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The Ballad of Su Forty-three and the Problems of
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Following an undergraduate degree in Chinese at the University of Edinburgh and
a total of three years in Asia, Hannah has spent the past year honing the grasp of
classical Chinese and Manchu under the watchful eyes of the China Institute here in
Oxford. Her research is part of a wider academic project seeking to re-conceptualize
Qing dynasty history through reintegration of perspectives from the margins of
empire. Her own research interests include Sufi Muslims in China, rebellion,
structures of empire and authority, and the relationship between ecology, religion and
power in late imperial China. This article addresses the search for 'alternative
histories' within oral and folk sources, by means of discussion of 'The Ballad of Su
Forty-three', a piece recorded in Republican-era Gansu which recounts the events of
a rebellion some one hundred and fifty years earlier. Through examination of the
content of the ballad and its significance, it discusses the contested nature of historical
memory and the mutually modifying nature of 'official' and 'unofficial' histories.

All was calm and all was quiet,
In the west rose Su Ahyin
Su Ahyin's got his Salar troops,
And they're off to seize Lanzhou.
Su Ah-yin,
Ain't so bright.
Follows a teacher named Ma Mingxin.
Ma Mingxin's a learned chap,
Raised 3600 Salar men,
Su Ah-yin's going to take the world.
;
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;

(Li Xinghua

, Feng Jinyuan

1985: 804)

'The Ballad of Su Forty-three' (Ch. Qianlong sishiliu nian
Hezhou shibian ge
) presents a curious
challenge to the scholar seeking fresh perspectives on the past.
Collected from a Hezhou
street performer in 1937 by
ethnographer and historian Wang Shumin
as he travelled
through the region, the ballad runs to some 15 pages of dense text.
Clearly designed for professional performance, it is a lively, vivid
piece recounting with a high level of detail the events of the 1781
uprising. (ibid: 802-219)
On the Ballad
The ballad is generally ascribed to the local tradition of
daojiangshui
singing, a folk form distinguished by its fast
pace, rhythm, rhyme and humour. (ibid: 802) As Feng and Li
explain in their introduction to the edition consulted here, the
name of the tradition can be loosely translated as ‘pouring sauce
ballads’. They theorize that the name comes from the fluency
required to perform one well: a string of words flowing like sauce
from a bottle. (ibid) There are relatively few collections of ballads
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attributed to the daojiangshui tradition, but descriptions suggest it
was a highly localized tradition from the city of Hezhou, dedicated
to recounting events and stories (Wang Shumin
1940:
271).
Fieldwork conducted by Deng Jingsheng
in tracing
the footsteps of famed local performer Wan Shicang (
),
more commonly known as Old Wan (Lao Wan
), 1880-1960,
suggests that the daojiangshui name for the tradition, as collected by
Wang Shumin, was in fact Wan's own coinage, and that it replaced
the older name kuaibanshu
, a tradition of clapper
storytelling found in regional variants across northern China.
(Deng Jingsheng
1989: 133-135) Wang Shumin's usage of
the daojiangshui term in preference to an alternative name with a
wider currency suggests that there is a chance it was even Old Wan
he met or, perhaps, a performer associated with him.
Deng's portrait of Old Wan portrays a highly creative
individual, in some respects highly eccentric and in others a typical
itinerant folksinger, noted in particular for his fast tongue and
disrespect for authority. To illustrate the above points, Deng
recounts an occasion on which Old Wan was summoned to meet
Ma Bufang
, the Republican-era Qinghai warlord, to answer
for his satirical lyrics. Old Wan responds fast and wittily, to the
warlord's delight. Whilst the tale shows the hallmarks of being
apocryphal – folk singer speaks truth to power – the anecdote
indicates the satirical function this song tradition played in local
life. (ibid: 137) Old Wan may also have played a key function as an
interpreter of news for more remote communities as an itinerant
performer – titles he sung included content on current affairs,
notably the Japanese bombing of Xining. (ibid: 134)
8

The Ballad of Su Forty-Three and the Problems of ‘Historical Memory’

The detailed nature of the ballad and the very existence of
the daojiangshui tradition indicate the importance of remembrance
of such issues. Following Maris Gillete's work on mourning rituals
held among Xi'an Hui populations to commemorate the suffering
inflicted on those communities by the 1860s rebellions, I would
suggest that such ballads served a similar purpose here: a
performed remembrance of violence and its consequences that
structures a collective memory. (Gillete 2008: 1014) The mere fact
of its performance in 1937 – over one hundred and fifty years after
the events recounted – suggests the manner in which the events of
1781 have shadowed the interpretation of subsequent events. Each
account of the Muslim rebellions of the 1860s, 1895 and 1928
begins with 1781, making it a touchstone that then defines and
influences the present.
As an oral history of an event is normally only accessible
through the records of those responsible for its repression, it is
tempting to view the ballad as an 'alternative history', the truth,
however, is rather more complex. The ballad weaves official
terminology with local concerns, demonstrating rather that there is
no straightforward opposition between official and unofficial
histories. Official/unofficial realms instead are mutually modifying,
interactive discourses wherein memory of the past is structured by
experience of the present. The Bakhtian conception of 'social
heteroglossia' is informative here: the idea that no language is a
unified system of norms. It is instead a chaotic project, consisting
of multiple overlapping languages, each of which represents a
different way of conceptualizing the world. 'Social heteroglossia'
refers to the idea that speakers creatively utilize multiple levels of
discourse to their own ends. (Morson, Emerson 1990: 139-143)
The ballad can be seen as existing at the intersection of numerous
levels of discourse: mediating between official history, local
9
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memory, between audience and performer, and between the
interests of the ethnographer who collected it and the assumptions
of the performer with regards to those interests. Before moving
onto a more detailed discussion of the content of the ballad, a brief
explanation of its historical context is necessary.
1781 in Historical Context
Hezhou is today known as Linxia

and lies in the

remote province of Gansu
, north-western China, where the
interior gives way to desert, steppe and Tibetan plateau. The area is
ethnically and linguistically mixed, including populations of SinoMuslims, Salars (Turkic-speaking Muslims), Han Chinese, Tibetan
Muslims, Tibetan Buddhists and Mongolians, set amid the
forbidding topography of southern Gansu. Hezhou then was a
bustling entrepôt, and also an Islamic centre of learning known as
'Little Mecca'. However, for the officials charged with its
governance Hezhou represented a frontier of 'China proper' – the
gateway to the Tibetan, Salar and Mongol communities of Qinghai
lay at Jishi Pass (
). In 1781, all three of them would have
been governed under a separate legal code from their Han Chinese
neighbours, namely the Tibetan statutes. Their cultural and
linguistic differences were thus encoded into the models of
governance by which the Qing approached the problems of
administering their new domains. (Ma Haiyun 2007: iii)
The 1781 uprising the ballad recounts was a complex
localized series of events, with origins in the local power dynamics
of the area and which began with a dispute that occurred between
the followers of rival Muslim menhuan (
, Chinese Sufi
lineages). Sufism began to enter China in approximately the 16th
century, travelling with movement of caravans along trade routes
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heading west and greatly facilitated by the Qing conquest of
Xinjang in 1759. Sinophone Muslims would travel to study in the
centres of learning in the Islamic world, and return having been
initiated into a Sufi order. Their religious charisma (Ar. baraka)
would attract converts whose donations and support gave menhuan
leaders (Ch. jiaozhu
, Ar. shaykh) significant temporal power.
Religious authority - and its attendant temporal status - would be
passed along to a successor on death of the shaykh. Menhuan
networks stretched across China, but largely remained centred on
Hezhou and the surrounding Muslim communities (including
Sinophone, Turkish, Mongol and Tibetan-speaking communities).
Although Islamic in nature, the connotations of the word menhuan
itself, most probably derived from the Chinese huanmen
meaning a powerful family with close bureaucratic or official
connections, emphasize the importance of the manner in which
they entwined themselves with local politics. Competition for
converts and inheritance disputes resulted in numerous branches
and factions which divided even those groups ostensibly within the
same Sufi tradition. (Guan Lianji
1984: 56)
In 1781, the conflict involved two menhuan, the Jahriyya and
the Khafiyya, competing for adherents in the local Salar
communities. Prior to the outbreak of armed hostilities, lawsuits
had been presented in local courts in which both sides had accused
the other of heterodoxy. Lack of a conclusive legal judgement
allowed the conflict to simmer on, culminating in the murder of a
Khafiyya headman (Han Sanshiba
) by Jahriyya
followers. The Qing response designated the Khafiyya, who had
arrived first to the area as 'the Old Teaching' (laojiao
; ie old,
traditional and orthodox), and the Jahriyya as 'the New Teaching'
(xinjiao
; ie new, dangerous and heterodox), and on this basis,
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arrived at the conclusion that it was the Jahriyya who were at fault
for causing the present unrest. They arrested and eventually
executed the leader of the New Teaching, Ma Mingxin
,
prompting an armed uprising by his followers, primarily Salar
Muslims from the Xunhua
region of modern Qinghai
province. The rebels were eventually defeated after a protracted
campaign. The ferocity of the subsequent crackdown devastated
the Salar communities south of the Yellow River, reducing the
population so drastically that the prior twelve administrative
clusters were merged into a mere eight. (Dwyer 2007: 21)
However, the complexity of these events should not be
underestimated: the rebellious forces were not purely composed of
Salars, nor purely of New Teaching Muslims. Similarly, the multiethnic force that eventually put the rebellion down also included
Muslims. The uprising is often viewed by historians as the
beginning of a hundred-and-fifty year period in the history of
Gansu and Qinghai characterised by feuding menhuan, local power
struggles, violence, and state repression.
The Rebellion As Told
As portrayed in the memorandum of the Qing officials,
and in the numerous historical accounts, the 1781 rebellion is
exclusively religious in character. The scholarship of Joseph
Fletcher and Ma Tong, respectively, brings focus to bear on the
mystical, Sufi nature of the menhuan, foregrounding the importance
of loyalty to shaykh and the rebellious influence of Sufi teachings.
(Fletcher 1995: 21-51; Ma Tong
1983: 101-117) In such
accounts, the execution of Ma Mingxin at Lanzhou is a key point in
the escalation of the conflict, prompting Su Forty-three and the
New Teaching Muslims into a full-scale insurrection. Crucially,
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Ma's death represents the moment in which the Qing view the
rebellion as a threat to their authority.
By contrast, Ma Mingxin is mentioned precisely once in the
ballad, as Su's teacher. In the narrative constructed by the ballad
the motivation of Su Forty-three is to 'take the world' (na tianxia
), with the backing of fellow Salar headman Hann Two
. To this end, he is prepared to do anything it takes –
including ally with the Old Teaching headman, Hann Thirty-eight
(Han Sanshiba
). It is only when Hann refuses to join him
that Su murders him and the Qing are thus drawn into the conflict
when Hann's wife seeks justice. The focus on key individuals who
chose either to join Su's campaign, or not to join reflects the course
of the revolt as viewed from a local perspective: the death of
headman Hann Thirty-Eight is a turning point to which the ballad
devotes considerable time. His murder is presented as the key
cause for the escalation of the violence rather than intractable
religious feuding. (Li, Feng 1985: 805)
By the 1930s, intermittent Muslim violence was viewed as a
part of life. Salar Muslims were stereotyped as violent fanatic
brigands, to the extent that Salars were the bogeymen the Han
women of Hezhou used to scare their children with. (Lipman 1990:
77) Successive revolts meant that for many, violence no longer
needed explaining save by reference to past events such as the
1781 uprising. Sayings emphasized the recurrent, inevitable nature
of revolt: 'A small rebellion every 30 years, a large one every sixty'
[
]. (Mu Shouqi
1972 (Vol 7):
24.42b) However, within the ballad, the conflict is not presented as
being precisely Islamically-inspired. The rebels of the ballad are
clearly Muslims – see, for example, the verses in which Salar rebels
are tricked into eating pig fat and promptly are transformed into
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pigs – but this is not the most important aspect of their identity.
Hann Thirty-Eight instead complains of their status as fan
('aborigines', a term used for Tibetans, Mongols and others which
in some contexts carries connotations of barbarism) and their lack
of opportunity occasioned by that status. The authority of Su and
Hann was grounded in an imbrication of religious and political
authority within Salar and Sinophone Muslim communities.
Competition over limited local resources was thus expressed in
religious terms, even when grounded in the desire of one man or
faction to expand the sphere of their influence. To Qing
authorities, the salient feature of the rebels was their Muslim
identity and creed, a judgement predicated on the experience of
1781. As the first major uprising, 1781 then set the pattern by
which all other conflicts were understood – a pattern which was
then creatively adopted by the Muslim populations of Gansu to
their own ends.
The adoption of the terms 'New Teaching' and 'Old
Teaching' is an interesting demonstration of the intersection of
official discourse with the realm of oral history. Their
incorporation into the ballad suggests not so much their validity –
the meanings of the terms has been shown to vary across time
even in usage by Qing officials (Lipman 1997: 138) - as their
utilization by individuals to present themselves. Ildiko Beller-Han's
recent study emphasizes the dynamic nature of the dialogue
between 'official' and 'unofficial' histories. Historical knowledge is
produced in the junctures, and the resultant texts can be
contradictory in themselves. (Beller-Han 2012: 311)
Whilst the terms 'New Teaching' and 'Old Teaching'
feature in the ballad, Su Forty-three holds discussions at the 'Da
Gongbei Mosque' (da gongbei si
), a building associated
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with the Da Gongbei menhuan, a third Sufi lineage. (Li, Feng 1985:
810) Despite the ballad's attempts to gloss the conflict as New
Teaching versus Old, as Salar troops versus innocent villagers, the
self-imposed categories cannot be sustained even with the
discursive field of the ballad. The complexity of the history
involved defies the retrospective application of the state-defined
categories as the ballad appeals to multiple levels of discourse. In a
similar fashion, Su is never presented purely as a villain – although
the violence of his actions is deplored, he is portrayed as initially
reluctant to raid Han villages and there is a certain admiration for
the manner in which he defeats each of the Qing forces sent to
bring him to justice. It is only when the local Tibetan troops are
called up (using fan to fight fan) that he is finally quelled – a
recognition, perhaps, of the manner in which Chinese and Manchu
administrators were viewed as outsiders.
Within the ballad, the villagers are presented primarily as
law-abiding adherents of the 'Old Teaching'. Performed in a
diverse area ruled by Muslim warlords with their own religious
agendas and wherein multiple menhuan were active, the choice to
valorize the Old Teaching is one could that speak to multiple
agendas. Such a choice may represent a simple desire to portray the
villagers as 'orthodox', 'conformist' and 'non-rebellious'; the
manner in which local religious factions often competed to claim
the label of 'Old Teaching', or it may represent a tacit opposition to
the Muslim warlords then forcibly promoting a reformist Islam (a
modern 'New Teaching') in preference to the what they perceived
as the Sinicized practices of Chinese Sufism. The memory of 1781
as presented in the ballad was contested territory, given the role of
history in interpreting the present, and thus the ballad contains
multiple interpretations. It is not a unified text and its
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contradictions can be resolved only by understanding of the
context into which it was sung.
Women and Local Geographies
The emphasis the ballad puts on the role of women in the
conflict, and local reactions to the arrival of the Salar troops
foregrounds a geography at odds with the official accounts of the
sieges of the major cities. In the transcription of the ballad, entire
pages are devoted to the progress of the rebels through each of the
nearby hamlets and the reactions of the residents:
The Salars went to Shuangcheng – o,
Women hurried to pack their children into pots and pans
And followed their husbands to the caves.
The Salars went to Jiatangli - o,
Scared a woman, she nailed fast her door and crawled in her kang,
Someone said: “It’s no use you going inside,
Crawl in a kang and you’ll get burnt - o.”
Someone said: “Burnt is burnt,
Crawl in - oh
When you come out, the Salar Muslims’ll be caught and the chaos
gone.”

:“
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”
:“
”
(Li, Feng 1985: 308)

The ballad lists the varied reactions the rebels gained in
each town: from a massacre of monks at Balin Temple to the
scenes when Su and his men arrive in Tangwangchuan and are fed
breakfast by a rich relative who then joins their cause. Massacres of
monks are recounted in graphic detail, yet so are episodes of
generosity in which Su and his men distribute food to villages they
pass through. By contrast, the pitched battles fought at the end of
the ballad are recounted in comparatively little detail. (ibid: 808-809,
815-816) Whilst the Salar identity of Su and his men is emphasized
throughout, the make-up of the villages they pass through – a
mixed zone of Salars, Han and Sinophone Muslims - is not. Each
village is simply a village with its own reaction to the arrival of the
Salars, be that flight, fight or joining the rebellion. Each place,
however, comes coded into a local geography of power which
would have structured the understanding of the listeners: for
example, Tangwangchuan was a Sinophone Muslim stronghold of
the New Teaching connected to the Salar communities by marriage
which suffered greatly in the post-1871 crackdown. However,
reconstructing such a local geography is perhaps only possible in
fragments given the incomplete nature of the historical record and
required sensitivity to the various contexts of ballad and history.
Women function throughout as the moral compass of the
society the ballad depicts – they are portrayed both as the principal
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victims of the violence and as those who attempt to stop it. Even
as the resistance Su offered the Qing troops is admired for its
heroism, the wives of Hann Two, Hann Thirty-eight and Su Fortythree are united in lamenting the desire of their husbands' for
temporal power. Hann Thirty-Eight's wives mourn their husband's
ambition that had led him to his end thus:
“The two wives heard and came running,
Held their husband and cried
“Who told you to be a headman!
Last year you were the new headman,
This year you're the old headman,
What good did being headman do – o?”

:
“

!

?
(ibid: 804)

In a previous episode, the wife and mother of Hann Two commit
suicide in an attempt to persuade him of the futility of fighting the
Qing armies. Differences of religion, language or ethnicity vanish
in the presentation of women: Salar wives implore their men to
give rebellion up as a lost cause, or seek justice on their behalf
whilst village women co-ordinate the defense of their towns or flee
to the hills.
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Conclusions
The ballad itself ends with the heads of the leaders
displayed in the towns of He-Huang following their execution,
Buddhist temples built on the key battle sites and the use of corvee
labour to rebuild Hezhou after its destruction – an utter defeat for
Su and his Salar troops. Fatalism permeates the entire text: it
begins with a comet, an omen of destruction, seen hanging over
Hezhou. Despite Qing awareness of its presence, official attempts
to avert disaster do nothing.
An imperial city built on Hualin Mountain
Built it up for two and a half years
Now it’s finished the empire's at peace.

(ibid: 319)

A bitter irony lies in these closing lines, for three years after
the events of 1781, another follower of Ma Mingxin, Tian Wu
, took up arms against the state in another bloody affair that
left the countryside still further in ruins. The fatalism of the ballad
rails against the futility of such armed struggle: a reminder to
listeners that 1781 brought nothing but death, same as the affairs
of 1784, the 1862-1874 uprising, 1894-5 and 1928. There is no
mention of the victors – the Old Teaching Muslims who gained
the property of the New Teaching rebels when the violence was
over. The memory of 1781 thus takes on yet another dimension as
an interpretative frame for later history: a warning against ambition
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and attempts to encroach on the power of the state.
'The Ballad of Su Forty-three' remains a truly fascinating
survival. In the complexities and contradictions of the text and its
multiple interpretative frames can be seen the difficulties of dealing
with 'historical memory'. The ballad provides fragments of an
account of 1781 that lies outside the official sources: of alternative
geographies, of the imbrication of religious and political power, of
different priorities. However, that memory is structured by
experience of the present, seen in the strategic use of the terms
'Old Teaching' and 'New Teaching', now incorporated onto a past
they do not entirely fit. Despite the difficulties raised by working
with such material, the richness of this and other ballads from
similar traditions rewards further study. At present, very little
research sensitive to historical past has been conducted on Chinese
traditions of clapper storytelling, perhaps due to the comparative
scarcity of well-edited collections of such ballads. Space has
allowed merely a short exploration of some of the issues raised.
However, the importance of interpreting and working with such
material, hopefully, emerges as incontrovertible.
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