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Alexander Wain

e Word ‘Lebai’ and Its Ethnic Origins: 
Reassessing an Early Designation
for Muslim Religious Officials in the Malay World 

Abstract: is article proposes a new etymon for the Malay word lebai (minor 
religious official/scholar), namely the Sino-Muslim term libai (禮拜, worship 
or religious service conducted in a mosque). Scholars have traditionally argued 
that lebai, a loanword introduced during the early stages of Islamization, 
derives from the Tamil leppai (or lebbai), likewise signifying (amongst other 
things) a minor religious official/scholar. On this basis, it has been argued that 
Tamil Muslims acted as Southeast Asia’s earliest Islamic officials. is article 
critically reassesses the evidence underlying this attribution. By tracing the 
earliest known Malay usage of lebai to Java –where it emerged alongside Sino-
Muslim inîuences associated with Cirebon, Gresik and Demak– the etymon 
libai is proposed: since the Song dynasty (960-1279), Sino-Muslims have 
used the noun libai as a designate for religious affairs (particularly prayers) 
conducted in a mosque. is study suggests that lebai originates with this term, 
making it indicative of Sino-Muslim inîuence during Java’s Islamization.

Keywords: Southeast Asian Islamization, Lebai, Malay Language, Java, 
Islam in China.
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Abstrak: Artikel ini mengusulkan etimon baru untuk sebuah kata dalam 
bahasa Melayu, lebai (pegawai urusan keagamaan/ulama lokal), yaitu berasal 
dari istilah Sino-Muslim, libai (禮拜, ibadah atau pelayanan keagamaan 
yang dilakukan di masjid). Para sarjana umumnya berpendapat bahwa lebai, 
kata serapan yang diperkenalkan pada masa awal Islamisasi, berasal dari 
bahasa Tamil, leppai (atau lebbai), yang juga berarti seorang pegawai agama/
ulama. Atas dasar ini, mereka berargumen bahwa Muslim Tamil berperan 
sebagai pegawai urusan agama Islam paling awal di Asia Tenggara. Artikel 
ini secara kritis menguji kembali bukti yang mendasari argumen tersebut. 
Melalui penelusuran penggunaan bahasa Melayu paling awal yang diketahui 
terhadap kata lebai di Jawa –di mana ia muncul bersamaan dengan pengaruh 
Sino-Muslim di Cirebon, Gresik dan Demak– etimon libai diajukan: sejak 
dinasti Song (960-1279), Sino-Muslim telah menggunakan kata benda libai 
sebagai sebutan untuk urusan keagamaan (khususnya salat) yang dilakukan 
di masjid. Studi ini mengusulkan bahwa lebai berasal dari istilah ini, yang 
menunjukkan pengaruh Sino-Muslim selama Islamisasi Jawa.

Kata kunci: Islamisasi Asia Tenggara, Lebai, Bahasa Melayu, Jawa, 
Islam di China.

ملخص: تقترح هذه المقالة مصدرا جديدا لكلمة  «lebai» الملايوية التي تعني مسؤول 
الإسلامي  الصيني  المصطلح  مشتقة من  والكلمة  دينيا محليا.  عالما   / الدينية  الشؤون 
«libai» التي تعني العبادة أو الخدمة الدينية في المسجد. رأى العلماء عموما ϥن كلمة 
 «leppai/lebbai» تي من اللغة التاميليةϦ ليباي الدخيلة التي عرفت في أول عصر الأسلمة
التي تعني أيضا المسؤول الديني / العالم الديني. وعلى هذا الأساس، استدلوا ϥن مسلمي 
التاميل يلعبون دورا كأول مسؤول للشؤون الدينية الإسلامية في جنوب شرق آسيا. وتقوم 
هذه المقالة من خلال دراسة نقدية ϵعادة النظر في الأدلة التي تقوم عليها، وذلك عن 
طريق تتبع أقدم استخدام معروف لهذه الكلمة الملاوية في جاوا -حيث ظهرت ʪلتزامن 
مع Ϧثير الصيني – المسلم في تشيريبون وغريسيك وديماك. وقدمت كلمة منذ عصر أسرة 
سونغ (١٢٧٩-٩٦٠م)، واستخدمها الصينيون المسلمون اسما للشؤون الدينية (وخاصة 
الصلاة) التي أقيمت في المسجد. وتقترح هذه الدراسة ϥن كلمة ليباي ترجع إلى هذا 

المصطلح الذي يشير إلى Ϧثير الصيني الإسلامي أثناء أسلمة جاوا. 

الكلمات المفتاحية: أسلمة جنوب شرق آسيا، ليباي، اللغة الملايوية، جاوا، الإسلام 
في الصين.
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Within the broad expanse of Southeast Asian history, few 
subjects have garnered as much attention as the Islamization 
of the Malay Archipelago. From the early twentieth century, 

several explorations of this event have sought to position Tamil Muslims 
at its heart. Within that context, the etymology of the Malay term lebai 
(also spelt labai or lebe) has proven crucial. Signifying a minor religious 
official/scholar responsible for conducting religious affairs (including 
worship) in a mosque, lebai has been linked to the Tamil leppai (or 
lebbai), likewise signifying a minor religious official/scholar, in addition 
to a merchant, jeweller, or member of an endogamous Tamil Muslim 
community from northern Tamil Nadu. Beginning with Van Ronkel 
(1914), this conclusion has served to identify Tamil Muslims as the earliest 
Islamic officials/scholars in Southeast Asia. In this article, however, we 
propose a radically new etymon: the Chinese noun libai (禮拜). From 
the Song period (960-1279) onwards Sino-Muslims1 have used libai 
to designate “worship” or a “religious service” conducted in a mosque. 
If indeed linked to this term, the Malay lebai becomes indicative not 
of Tamil, but of Sino-Muslim inìuence over Southeast Asia’s early 
Islamization.  

Our article begins with an outline of those arguments postulating a 
Tamil etymon for lebai. Re-assessing the evidence underpinning those 
studies, notably indications of the term being used in Malay 130 years 
before it emerges in Tamil, we suggest that this etymology be reversed—
that lebai be interpreted as the origin of leppai, not vice versa. e 
article then proceeds to identify the earliest known Southeast Asian 
attestations to lebai, establishing Java as its probable point of origin, 
where it emerged amidst extensive Sino-Muslim inìuence associated 
with the port cities of Cirebon, Gresik and Demak. On this basis, the 
Sino-Muslim etymon libai is proposed.

 e Tamils, Lebai and Southeast Asia’s Islamization

On January 23, 1907, eminent Dutch scholar C. Snouck Hurgronje 
delivered his inaugural lecture at Leiden University. Drawing upon 
his extensive knowledge of north Sumatra, home to Southeast Asia’s 
earliest Islamic kingdoms, notably Samudera-Pasai (converted late 
thirteenth century), he sketched a preliminary portrait of the region’s 
initial Islamization. Drawing attention to the late fourteenth- to early 
ëfteenth-century Hikayat Raja Pasai, Samudera-Pasai’s court chronicle, 
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and one of Southeast Asia’s earliest surviving Islamic texts, he noted 
its frequent references to Tamils. Set within the context of Southeast 
Asia’s adherence to the Shaë‘i madhhab, otherwise predominant only in 
South India and Yemen, and several instances of far-reaching cultural 
borrowings from the Tamil regions of India throughout Southeast 
Asia’s pre-Islamic and Islamic periods (Kerlogue 2004, 69–97), Snouck 
Hurgronje argued that Tamil Muslims likely played a crucial role in the 
region’s Islamization (G.W.J. Drewes 1968, 434; Hurgronje 1916, 53). 

Snouck Hurgronje’s academic stature ensured this hypothesis 
received considerable attention over succeeding decades, with several 
scholars offering additional insights designed to bolster its credibility. 
Amongst these was an observation made by Ph. S.  van Ronkel (1914) 
regarding the origin of the Malay word lebai. Absent from all surviving 
pre-Islamic Malay written sources, and referring exclusively to minor 
Muslim religious officials/scholars responsible for performing acts of 
worship in a mosque, Van Ronkel argued that lebai was a loanword 
introduced into Malay during the early Islamic period—that is, 
somewhere between the late thirteenth and ëfteenth centuries.2 He 
further presumed its introduction occurred in close association with 
the region’s ërst Muslim preachers. Signiëcantly, therefore, Van Ronkel 
speculated that lebai originated with the Tamil leppai (also spelt lappai 
or labbai), variously used to denote a merchant, jeweller, ethnic 
grouping, or (as in Malay) minor Muslim religious official/scholar. 
Inspired by Snouck Hurgronje’s preliminary conjectures, Van Ronkel 
suggested that leppai originally designated a Tamil Muslim merchant; 
such individuals had travelled to Southeast Asia along well-established 
trade routes, interacted with the local population, and thereby effected 
the ërst conversions. is proselytising role later entailed their 
metamorphization into the region’s ërst religious officials, prompting 
the application of their originally mercantile honoriëc to all such 
functionaries (Ronkel 1914, 137–42).3

Successive scholars, as well as the Indonesian Etymological Project, 
have been content to both accept and perpetuate this etymology (Jones 
2007). G. W. J. Drewes, for example, marshalled this derivation when 
tentatively tracing Southeast Asia’s Islamization to the intervention 
of Shaë’i Tamil Muslims from Nagore, on the Coromandel Coast 
(G.W.J. Drewes 1968, 458–59). Yet other commentators, especially 
from Southeast Asia itself, being cognisant of T. W. Arnold’s (mistaken) 
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supposition that leppai is more appropriately interpreted as a Tamil 
corruption of ‘arabi (Arnold 1927, 1),4 have construed lebai as being 
indicative of Arab-directed Islamization mediated through contact 
with South India. M. D. Mansoer, for example, undertook to establish 
this with regards to Samudera-Pasai, arguing that the (unsubstantiated, 
below) early use of lebai in north Sumatra suggested the presence of 
Arab trader-missionaries from South India at the point of Islamization 
(Mansoer 1963, 71). 

Despite garnering such widespread acceptance, and notwithstanding 
additional evidence favoring Tamil involvement in Southeast Asia’s 
Islamization,5 several problems underlie this etymology. Contrary to 
Van Ronkel’s supposition, it is uncertain whether the Tamil leppai 
originally designated a Muslim merchant; its earliest attestation occurs 
in an untitled poem dated 1648, where it is applied to an Islamic 
religious official. Only from the late seventeenth century does the term 
emerge amongst Tamil speakers (including in Southeast Asia) as an 
honoriëc for Tamil Muslim traders (Tschacher 2009, 52–53).6 Prior to 
this, the established Tamil designation for seafaring Muslim merchants 
from Tamil Nadu and Kerala was not leppai but marakkayar, derived 
from the Arabic markab (boat) (Singh 1998, 2204–5). is term 
appears on an eleventh-century Tamil inscription near Barus, northwest 
Sumatra, demonstrating its early use within a Southeast Asian context 
(Subbarayalu 1998). By contrast, no early Malay inscription or text 
utilizes either leppai or lebai as a designation for Tamil Muslim traders. 
Rather, they refer to such individuals as keling (or kling), a term derived 
from ‘Kalinga’, the name of a pre-modern Indian state in what is today 
Odisha, in the Bay of Bengal (T. G. Hoogervorst 2015a, 64; Jones 
1999, 105). Additionally, several thirteenth- to ëfteenth-century batu 
Aceh (Muslim grave markers) associated with Samudera-Pasai style 
Tamil Muslim traders nayna, an appellation apparently derived from the 
Tamil nayanar, meaning “lord,” “master,” “God” or “Siva” (Lambourn 
2004, 19).7 Culia constituted a more generic Malay term for Muslim 
merchants from South India over this period (T. G. Hoogervorst 
2015b, 251). 

In sum, this renders Van Ronkel’s hypothesis hard to sustain; the 
surviving evidence does not establish “Tamil Muslim trader” as the 
original designation of either leppai or lebai, from which a Malay 
appellation for religious officials/scholars could have evolved. Moreover, 
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as brieìy noted, the earliest Tamil attestations to leppai are mid-
seventeenth century. As demonstrated in the next section, the earliest 
known attestation to lebai amongst Malay speakers occurs between 
1512 and 1515, more than 130 years earlier. is is suggestive: if lebai 
predates the appearance of leppai by more than a century, plausibly (if 
the two terms are indeed related) the former constitutes the source of 
the latter, not vice versa. Indeed, many Tamil specialists have taken 
precisely this stance. 

Notwithstanding some recent exceptions (Feener 2009), scholars 
of Southeast Asia have traditionally assumed South India inìuenced 
Southeast Asia far more profoundly than vice versa. Tamil specialists, 
however, have endeavored to paint a more balanced picture. Ethnologist 
and Tamil specialist E. urston, for example, who employed leppai as 
an ethnonym applicable to a subgroup of the marakkayar,8 observed 
that centuries of interaction with the Straits of Melaka had occasioned 
the adoption of various Malay cultural facets amongst the leppai. is 
included an ability to converse in Malay, with urston isolating several 
Malay-to-Tamil linguistic borrowings (urston and Rangachari 
1909, 199–200). Furthermore, other scholars have identiëed Malay 
involvement in the formation of Tamil Islamic culture. For example, 
several scholars have attributed the late sixteenth-century development 
of arwi (Tamil in the Arabic script) to Malay intervention. ey have 
observed that Arwi and Jawi (Malay in the Arabic script) employ 
similarly modiëed Arabic characters to represent shared sounds absent in 
Arabic. For example, both systems utilize the Arabic fa (ف) to represent 
p, with the addition of two upper dots in Jawi (ڤ) and one lower dot 
in arwi (ڣ); ‘ayn (ع) to represent ng, with three upper dots in Jawi (ڠ) 
and three lower dots in arwi (ࢳ); and nun (ن) to represent nya, with two 
additional upper dots in Jawi (ڽ) and two additional lower dots in arwi 
 ,T. G. Hoogervorst 2015b, 256; Ricci 2011, 98; Tschacher 2001) (ݔ)
27). Given Jawi developed during the early fourteenth century (Musa, 
2003), almost two centuries before arwi, these similarities, if indeed 
evidence of borrowing, suggest the latter evolved in conversation with 
Southeast Asian Islamic scholarship, not vice versa.

Even though discussions of these and other commonalities (including 
adherence to the Shaë’i madhhab and a shared Suë praxis) have tended to 
prioritize Tamil agency, neglecting consideration of how Southeast Asia 
could have shaped Tamil Islam, the potentiality for the latter is clear. 
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Over the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the rapid commercial 
expansion of the powerful and ëercely Islamic sultanate of Aceh, then 
Southeast Asia’s pre-eminent center of Malay culture and Islamic 
scholarship, facilitated extensive interaction between north Sumatra and 
India (Andaya 2016, 108; Boxer 1969). Within that context, Tamil Suë 
texts began describing Southeast Asia as the location where Suë gurus 
must travel to complete their training (Bayly 1989, 147–48). Over the 
seventeenth century, the Dutch also began to exile politically active 
Southeast Asian Muslim scholars to Sri Lanka, where they interacted with 
Tamil and other Indian Muslims. Most notable amongst these exiles was 
the famed scholar, Muhammad Yusuf al-Maqassari (1626-1699). Exiled 
to Sri Lanka in 1684, al-Maqassari spent a decade preaching to his fellow 
Malay exiles, in addition to the local (Tamil) Muslim population. During 
that period, al-Maqassari was able to inìuence (and be inìuenced by) 
his Indian contemporaries, including scholars like Sidi Matilaya, Abu 
al-Ma’ani Ibrahim Minhan and ‘Abd al-Siddiq b. Muhammad Sadiq. His 
famed Safīnat al-najā, for example, was written at the behest of Ibrahim 
Minhan. is process of shared interaction was further reinforced by 
the contemporary transmission of Malay religious texts to Sri Lanka; 
Malay pilgrims travelling to and from the Haramayn, drawn by al-
Maqassari’s presence, brought important Southeast Asian works to the 
island, including texts by Nur al-Din al-Raniri (d.1658) and ‘Abd al-Rauf 
al-Singkili (d.1693). ese helped inform the type of Islam practiced 
among the Tamils (Armstrong 2020; Azra 2004, 98–99). 

Within this context, and given lebai appears in Malay more than 
130 years prior to leppai’s initial utilization in Tamil, plausibly the latter 
originates with the former. Certainly, as argued by J. More, were the 
opposite true, lebai’s static frame of reference in comparison to leppai’s 
more malleable application would constitute a source of confusion. If 
the Tamil leppai were the source of the Malay lebai, the observer might 
reasonably expect more than one of its applications to have travelled 
into Malay, which is not the case. But, as More highlights, pre-modern 
Tamils travelling in search of religious knowledge often engaged in 
trade or worked as craftsmen to ënance their passage (More 2004, 20–
22). Under those circumstances, a religious honoriëc gained either in 
Southeast Asia or amongst exiled Southeast Asian scholars in Sri Lanka 
could, once brought back to Tamil Nadu, have acquired the additional 
sense of a merchant or jeweller.
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But, if we therefore reject a Tamil origin for lebai, from where else 
could this Malay term have originated? As discussed, lebai’s absence 
from all known pre-Islamic Malay sources, coupled with its narrow 
application, suggests it constitutes a loanword introduced during 
Islamization. e above conclusions do not alter this supposition. e 
term has no obvious origin, however, in any major Islamic language, 
including Arabic, Persian, Turkish or Urdu. Consideration of the term’s 
earliest Malay attestation, however, indicates a possible Chinese source.

 e Earliest Malay Attestations to Lebai

Although few Malay manuscripts pre-date the nineteenth 
century, rendering any judgements about early Malay lexical usage 
provisional, a sufficiency of source material survives to allow a tentative 
reconstruction of lebai’s dissemination through the region. In addition 
to pre-eigteenth-century Malay manuscripts, this evidence includes a 
number of inscriptions, later manuscript versions of texts rooted in 
the fourteenth to seventeenth centuries, and a range of early European 
and Chinese sources that—however rudimentarily—inform us about 
Malay lexical matters.9 

As discussed, Van Ronkel’s proposed etymology has perpetuated 
the largely unexamined assumption that lebai entered Southeast Asia 
via north Sumatra (that is, at a point geographically adjacent to the 
Indian Ocean), from whence it presumably travelled to the Straits of 
Melaka, towards Java and the rest of the region. A close examination 
of the surviving evidence, however, refutes this reconstruction. Rather, 
the earliest known occurrence of lebai is not found in association 
with north Sumatra, but Java. In the Suma Oriental of Portuguese 
apothecary, Tomé Pires (written 1512 to 1515), we ënd the following 
statement concerning the Javanese entrepôt of Cirebon:

 e land of Cherimon [Cirebon] is next to Sunda; its lord is called Lebe 
 Uça [Lebai Isa?]. He is a vassal of Pate Rodim [Raden Patah], lord of 
Demak…About forty years ago [i.e. 1472-5] this place Cherimon was 
heathen, and the [ë rst] lord of Demak at that time had a slave from Grisee 
[Gresik], and he made the said slave a captain against Cherimon, and this 
his slave from Grisee who was lord of Cherimon is grandfather of this Pate 
Rodim who is lord of Demak today. (Pires 2005, 183)

Although this constitutes the sole occurrence of lebai within the Suma 
Oriental, it ërmly establishes that term as a personal title applicable to 
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a prominent Muslim resident of Java’s northern coast over the period 
1512-1515, more than 130 years prior to leppai’s ërst appearance in 
Tamil. at it is applied to a political ëgure need not prove discordant 
with our accepted deënition of lebai; many early Javanese Muslim 
rulers also constituted prominent religious leaders (Rinkes 1996; A. 
Wain 2017, 425–28). 

Concerning the extent of lebai’s utilization across sixteenth-century 
Java, although Malay constituted a lingua franca among entrepôts like 
Cirebon, early Islamic texts associated with those locations are both 
scarce and predominantly written in Old Javanese, from which language 
lebai is absent (Zoetmulder and Robson 1982).10 e term also fails to 
appear in association with Java’s earliest Islamic (and predominantly 
Arabic-language) funerary inscriptions (Yatim and Nasir 2007, 33–
38). e island’s earliest surviving Malay-language Islamic chronicle, 
however, the seventeenth-century Hikayat Hasanuddin (from Banten, 
west Java), does utilize lebai as a generic label for religious scholars. At 
the beginning of the text, for example, the Muslim scholars of Pakuan, 
a small principality near Banten, are collectively designated lebai-lebai 
(Edel 1938, 30). But, regardless of whether lebai was used widely or 
restrictively across early sixteenth-century Java, the Suma Oriental 
evidently establishes its presence on that island during that period. 
Elsewhere in the region, lebai does not appear until considerably later. 

With regards to north Sumatra, lebai’s oft-assumed point of 
entry into the region, no trace of that term emerges until the turn 
of the seventeenth century, prior to which a preference for Arabic 
nomenclature predominates. For instance, the earliest surviving 
examples of north Sumatran Islamic titular are found in association 
with batu Aceh produced for residents of Samudera-Pasai. Dating from 
the thirteenth to ëfteenth centuries, these artefacts, all located near 
modern-day Lhokseumawe, are inscribed almost exclusively in Arabic. 
While this necessitates a penchant for Arabic nomenclature (notably 
shaykh), several batu Aceh nevertheless bear non-Arabic titles, including 
nayna (above). None of the examples that have been read, however, carry 
lebai (Lambourn 2004, 2008). is observation holds across several 
other north Sumatran sites preserving gravestones of comparable age, 
including Lhok Lambaro (ancient Lamreh/Lamuri) (Montana 1997).  

A preference for Arabic nomenclature is also apparent amongst all 
known early north Sumatran Islamic literary sources. e aforementioned 
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Hikayat Raja Pasai, for example, Southeast Asia’s earliest surviving Islamic 
court chronicle, styles its religious officials and scholars either shaykh or 
faqīr (Jones 1999, 14–16). Nowhere does it utilize lebai. is also holds 
for the earliest known Malay translations of the Persian epic, Hikayat 
Amir Hamzah, episodes and themes from which inspired many sections 
of the Hikayat Raja Pasai, implying its presence in Southeast Asia prior 
to the latter’s composition (A. S. Ahmad 1987). Lebai is also absent from 
the work of north Sumatra’s famed mystic, Hamzah al-Fansuri (d.1527/
ca.1600) (Al-Attas 1970, 233–96; G.W.J. Drewes 1968). 

Rather, the earliest known attestation to lebai within a north 
Sumatran context occurs in the Spraek en de Woord-Boek in de 
Maleysche en de Madagaskarsche Talen (Speech and Vocabulary of 
the Malay and Madagascar Languages), a Dutch-Malay-Madagascan 
vocabulary compiled by Frederick de Houtman in Aceh between 
1599 and 1602 (ërst published in Amsterdam, 1603).11 Well-known 
for its idiosyncratic Malay spelling conventions, this text renders lebai 
as lebbêê within the ërst of its two wordlists (Lombard 1970, 209). 
Subsequently, lebai also appears in the Hikayat Aceh, a semi-mythical 
biography of Acehnese sultan, Iskandar Muda (r.1607-1636). Written 
between 1600 and 1625, this text uses lebai twice during a dispute 
between a young Iskandar Muda and one of his religious teachers, 
when the former exclaims: “Husyyari lebai, tahan baik-baik, kepala lebai 
hamba palu (Be alert teacher, guard well, or I will break your head)” 
(Iskandar 1995, 201). Subsequently, in 1644, an Acehnese delegation 
to colonial Batavia informed their Dutch hosts that their chief minister, 
previously designated shaykh al-Islām, now bore the title Leubè Kita 
Kali (Andaya 2016, 131). By that point, usage of lebai appears to have 
been well-established in north Sumatra. 

On Sumatra’s west coast, examples of early Southeast Asian Muslim 
honoriëcs are found in association with ëve fourteenth- to early twentieth-
century grave assemblages at Bukit Hasang, the site of ancient Barus 
(converted late thirteenth to fourteenth century). Inscribed in both Arabic 
and Jawi, these artefacts include two pre-seventeenth-century examples 
bearing religious titles relevant to the current discussion. e earliest, 
dated 1397, bears the name “Shaykh Rukn al-Din Imam Khatib”, thereby 
adding the Arabic imām (prayer leader) and khāṭib (preacher) to the 
already observed shaykh. e second, on the other hand, dated Sha‘ban 4, 
973 (February 24, 1566), is dedicated to “the faqīr Makhdum Sayf al-Din 
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bin Makhdum ‘Ali”. As discussed below, the Arabic makhdūm (teacher of 
sunnah) also appears on the Malay Peninsula and likely indicates a Suë 
connection mediated through either Central Asia or north India (Perret, 
Surachman, and Kalus 2017, 297, 329; Yatim and Nasir 2007, 32–33). is 
notwithstanding, these west Sumatran gravestones reinforce an impression 
of a preference for Arabic nomenclature, with an accompanying failure to 
utilize lebai, as seen above. 

A similar preference for Arabic titular accompanied by the absence 
of lebai characterizes the early textual legacy of the Malay Peninsula, 
formerly home to the Sultanate of Melaka, the ëfteenth- to early 
sixteenth-century center of Malay Muslim culture. e Undang-
Undang Melaka (Laws of Melaka) and a Chinese-Malay vocabulary of 
482 words, for example, each datable (at least in part) to the sultanate, 
fail to utilize lebai, preferring to draw their Islamic terminology from 
Arabic (Edwards and Blagden 1931; Fang 1976). is trend continues 
in Melaka’s court chronicle, the Sejarah Melayu (or Sulālat al-salāṭīn), 
completed in Johor in 1612 but rooted in earlier material. is text 
consistently styles religious officials mawlāná (master). Mention is 
made, for example, of a Mawlana Abu Bakr under Sultan Mansur 
Shah (r.1459-1477) and a Mawlana Sada Jahan under Sultan Mahmud 
Shah (r.1488-1511) (Cheah 2010, 133, 183). is ënal individual is 
simultaneously accorded the Arabic title makhdūm, an appellation the 
text likewise applies to an important Samudera-Pasai religious official, 
Tun Makhdum Mua (Cheah 2010, 183–84). As brieìy mentioned, 
over this period mawlāná and makhdūm, although both Arabic, were 
favored Central Asian and north Indian terms for a Suë shaykh, perhaps 
indicating inìuence from one or both of those regions (Majul 1999, 
59). Indeed, the Sejarah Melayu evinces a particular curiosity in Central 
Asia, notably regarding ongoing disputes between its religious scholars 
(Cheah 2010, 249–50), while Sada Jahan is a Persianate name common 
to north India over this period. Aside from these terms, the Sejarah 
Melayu also refers to a qāḍī (judge) of Melaka (Cheah 2010, 185). 

e Sejarah Melayu’s tendency to style religious scholars mawlāná 
tallies well with another vocabulary from this period, the 426-word 
Malay-Italian lexicon compiled by Italian traveller, Antonio Pigafetta 
(d.ca.1531). First published in 1525 as an appendix to Pigafetta’s 
account of Ferdinand Magellan’s near circumnavigation of the world, 
aside from a scattering of Bruneian-Malay and (probably misplaced) 
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Filipino words, this text draws exclusively from the “pure Malay” most 
closely associated with Melaka over this period (Bausani 1960, 239).12 

Within that context, it becomes signiëcant that entry 7 provides three 
Malay terms for the Italian preti (priest): maulana, catip and mudin 
(Bausani 1960, 233). ese are Malay renderings of the Arabic terms 
mawlāná, khāṭib and mu’adhdhin (one appointed to make the call to 
prayer). Lebai, a potential substitute for all these titles, remains absent.

Aside from these early texts, three Persian works in Malay 
translation (added to the aforementioned Hikayat Amir Hamzah) also 
circulated through the Peninsula over this period: Hikayat Muhammad 
Hanaíyah, Hikayat Iskandar Zulkarnain and Hikayat Bayan Budiman. 
Concerning the ërst two, although only later manuscript versions 
survive, none utilize lebai (Brakel 1977; Hussain 1986). Determining 
whether early versions of the Hikayat Bayan Budiman included lebai, 
however, is more problematic. In its most widely disseminated form, 
dating from the eighteenth to nineteenth centuries, the Hikayat 
Bayan Budiman comprises a collection of twenty-four disparate tales 
united around a shared narrative frame involving a wise parrot. Twelve 
of these stories derive directly from the text’s Persian prototype, the 
Tuti-nama of Nakhshabi (written 1330), while a further four relate 
to other Persian antecedents. e remaining eight are original Malay 
constructions (Braginsky 2004, 419; Guillot 2004, 179). e most 
widely referred to published version of the Hikayat Bayan Budiman, 
comprising an amalgam of two mid-nineteenth-century manuscripts, 
utilizes lebai twice within its nineteenth story, concerning Khoja Astor 
and his Ethiopian slave, Habsyi (Winstedt 1966, 183–84). is tale 
is a Malay creation, absent from the text’s Persian antecedents. More 
signiëcantly, it is also lacking from the Hikayat Bayan Budiman’s two 
earliest surviving manuscripts, both datable to ca.1500. Although one 
of these is incomplete, containing only two and half stories, the other, 
comprising ten stories, is intact. Both include only Persian-derived tales; 
the eight Malay tales emerge from the eighteenth century onwards. 
Arguably, therefore, they (and their use of lebai) reìect a later period. 

Although early Islamic epigraphy from the Peninsula is exceptionally 
rare, one notable example survives at Kampung Pengkalan Kempas, a 
village situated in modern-day Negeri Sembilan (Malaysia).13 On the 
outskirts of this settlement stands a ëfteenth-century Melakan mortuary 
structure known locally as Kramat Sungai Udang. Comprising a large 
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tiered stone platform surrounded by several (possibly pre-Islamic) 
megaliths, at its foot is a rectangular stone stele inscribed on all 
four sides in Malay. Beginning on the northern and ending on the 
southern side runs a continuous kawi (Old Javanese script) inscription 
identifying the grave’s occupant as a Muslim called Ahmat Majanu. 
Aside from the basmillah and greeting salām, this inscription utilizes 
no Islam-speciëc vocabulary, in any language (Casparis 1980, 18–21). 
e two remaining sides of the stele, on the other hand, carry separate 
Jawi inscriptions that, although formulaic and near-identical, employ 
a plethora of Arabic terminology. ese include stand-alone phrases 
(like the basmillah) and fully incorporated loanwords (such as zaman, 
used to denote “era”). Concerning Ahmat Majanu’s designation, both 
Jawi inscriptions accord him the Arabic title shaykh; neither utilizes 
lebai (Kloss 1921, 185–89). Both inscriptions therefore reinforce the 
impression Melakan Islamic terminology was drawn predominantly 
from Arabic. 

By contrast, for the earliest attestation to lebai on the Malay 
Peninsula, we must turn to the Hikayat Hang Tuah, a Johor text written 
between 1641 and 1710 (Braginsky 1990, 403). An elaborate, semi-
mythic biography of the famed Melakan warrior Hang Tuah, this text 
utilizes lebai seven times, applying it on each occasion to a religious 
teacher under whom Hang Tuah supposedly learnt a speciëc language. 
us, he is described as learning Siamese under a lebai Siam, Chinese 
under a lebai Cina, Javanese under a lebai Jawa and, ënally, Tamil 
under a lebai Keling. All these individuals were supposedly residents of 
Bentan, an island near Singapore (K. Ahmad 1966, 21, 375). Between 
the mid- to late seventeenth century, therefore, lebai had entered the 
Malay Peninsula. 

In the absence of additional textual material, a more deënitive 
reconstruction of lebai’s passage through Southeast Asia is difficult. 
Nonetheless, the surviving evidence indicates that lebai ërst emerged 
on Java prior to 1512-1515. By 1600, it had travelled westward to 
north Sumatra, before ënally penetrating the Malay Peninsula later that 
same century—or roughly contemporary to leppai’s ërst appearance in 
Tamil. It is the term’s initial association with Java, however, that draws 
our attention; recent efforts to sketch a signiëcant Sino-Muslim role 
within Java’s Islamization prove potentially indicative of an alternative, 
Chinese etymon.
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A Possible Sino-Muslim Origin

Several scholars have sought to justify an important Sino-Muslim 
role in Java’s initial Islamization (Pigeaud and De Graaf 1976; Ptak 
2001; Wade 2012; A. Wain 2017). While emphasizing the numerous 
references to Sino-Muslims within early Javanese texts (below), they 
have attempted to (at least partially) re-orientate the maritime trade 
of thirteenth- to ëfteenth-century Southeast Asia towards China (see 
Lombard and Salmon, 1985). Traditionally, early Southeast Asian 
commerce has been interpreted as the conduit by which Islam entered 
the region; by portraying that commerce as Indian Ocean dominated, 
scholars have been able to justify Arab and/or Indian involvement 
in Islamization (Drewes, 1968). Recent archaeological discoveries, 
however, have problematized this reconstruction: substantial deposits 
of Chinese trade goods (notably ceramics), evidence of regional 
Chinese trading outposts, and indications of cultural and technological 
exchange (notably in the areas of ceramic production and shipbuilding) 
suggest Southeast Asia interacted with China just as intensely as with the 
Indian Ocean over this period (Ho 1995; Manguin 2010; McKinnon 
1977; Miksic and Yian 2017; A. Wain 2020).

Indeed, early Chinese records conërm both the reality and intensity 
of these interactions; by the twelfth century, or consonant with the 
Song period (960-1279), they are also explicit about the importance 
of Sino-Muslims within the resultant trade networks (Heng, 2009).14 
Over the early thirteenth century, for example, Zhao Rugua (d. 1228), 
Superintendent of Maritime Trade for Fujian province, would describe 
southern China’s Muslim merchants as the region’s wealthiest (Zhao 1966, 
116–19).15 Nevertheless, Muslim involvement in Chinese maritime trade 
would only reach its zenith, when the Mongol Yuan dynasty (1279-1368) 
placed their Muslim administrators in charge of government-instituted 
Mercantile Shipping and Transportation Bureaux. First established in 
1284, these Bureaux were responsible for issuing trading licences to ship 
captains;16 the Yuan forbade the issuance of such licences to anyone other 
than a Muslim in order to reduce the power and wealth of the Han, whom 
they distrusted (Heng 2009, 65–66). In consequence, the early Yuan saw 
China’s Muslims extend their commercial dominance across all aspects 
of China’s maritime trade. While this supremacy proved short-lived, its 
aftermath prompted extensive Sino-Muslim migration to Southeast Asia, 
particularly to Java. 
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According to the Yuan shi (元史, Imperial Records of the Yuan Dynasty), 
in 1357, as Yuan authority began to crumble, two Sino-Muslim generals 
of Persian descent, Amir al-Din (A-mi-li-ding) and Sayf al-Din (Sai-fu-
ding), faced with increasing Han commercial competition and declining 
Imperial authority, rebelled. Taking control of the pre-eminent Fujianese 
port city of Quanzhou, they initiated the Hongjin Qiyi (紅⼱起義, Red 
Turban Rebellion). is movement rapidly spread throughout Fujian 
until, by 1362, it was within reach of the provincial capital, Fuzhou. At 
that point, however, Imperial troops forced the rebels back, eventually 
defeating them completely in 1366. Subsequently, another Yuan general, 
Chen Youding, assisted by an apparently Persian Shia called Jin Ji, 
began the methodical extermination of all Quanzhou’s Sunni Muslims, 
ostensibly to prevent further rebellious activity. is persecution became 
widespread, resulting in a Sino-Muslim exodus to Southeast Asia (Wade 
2010, 386–87). Although these migrants ultimately became dispersed 
throughout the region, a large concentration settled on Java; the Yingyai 
shenglan (瀛涯胜览, Overall Survey of the Ocean’s Shores) of Ma Huan 
(ca.1380-1460), an eye-witness account of the seven famous voyages 
of Zheng He (conducted 1402-1433), states the following concerning 
them: 

 ey are all men from Guangdong and from Zhangzhou and Quanzhou 
[in Fujian] and other such places, who ì ed away and now live in this 
country…many of them follow the Muslim religion, doing penance and 
fasting.17 (Ma-Huan 1970, 93)

During the mid-fourteenth century, therefore, or more than one 
hundred and ëfty years prior to lebai’s ërst appearance on Java, that 
island became host to a signiëcant Sino-Muslim population rooted in 
the Guangdong and Fujian regions of southern China. On the basis of 
indigenous Javanese texts (below), many scholars have argued that this 
population subsequently proved pivotal in the Islamization of Java, a 
process which began shortly after their arrival (Pigeaud and De Graaf 
1976; Wade 2010; A. Wain 2017). Within this context, it is pertinent 
to note that Sino-Muslims, although lacking a distinct language of their 
own, possess a specialized Islamic vocabulary known as “Hui Speech” 
(huihui hua, 回回話). Initially developed over the Song period, this 
speech permeated Sino-Muslim use of China’s various languages and 
dialects, acting as a linguistic marker of ethnic and religious identity. 
As outlined by D. Gladney, while being suffused with Arabic, Persian 
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and Turkish terminology, this vocabulary also incorporated numerous 
Chinese words appropriated from Chinese folk, Buddhist and Daoist 
traditions. Amongst these is the noun libai (禮拜), used to denote 
“worship” or a “religious service” conducted in a mosque (Gladney 
1996, 393, 406). 

Although libai has a long pre-Islamic history, its use amongst Sino-
Muslims evolved out of early attempts to develop an adequate Chinese-
language designation for the mosque. Initially, during the Tang 
dynasty (618-907), Sino-Muslims styled their mosques litang ( 禮堂, 
lit. “halls of ceremony”). Over the Song, however, in an effort to craft 
a more precise meaning, this term was augmented with the Chinese 
character for “worship” (拜, bai), creating libaitang (禮 拜堂, “halls of 
worship”), which ënally became libaisi (禮拜寺, “temples of worship”) 
during the Yuan (Dillon 2013, 93). Sino-Muslim use of libai therefore 
originated under the Song, speciëcally as a term for worship conducted 
in a mosque, before subsequently spreading across southern China’s 
Muslim communities, notably in Guangdong and Fujian (where it 
retains the same pronunciation). is association with Sino-Muslim 
acts of worship has since predominated, to the point that non-Muslim 
Han no longer utilize libai as a designate for “worship.”18 In contrast 
to lebai, however, libai does not refer to individuals concerned with 
conducting acts of worship in a mosque, but to the acts of worship 
themselves.19 ese meanings are, however, clearly related: they bear 
upon the same body of religious praxis conducted in association with 
the same religious institution. Given the phonetic similarity between 
them, could libai (as the earlier term) therefore constitute the origin 
of lebai? 

Certainly, Malay harbors numerous Chinese loanwords. Although 
the absence of a deënitive study renders the precise scale of this 
borrowing uncertain, the most comprehensive study so far undertaken 
has identiëed somewhere in the order of 1,086 words (Jong-Min, 
2007).20 As initially noted by A. W. Hamilton (1924, 48, 51, 54), 
the majority relate to Chinese cuisine (including articles of food and 
household utensils), games of chance and religious manifestations. 
Although scholars agree the bulk of these terms entered Malay over the 
nineteenth to early twentieth centuries, or contemporary to substantial 
colonial-era Chinese migration to Southeast Asia, evidence also exists for 
earlier borrowings (Jones 2009; Maria 1974, 371). e aforementioned 
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ëfteenth-century Malay-Chinese vocabulary produced in Melaka, 
for example, lists ëve Chinese loanwords in Malay, including cawan 
(“cup,” from cha 茶, “tea,” and wan 碗, “cup”) (Edwards and Blagden 
1931, 734–35). Pigafetta’s vocabulary, meanwhile, adds sampan 
(“boat,” from san 三, “three,” and ban 板, “plank”) (Bausani 1960, 
238). ese borrowings establish Chinese-Malay linguistic interaction 
contemporary to the appearance of lebai on Java. Moreover, scholars 
agree that these early Chinese loanwords (in addition to many later 
ones) originated with the Hokkien (South Fujian) dialect (Jones 2009). 
As mentioned, Sino-Muslim use of libai can be found across southern 
China, including in Fujian. 

e context in which lebai ërst emerged on Java also suggests a 
possible link with libai. It will be recalled that Pires identiëes Cirebon’s 
ërst Muslim ruler as a slave from Gresik. Ma Huan states the following 
concerning Gresik:

Originally it was a region of sandbanks; [and] because people from the 
Central Country [China] came to this place and established themselves, 
they therefore called it New Village [Xin Cun]; right down to the present 
day the ruler of the village is a man from Guangdong.  ere are something 
more than a thousand [Chinese] families [here]. (Ma-Huan 1970, 89–90)

According to Ma Huan, therefore, Gresik was a Chinese-founded 
settlement, ruled by Chinese immigrants from Southern China—the 
same immigrants he earlier described as predominantly (and actively) 
Muslim. Moreover, although Pires does not speciëcally identify the 
aforementioned slave from Gresik as Sino-Muslim, he does link that 
individual to the ërst “lord of Demak,” identiëed in many indigenous 
texts as a Sino-Muslim merchant from Gresik, called either Cu Cu or 
Jinbun.21 In consequence, the available evidence suggests Lebe Uça, 
ërst-known holder of the Malay title lebai, governed a city whose 
Muslim past began less than half a century earlier in association with 
Demak’s powerful Sino-Muslim ruler and a slave from Chinese-founded 
Gresik. Arguably, therefore, and given the well-known Chinese cultural 
inìuences associated with Cirebon,22 Lebe Uça resided within an 
environment suffused with Sino-Muslim inìuence; plausibly huihui hua, 
already in use for several centuries, circulated within that environment, 
where utilization of libai, denoting everyday acts of worship, might be 
realistically expected. In light of the problems associated with a possible 
Tamil derivation for lebai, in addition to the lack of an obvious etymon 
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from within Arabic, Persian, Turkish or Urdu, we propose that lebai’s 
phonetic and semantic similarity to libai establishes the latter as its 
etymon.Within this context, however, it might be asked how the noun 
libai (Muslim act of worship) morphed into lebai (a religious scholar 
who leads such acts of worship). Unfortunately, no textual evidence 
survives to illuminate this point, or indeed conërm whether lebai also 
once designated “worship”. is sparsity of evidence is a consequence 
of the fragmentary nature of the available textual material. Certainly, 
similar examples of semantic drift are known to have occurred over this 
period in association with Arabic loanwords in Malay, yet without any 
surviving evidence to suggest how such drift took place. e Malay 
petua, for example, is a noun signifying “advice” or “lesson” (usually 
from older people possessing religious knowledge) and derives from 
the Arabic fatwá, bearing the far more specialized meaning of a formal 
legal opinion issued by a muftī (Wilkinson 1901, 454). Likewise, the 
Malay noun keparat derives from the Arabic kafarah (penance), yet is 
more commonly utilized as a term of abuse (swear word) (Wilkinson 
1901, 521). e mechanism underlying these alterations is unattested, 
yet veriëably took place. Speculatively, libai may also have undergone a 
process of change whereby the person concerned with mosque religious 
services came to be designated by the term originally used to denote 
that act of worship itself. 

Conclusion

is article has sought to establish a new etymon for the Malay 
word lebai, one capable of recasting it as the product of Sino-Muslim 
activity on early Islamic Java. Beginning with a brief outline of the 
currently accepted etymology, which roots lebai in the Tamil leppai, 
our article argued this relationship be reversed. Evidence establishing 
lebai’s presence amongst Malay-speakers more than 130 years before 
leppai appears in Tamil, coupled with pre-modern Southeast Asia’s 
evident ability—contrary to some prior assumptions—to project 
its unique Islamic culture into the Indian Ocean, establishes leppai 
as a probable derivation of lebai, not vice versa. Building upon this 
conclusion, a careful consideration of lebai’s earliest attestations reveals 
early sixteenth-century Cirebon (Java) as a probable point of origin, 
where it was used as a title for the city’s Muslim ruler, Lebe Uça. 
According to early Portuguese sources, Cirebon became Islamic under 
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the aegis of the ërst Muslim “lord of Demak,” who installed a slave 
from Gresik as that city’s ërst Muslim ruler. Signiëcantly, later Javanese 
sources consistently attribute Chinese ancestry to this “lord of Demak,” 
naming him either Cu Cu or Jinbun, while Chinese sources speak of 
substantial Sino-Muslim migration to Java over the fourteenth century, 
with at least one text (Ma Huan’s Yingyai Shenglan) identifying Gresik 
as a Chinese-founded city. Within that context, an alternative etymon 
for lebai emerges: the Sino-Muslim libai (禮拜), used from the Song 
period onwards to designate worship or religious services conducted in 
a mosque. Although this referent differs from the precise meaning of 
lebai, the two words have similar connotations and pronunciations. In 
the context of the evidence reviewed here, libai may therefore constitute 
the source of the Malay term, having presumably been introduced into 
Southeast Asia by fourteenth-century Sino-Muslim immigrants to Java. 
is possibility adds further nuance to our understanding of Southeast 
Asia’s Islamization. 
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Endnotes
1. roughout this article, “Sino-Muslim” denotes a pre-modern Muslim resident of China. 

Generally of Persian, Central Asian or Arab descent, they arrived in China as early as the 
seventh century, originally as traders. By the late thirteenth century, when this discussion 
begins, many were permanent settlers, constituting members of long-standing diaspora 
communities. As outlined by J. Chaffee, diasporas constitute communities that, while 
socially related to their host communities, nonetheless remain “an alien element in the 
wider society in which they become settled” (Chaffee 2006, 396). Despite the preëx 
“Sino-”, these Muslims cannot therefore be considered Chinese in the same sense as the 
Han. Although they acculturated to a degree, they also actively maintained traditions 
rooted in their homelands, resulting in the emergence of a distinctly Chinese form of 
Islam by at least the fourteenth century, one characterized by use of the Chinese language 
and an admixture of Islamic and Chinese customs (K. R. Hall 2006, 455–56).  

2. It is not found amongst instances of pre-Islamic Malay epigraphy (T. G. Hoogervorst 
2015b, 250–53). It also fails to appear in texts central to Southeast Asia’s pre-Islamic 
tradition, including the Hikayat Seri Rama (a Malay version of the Ramayana) and various 
works dealing with the heroes of the Mahabharata, of which the Hikayat Pandawa Lima 
is the most detailed and complete. Although these texts are rooted in the pre-Islamic 
period, generally they survive as later editions, shaped by successive waves of Islamic 
inìuence (Hussain 1992a; Zieseniss 1963).  

3.  Prior to Van Ronkel, scholarship made no connection between lebai and leppai. R. J. 
Wilkinson’s comprehensive Malay-English dictionary, for example, ërst published 1901, 
identiëes numerous Tamil loanwords in Malay, but does not include lebai (deëned as a 
“mosque official”) amongst them (Wilkinson 1901, 596). A. W. Hamilton’s list of Indian 
loanwords in Malay, designed to ëll any lacunas left by Wilkinson, does not list lebai 
either (Hamilton 1919, 29–38). 

4. According to Drewes, Arnold’s equating of leppai with ‘arabi reìects a popular 
misconception amongst early twentieth-century Tamils concerning the origin of this 
term (G.W.J. Drewes 1968, 458). 

5. G. E. Marrison foregrounds the Hikayat Raja Pasai’s account of Samudera-Pasai’s 
conversion, which links that event to an Indian location called Ma‘abri (or possibly 
Mengiri). Marrison associates the name of this kingdom with the Arabic ma‘bar (crossing 
point), an appellation pre-modern Arab traders applied to the Madurai and Tanjore 
districts of South India—the former of which even hosted a Sultanate of Ma‘bar from 
1335 to 1378 (Marrison 1951, 31). K. R. Hall further points to objects of South Indian 
origin amongst Samudera-Pasai’s coronation regalia, including a distinctive ankle bracelet 
supposedly gifted to the kingdom’s ërst sultan (K. R. Hall 1977, 221). More recently, 
R. Ricci has postulated the existence of a post-sixteenth-century, Tamil-enabled Muslim 
literary network extending right across Southeast Asia (Ricci 2009, 2010). 

6. For example, a Tamil merchant called Sidi Lebbe controlled Perak’s tin trade over the late 
1680s, with a prosperous Tamil “labbai family” operating out of Johor during the same 
period (Arasaratnam 1986, 126, 147).  

7. Early Portuguese accounts conërm nayna’s association with both Muslim and non-
Muslim Tamil merchants (omaz, 1991).  

8. e application of leppai to an endogamous group from northern Tamil Nadu represents 
a probable European innovation; the British, observing that Urdu-speaking residents in 
or near northern Tamil Nadu commonly referred to Tamil merchants as leppai, adopted 
that term as an ethnic label. Subsequently, the Tamil community in question followed 
suit, self-identifying as leppai (Tschacher 2009, 52). 
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9.  When tracing the various attestations to lebai discussed in this section, I have utilized the 
excellent Malay Concordance Project, hosted by the Australian National University and 
formerly maintained by the late Ian Proudfoot, see: http://mcp.anu.edu.au/.  

10. For the earliest known Javanese language Muslim texts, both seventeenth century, see 
Drewes (1969, 1978). 

11. Although present within this vocabulary, lebai remains absent from other Acehnese texts 
produced over this period, including a ca.1604 Malay translation of the Arabic text 
Qasidah al-Burdah (written in the 1200s) (G.W.J. Drewes 1955), the Taj al-Salatin of 
Bukhari al-Jauhari (written 1602) (Eysinga 1827; Hussain 1992b), and an anonymous 
collection of Suë tracks from Samudera-Pasai (undated, but unquestionably pre-1650) 
(Johns 1957).  

12. Initial studies considered Pigafetta’s vocabulary to be a product of his brief 1521 stay 
in the Moluccas (Gonda 1938). A. Bausani and others, however, have rejected this 
hypothesis, noting that the text contains no Moluccan-Malay words. Since Pigafetta was 
not conversant in Malay, the source for his vocabulary is uncertain. Between September 
20, 1519, and April 27, 1521, however, he sailed alongside Henrique (or Enrique) the 
Melakan, the Malay-speaking slave of Magellan. According to Magellan’s Last Will, 
Henrique was a native of Melaka captured during the 1511 Portuguese siege of that city. 
He therefore constitutes a plausible source for this vocabulary (Bausani 1960, 230–32). 
at Pigafetta traces Henrique’s origins to Sumatra is of little concern; classical Malay was 
also commonly used there (Andaya 2016, 49; Pigafetta 2007, 34). 

13. For a full account of the site, including its early twenty-century excavation, see (Evans 
1921). Also surviving from the Melaka period are the memorials of sultans Mansur Shah 
and ‘Ala ud-din Shah (r.1477-1488), and the gravestones of two residents of the city, 
Nakhoda Haji Kanbaiy (d.1459) and Ismail Haji Nasaruddin (d.1480). All are inscribed 
in Arabic and none bear lebai (Yatim and Nasir 2007, 61–64). 

14.  In 1134, for example, tax officials operating in the important Fujianese port of Quanzhou 
informed the Imperial Court that a Sino-Muslim engaged in overseas trade had recently 
amassed a taxable revenue of 300,000 strings of cash on a cargo of frankincense. is 
was a sizable amount; Quanzhou’s annual tax revenues over this period averaged only 
1,000,000 strings per year (Clark 1991, 132–34). 

15. In particular, official records from this period draw attention to the powerful Muslim Bu 
(or Pu) clan. Of apparent Arab ancestry, by the thirteenth century this clan constituted 
southern China’s wealthiest merchant association. From 1250 to 1280, its leader, Bu 
Shougeng, acted as Superintendent of Quanzhou. In this role, he controlled all the city’s 
trade, including to Southeast Asia. Under the subsequent Yuan dynasty, Bu Shougeng 
reached still greater heights, becoming Grand Commander of Fujian, with full control 
over all Fujianese provincial trade, a role later maintained by his descendants (Wade 
2010, 380–81, 387, 415). 

16.  ese Bureaux also had responsibility for providing oceangoing ships (now built solely in 
government shipyards) and the personnel to man them (Leslie, 1986: 98). 

17.  In this and the following quotation, I have standardized Mills’ transliteration to pinyin.  
18. Later, China’s Christians also adopted libai as a designation for church services. From the 

early nineteenth century, the wider Chinese population has utilized libai as a colloquialism 
for “week”. is usage stems from the observation that Muslims and Christians only 
attend their places of worship once a week (Ross and Jing-heng 2006, 318).  

19.  Over the relevant period, a Sino-Muslim individual concerned with religious affairs in a 
mosque bore the Persian-derived title ahong (阿訇) (Gladney 1996, 395). 

20. ere are also a number of Malay loanwords in Chinese (Salmon 2009). 
21. According to the Hikayat Hasanuddin, the ërst ruler of Demak was a Sino-Muslim 

http://mcp.anu.edu.au/.


Studia Islamika, Vol. 28, No. 2, 2021

274    Alexander Wain

DOI: 10.36712/sdi.v28i2.13344

immigrant called Cu Cu who began his career as a Gresik-based merchant (Edel 1938, 
122). e heavily mythologized court chronicle of Mataram, the Babad Tanah Jawi 
(composed 1690-1718), likewise attributes Chinese ancestry to this individual; naming 
him Jinbun, it traces his parentage to Majapahit’s ënal ruler and an unnamed Chinese 
princess (Olthof 2012, 29–30). While J. Ras has convincingly dismissed this reference to 
Majapahit ancestry as an attempt to legitimize Mataram’s ruling house, which claimed 
descent from Majapahit’s semi-divine rulers via Demak (Ras 1987, 353–54), the parallel 
mention of a Chinese princess could represent an acknowledgement of earlier Javanese 
traditions linking Demak’s ruling house to China. Certainly, Pires also references the 
Chinese ancestry of several early Javanese Muslim lords, although without specifying 
which ones (Pires 2005, 182). e Purwaka Caruban Nagari is also potentially relevant 
here. Reputedly the eighteenth-century court chronicle of Cirebon, this text likewise 
identiëes Demak’s ërst Muslim ruler as a man named Jinbun, the supposed son of 
Majapahit’s ënal ruler and a Chinese girl. Here, the latter is identiëed as a Sino-Muslim 
girl from Gresik named Siu Ban Ci, supposedly the daughter of a merchant and religious 
scholar named Tan Go Hwat (or Kyai Bantong) (Atja 1986). e authenticity of the 
Purwaka Caruban Nagari is, however, doubtful. In 1987, M. C. Ricklefs examined the 
only known manuscript copy; observing the use of modern writing materials (lined 
notebook paper), anomalies in both palaeography and contents (notably the use of 
Western not Javanese dating methods), and its discovery alongside other texts known to 
be questionable, Ricklefs concluded it was probably a twentieth-century forgery (Ricklefs 
2008, 416). 

22. Most notably, Chinese inìuences are apparent throughout Cirebon’s early Islamic 
architecture, much of it datable to the period under discussion (A. Wain 2015, 392–
404). Although later, Chinese artistic inìuences are also found in association with 
Cirebon’s palace architecture and batik (decorated textile) tradition (Kerlogue 2004, 134, 
138, 164).
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