cuisines of the
Dungans of Central Asia. 
(SM)
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man in green was a young Mohammedan on which the survival of the empire depended. 
Upon hearing this, the emperor dispatched envoys to Arabia who beseeched the Arab Muslims 
for military aid against the nomadic enemies. With the help of his Arab Muslim supporters, 
the emperor was victorious. As a sign of gratitude, the emperor had given his new Arab 
Muslim allies Chinese women as wives.

     The children from these marriages became known as Dungans. The original traditions and
family life of every Dungan in many respects have since been connected with the canons of
Islam. From the moment of birth until the end of life many ritual events and ceremonies are 
accompanied by Islamic prayer readings. Additionaly, Islam became the basis for developing                                
a national consciousness, having already created a moral basis for the lives of these people. 
Under its influence cultural traditions, ideologies, norms of life and morals, behavior, as well 
as Dungan material culture were formed.

     The Dungan people have been cast in a lot forever intertwined with the Kyrgyz people and
have historically impacted the development of the land of the Kyrgyz. Today Dungans are con-
sidered as a part of the united people of Kyrgyzstan – actively participating in all spheres of
the political, economic and cultural life of the country. For example, Kyrgyzstan has become
the homeland of Dungan writing and literature. Here the modern literary language was created.
The National Poet of Kyrgyzstan, Yasyr Shivaza, was the founder of Dungan writing and lit-
erature.�  Dungans of Kyrgyzstan continue to develop in all directions and to promote a cul-
tural heritage of Dungans, Kyrgyz and other people.

Notes:

1.  Hasiza Sumar Havazovich, President, Social Union of Dungans in Kyrgyzstan, 
interviewed by author, March 2012.

2.  Fatima Nurakunovna, Editor, Хэймин Бо (newspaper), interviewed by author, October 
2012.

3.  Ibid.

4.  Ibid.

5.  Ibid.

6.  Hasiza Sumar Havazovich, interviewed by author, March 
2012. 
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Traditional Dungan
wedding gowns (above)
consist of pink or bright
red silk overlays with green
furnishings and floral
embroideries, with a 
matching underlayer of
trousers. The gown itself is
outfitted with a pocket in
which money is put, an
edge for the ritual adapta-
tion of the bride to the
home of the groom and a
mirror to ward off evil
spirits. The typical bride
also wears a silver breast
ornament, shunhu, with a
medallion in the shape of a
butterfly and jingles that
are executed from silver in
order to shield the bride
from negative influences.
The bride is further
accented with a beautiful
headpiece dressed with
flowers. (SM)

 


