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Micro–Macro Interactions in Ethno-Religious
Homogamy among Hui Muslims in Contemporary
China: The Roles of Residential Concentration and
Aging

ZHENG MU and QING LAI

Abstract

Chinese Muslims have actively maintained religious endogamy. However, no
research has assessed the role of local residential context in individual Muslims’
marital choices, nor have sociologists examined the heterogeneity in individual
Muslims’ responses to such contextual influences. Using Chinese census data
between 2000 and 2005, this paper offers a first investigation of such micro–
macro interactions among the Hui, the largest Muslim ethnic group in China.
Specifically, we test the effect of the Hui’s residential concentration (at the prefecture
level) on individual Hui’s marital choices (exogamy/endogamy/singleness) and how
this effect varies by gender and age. Several major findings emerge from our multi-
level discrete-time competing-risk models, highlighting the impact of contextual
factors, but also a level of individual resilience against aggregate-level cultural
forces. While at younger ages, Hui can still afford to wait to contract an endogamous
marriage; with aging, they started to choose exogamy to fulfill the expectation of uni-
versal marriage.

Introduction

It is a foundational sociological premise that individuals live in society and their behaviors
are shaped by social context.1 From a life course perspective, individual choices over the
life course will be influenced by the opportunities and constraints of social structure and
culture, specifically, historical time and place, and the social networks within which
relationships are developed.2 At the same time, however, individuals may respond to con-
textual influences in different ways. The impact of context will be moderated by the
specific timing of events occurring in an individual’s life, and individuals’ own agency
and their unique socio-demographic characteristics will also shape their life course.3

Arguably one of the most important life course decisions concerns marriage. This
paper examines how Hui Muslims’ marital choices respond to contextual influences,
specifically, the varying prefecture-level Hui residential concentrations, and how those
responses differ across gender and over the life course. Hui Muslim is one of 10
Muslim ethnic groups in China, but the only one that is Chinese-speaking.4 The Hui
are also highly similar to the majority ethnic Han in physical appearance and culture.
The most remarkable, if not the only, distinction between the Hui and the Han is their
religious faith. Given this similarity notwithstanding religion, compared to other
Muslim groups, the Hui have been subject to the most difficult struggle to maintain
their own ethnic identity and gain acceptance within Han culture.5 Their residential
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concentration shows a pattern of “national dispersion, local concentration”.6 The more
religious Hui tend to live in places with higher Hui concentrations. Such areas offer better
built and more frequently renovated mosques, restaurants that implement religious
dietary restrictions more strictly, and more widespread religion education in public
schools.7 That is, residential concentration may serve to facilitate religious practice and
reinforce religious beliefs.8 Therefore, higher Hui concentration may not only improve
structural opportunities for Hui to meet potential spouses within the Hui group, but
also indicate a higher level of cultural pressure on Hui living in that area to make
marital choices according to Islam.

According to Islam, marriage endogamy is of premium importance; all Muslims are
expected to marry eventually and, more importantly, to marry another Muslim.9 What
remains unclear, however, is what exactly Muslim individuals should do when they get
older and find themselves caught between the pressure to marry and the taboo of
exogamy. And how does this experience vary by gender? Muslim women are supposed
to assume a subordinate status to men, and thus are subject to stronger cultural con-
straints,10 but we do not know whether the strength of contextual influences is different
for Hui women than for Hui men. For the purposes of this study, we expect the local Hui
concentration to influence Hui Muslims’ marital choices with heterogeneous patterns
based on two major socio-demographic characteristics: age and gender. Specifically,
we estimate multilevel multinomial models of the three-category marital outcomes—sin-
gleness, endogamy, and exogamy—using China 2000 census and 2005 1% inter-census
survey (mini-census).

Theory and Hypotheses

Contextual Influence: Residential Concentration

An array of studies have focused on the contextual influences shaping individual marital
choices.11 Based on the main findings of this scholarship, social contexts are theorized to
operate primarily through three pathways:

(1) Demographic availability: Individuals have a tendency to marry within their group
in terms of their major demographic traits, such as age, race, and ethnicity,
especially when the supply of potential in-group marriage candidates is no less
than the demand.12 Therefore, how individuals get matched on demographic
characteristics in marriage largely depends on the availability of individuals of
the specific group. For example, in a place with more individuals of the same
race, it would be easier for one to find a spouse within that racial group.

(2) Economic standing: Aside from the preference for demographic homogamy, indi-
viduals also tend to marry “up” in terms of socioeconomic status, that is, social
hypergamy.13 However, the prevalence of social hypergamy may largely depend
on the availability of individuals with various economic standings.14 For
instance, for a woman who earns a medium wage, “marrying up” to a richer
man is more likely if there are more economically established men living in
the same local area.

(3) Cultural norms: Individual behaviors are not only determined by the structural
conditions of the social context, they are also largely influenced by the surround-
ing cultural environment.15 Individuals’ preferences will be largely framed and
changed by those of the people around them, especially those ideas and values
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that dominate mainstream discourse.16 Through frequent interactions with
other members in their local community, individuals may internalize elements
of mainstream culture and form their preferences accordingly.17 Sometimes,
in order to feel part of the local community and avoid conflicts with significant
authoritative figures (e.g. parents, or other powerful members commanding
obedience from subordinate residents), some individuals may even choose to
conform to dominant local norms with which they do not actually agree.18

But regardless of whether community norms are internalized or enforced, in
places with strong cultural norms vis-à-vis a specific marriage pattern, local indi-
viduals will tend to make their marital choices based on those norms.

In this paper, the outcome of interest is Hui Muslims’ choices regarding marriage, and
specifically, their choice of singleness, endogamy, or exogamy. Based on the above dis-
cussion, Hui Muslims’marital choices may be influenced by the availability of Hui popu-
lation and the strength of cultural norms regarding marriage in the local area. Both the
local availability of Hui and the strength of norms regarding marriage can be captured
by Hui Muslim’s residential concentration.
Hui Muslims are one of the 10 Muslim ethnic groups in China. Compared to other

Muslim groups, Hui are the one closest to the majority Han group in both genetics
and culture.19 Historically, Hui Muslims are the descendants of Arabic immigrants
who intermarried with the Han Chinese, dating back to the Yuan dynasty since the
late thirteenth century, and mostly concentrated in northwestern China.20 The group’s
genetic constitution varies; some Hui may be descended from Arabs due to intermar-
riage, while others may be the descendants of Han Chinese who converted to Islam.
But even for those with a genetically Arabian background, following generations of inter-
marriage with the ethnic Han, the Hui are almost culturally and physically indistinguish-
able from the Han, with the sole exception being the Islamic belief and practices. As a
result, compared to other Muslim minority groups, Hui Muslims face the difficult chal-
lenge to retain their Islamic identity and in the meantime to avoid being completely
assimilated into Han culture and discourse.21

This cultural struggle can be observed in Hui residential patterns. Among all of China’s
55 ethnic minority groups, Hui are the most residentially dispersed.22 Specifically, their
residential concentration shows a pattern of “national dispersion, local concentration”.23

Therefore, Hui are the ethnic group that is subject to the largest variation in residential
conditions. Generally speaking, the more religious Hui are more likely to choose to
live in Hui communities, which are more likely to offer a devout community ethos and
more convenient conditions for religious practices.24 In areas with higher level of Hui
concentration, there are more and better mosques, and schools have more power to
include religious education in regular instruction. Therefore, levels of Hui concentration,
in terms of percent Hui population in a specific residential unit, can be read as reflecting
the strength of Islamic belief—internalized or enforced—within the local residential unit.
According to Islam, Hui are expected to marry and, more specifically, to marry within

the Hui group—the norms of universal marriage and endogamy, respectively.25 With the
norm of universal marriage, there is also an implicit norm that it is best to marry as early as
possible. As discussed above, when the Hui’s concentration in a given local area
increases, not only may the availability of single Hui as potential marriage candidates
increase, but these marriage-related norms may also get stronger. The contextual influ-
ences of demographic availability and cultural norms can also be related to life course
theory: individuals’ life course decisions—in our case, marital choices—are influenced
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by the time and place in which the individuals are situated, in the form of the local demo-
graphic composition, as well as by mutual influences between people, as presented by the
two cultural norms toward marriage. Thus our first hypothesis is as follows:

H1: Residential concentration matters. In places with higher residential concen-
tration of Hui, the marriage rate will be higher, the age at first marriage will be
younger, and the prevalence of exogamy will be lower.

Micro–Macro Interaction: Gender

Although structural constraints and cultural influences may further structure life course
timelines through normative internalization or enforcement,26 there are possible conflicts
among the multiple contextual constraints. Hence, individuals may make decisions
depending on the timing of the life event in their specific life stage and exercise their
own agency according to their specific preferences and interests, which differ across indi-
vidual socio-demographic characteristics.27

Based on Islam’s gendered doctrines, women should assume a subordinate position to
men and be subject to stronger cultural constraints in their behaviors.28 Therefore, we
expect Hui residential concentration to influence Hui women to a larger extent. Here
is our second hypothesis:

H2: Significant gender interaction. Residential concentration will influence
men and women differently, with women subject to stronger effects.

Micro–Macro Interaction: Age

We further expect that age will affect the extent to which individuals are willing and/or
able to exercise their agency in their response to contextual factors and cultural con-
straints. Specifically in our case, aging may influence the way individuals respond to
Hui residential concentration. On the one hand, as individuals get older, they may
become more conservative, and thus more likely to succumb to existing normative con-
straints.29 As a result, they may become increasingly resistant to the choice of exogamy
per their intensified intention to protect religious purity. On the other hand, as they
age, they are also under stronger pressure to fulfill the expectation of universal mar-
riage.30 When individuals are caught between the taboo of exogamy and the pressure
to marry, how they will exercise their individual agency will largely depend on the relative
urgency and intensity of the two forces, which will differ across life course stages. It is
possible that while younger individuals can still afford to wait for an endogamous mar-
riage, older individuals may be more likely to succumb to the urgency of getting
married, even if it means marrying outside of the group. Hence our third hypothesis:

H3: Significant age interaction. The effect of Hui residential concentration on
the relative likelihood of exogamy over singleness will be negative at younger
ages, and turn positive at older ages.

Data and Methods

Sample

This study is based on a random sample of the China 2005 1% inter-census survey
(2005 mini-census). We first make the restriction to include only those Hui Muslims
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aged 15–50, so as to exhaust the age range in which people generally get married. The
China 2005 mini-census does not include information on place of marriage, so the
resulting measures of local marriage market conditions based on the respondent’s
current place of residence may not reflect the contextual characteristics the individual
was actually exposed to when getting married. Hence, we further restrict the dataset to
those who lived within the province of residence five years ago (Year 2000). Then we
restrict the sample to those who were still single in 2000 (they may remain single in
2005 or get married between 2000 and 2005) so as to include those who were most
likely to be under the influence of the contextual conditions of 2000 in their places of
residential registration as shown in the 2005 mini-census. This is a reasonable specu-
lation as the local concentrations of Hui are relatively stable across a five-year time
span and also because one’s marital choices should be attributable to contextual con-
ditions before their time of marriage. Accordingly, we calculate local concentrations
of Hui based on the 2000 census data. Moreover, since the dataset only includes infor-
mation on age at first marriage, we can only investigate the transition from singleness to
first marriage. These restrictions leave us with 5082 observations, 2738 of whom are
men and 2344 of whom are women. In order to capture the pool of eligible marriage
candidates and to estimate the likelihood of marital choices accurately, we transform
the dataset into a pseudo-longitudinal format with person-years being the basic
units.31 The total amount of exposure is 31,389 person-years, 18,403 for men and
12,986 for women.
Furthermore, to examine the contextual influence on individual marital choices, we

use the three-category dependent variable—singleness, endogamy, or exogamy—for
the main pseudo-event history analysis, using discrete-time competing-risks models
based on the multinomial logistic models. To capture the prefecture-level clustering
effects, we use multilevel multinomial models with random intercepts at the prefecture
level.

Dependent Variable

Marital choice. For the choice between singleness, endogamy, and exogamy, we use a 3-
category variable with 1 = stay single, 2 = endogamy, and 3 = exogamy. Specifically, we
compute odds of exogamy over endogamy to indicate the standardized strengths of the
norm of endogamy, and calculate odds of exogamy over singleness to implicate on the
relative strengths of the two norms, that is, the norm of endogamy and the norm of uni-
versal marriage.

Key Independent Variables

(1) Prefecture-level residential concentration of Hui. We calculate Hui concentration as
the percentage of Hui population over the total population in a given prefecture.
Note that we compute the percentages at the prefecture level, an administrative
unit small enough to ensure sufficient variability across units and large enough to
reflect the scale of the “marriage market” that has actually influenced individual
marital choices. We assume relative stability in local Hui concentration within a
time span of five years. We also assume that one’s marital choice is influenced by
the contextual characteristics prior to the time of marriage, ensuring that the
contextual conditions are sufficiently exogenous to the individual marital
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choices. Correspondingly, we use the 2000 census data to compute contextual
conditions that have influenced marital choices between 2000 and 2005.

(2) Age. Our dependent variable is the transition into marriage, and we rely on a
group of people who were still single in 2000 and track their marriage trajectories.
That is, our sample covers a “marriage cohort” who got married between 2000
and 2005, plus those who still remain single across the same time span. Therefore,
the sample may include people of varying ages, who may have different marital
choices. In order to capture the age-effect on marital choices, we include the
actual person-year-specific age. Aside from the main effect of age, we also
include interaction between age and Hui concentration in separate models.

(3) Gender.Men and women are highly diversified in their marital behaviors. This is
especially true regarding the gendered norms based on Islam, whereby Muslim
women are more strictly constrained by the norms. We include gender as a
binary variable with 0 =men, and 1 = women. We also include the interaction
between gender and concentration to indicate the differential contextual
effects across gender.

Control Variables

(1) Education. We include education as years of schooling completed.We recode the
years of schooling by: illiterate = 3; primary school = 6; junior high = 9; senior
high = 12; associate degree = 15; college and graduate school = 17.32 This
serves as an indicator of one’s socioeconomic status.

(2) Rural/urban status. We include this as a dummy variable with 0 = urban and 1 =
rural. This is used to control for the salient rural-urban disparities in China.33

Representative Sample

In order to accurately specify the population subject to contextual influence, as described
above, we restrict the sample to a relatively immobile, young, and single-dominant popu-
lation. However, we do not see this as a major challenge to the validity of the results. On
the one hand, China is a country with tremendous internal migration, a large component
of which is driven by economic incentives with high economic uncertainty.34 Corre-
spondingly, those immobile individuals who are reluctant to migrate and remain at
their places of origins tend to be more conservative and, consequently, more likely to
conform to existing norms.35 Therefore, their immobility should lead to a higher preva-
lence of universal marriage and a lower likelihood of exogamy. On the other hand, young
people are often more open to social changes and are also more likely to challenge existing
rules and norms.36 We thus expect the disproportionately higher percentage of young
people in the population to predict lower marriage rates and higher levels of exogamy.
Therefore, we expect these two forces of opposing directions to counteract one
another to some extent.

Table 1 shows descriptive statistics based on the more general sample and the study
sample, respectively. As the former is based only on the restriction to Hui Muslims aged
15–50, we refer to it to represent the general population. As can be seen, compared to
the general population, for both genders, the average age is lower, and the average years
of schooling are higher. Moreover, percentages of exogamy are consistently lower while
percentages of singleness are universally higher. However, if we calculate percent
exogamy among the married, for the general population, the percentages are 12.26%
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and 11.38% respectively for men and women. In the study sample, the percentages are
19.05% and 19.08%. This indicates that for married Hui, exogamy is more common in
the study sample than in the general population. This, along with all the other discrepancies
between the two samples, should mainly be driven by the disproportionately high pro-
portion of younger people in the study sample, who are more liberal regarding their atti-
tudes toward marriage norms, and have not yet completed their marital choice process.

Results

Descriptive Results

Table 2 shows the demographic profiles of Hui individuals who made different marital
choices. This indirectly speaks to the mechanisms of how Hui concentration influenced
individuals’ marital choices.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics.

Men Women

General
population
(N= 5664)

Analytical sample
(N= 2738)

General
population
(N= 5437)

Analytical sample
(N = 2344)

Dependent variable:
Marital choice
Single 0.437 0.873 0.377 0.849

(0.496) (0.333) (0.485) (0.359)
Endogamy 0.494 0.102 0.553 0.123

(0.500) (0.303) (0.497) (0.328)
Exogamy 0.069 0.024 0.071 0.029

(0.253) (0.155) (0.256) (0.167)
Independent variables:
Hui residential

concentration
0.170 0.167 0.174 0.174
(0.169) (0.170) (0.171) (0.175)

Categorical
Concentration-low 0.496 0.508 0.489 0.506

(0.500) (0.500) (0.500) (0.500)
Concentration-high 0.504 0.492 0.511 0.494

(0.500) (0.500) (0.500) (0.500)
Age 30.065 21.088 29.930 19.990

(10.767) (5.784) (10.639) (4.790)
Categorical
<Age 30 0.492 0.914 0.490 0.953

(0.500) (0.280) (0.500) (0.211)
≥Age 30 0.508 0.086 0.510 0.047

(0.500) (0.280) (0.500) (0.211)
Control variables:
Years of schooling 8.591 9.295 7.460 8.998

(3.870) (3.494) (4.751) (4.170)
Registration of residence
Rural 0.498 0.495 0.493 0.488

(0.500) (0.500) (0.500) (0.500)
Urban 0.502 0.505 0.507 0.512

(0.500) (0.500) (0.500) (0.500)

Source: China 2005 1% inter-census survey (2005 mini-census) and China 2000 census.

Ethno-Religious Homogamy among Hui Muslims 7

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

D
uk

e 
- 

N
us

 G
ra

du
at

e 
M

ed
 S

ch
oo

l S
in

ga
po

re
],

 [
Z

he
ng

 M
u]

 a
t 2

2:
47

 1
5 

M
ar

ch
 2

01
6 



(1) For Hui concentration, we can see that for both genders, the patterns are highly
similar. Individuals choosing exogamy tend to live in places with relatively
lower Hui concentrations, with averages of Hui concentration at 5% for both
men and women; those who chose endogamy tend to live in places with
higher Hui concentrations, with averages of Hui concentration at 21% for
both men and women. This is consistent with the expectation that in places
with higher Hui concentrations, not only are there more marriageable Hui can-
didates, but the normative pressure to marry within the Hui is also getting stron-
ger. The average Hui concentration for those who still remain single lies in
between, with an average of 16% for men and 17% for women. This could be
due to a combination of two scenarios. On the one hand, in places where the
Hui concentration is not high enough to facilitate easy endogamy, those single
individuals may remain single for a while and wait for the opportunity to meet
a Hui spouse; on the other hand, in places where the Hui concentration is not
low enough, the Hui singles cannot get married free of normative constraints
and choose exogamy as they want.

(2) For average age at first marriage, women in general are marrying at younger ages
for both marriage types. This could also explain the younger average age for the
single women, as women may not stay single as long as their male counterparts.
Compared across marriage types, the patterns are similar for men and for
women. Those who choose exogamy on average have an older age at first mar-
riage. This could be due to the normative preference for endogamy, thus leading
Hui Muslims to wait longer if they are unable, when younger, to find a Hui
spouse.

(3) For average years of schooling, except for those choosing exogamy, Hui women in
general receive less education than Hui men, which may reflect Muslim
women’s inferior positions relative to men. However, exogamous women on
average receive more education than their male counterparts. This could also
be due to women’s more constrained status that women should marry up and

Table 2. Demographic profiles of individuals of different marital choices.

Marital choices
Hui

concentration
Age at marriage or

age at 2005
Years of
schooling

Rural (reference =
urban) N

Men
Single 0.16 20.16 9.32 0.50

(0.17) (5.42) (3.43) (0.50) 2391
Endogamy 0.21 24.06 8.47 0.50

(0.17) (3.70) (3.69) (0.50) 280
Exogamy 0.05 26.85 11.69 0.15

(0.10) (3.41) (3.67) (0.36) 67

Women
Single 0.17 19.02 9.08 0.50

(0.18) (4.27) (4.09) (0.50) 1989
Endogamy 0.21 21.80 7.74 0.51

(0.17) (3.28) (4.45) (0.50) 288
Exogamy 0.05 25.31 11.93 0.13

(0.08) (3.85) (3.29) (0.34) 67

Source: China 2005 1% inter-census survey (2005 mini-census) and China 2000 census.
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be subordinate to their future husbands, making it harder for highly educated
women to find partners within Hui. Comparing across marriage types, for
both men and women, those choosing exogamy on average receive more edu-
cation than those marrying within Hui. One possible explanation is that
although there are gender differences in the education-marriage link, with
higher education, in general, people may become more liberal regarding mar-
riage norms.

(4) For the residential registration status, the patterns are highly similar for both
genders. Compared to exogamous Hui, endogamous Hui tend to live in rural
areas. This could be due to the more conservative cultures in rural areas, as
well as the high correlation between residential registration status and Hui con-
centration—that is, a disproportionately higher Hui concentration in rural areas
than in urban areas.

Table 3 shows annualized probabilities of the marital choices by gender, age, and
Hui concentration, which reflect the likelihoods of making specific marital choices
based on the unit of analysis of person-years. As can be seen, there are major vari-
ations in the distribution of the marital choices across gender, age, and Hui concen-
trations. Generally, compared to younger people who are under age 30, the
likelihood of staying single is lower for people older than 30. Specifically, for men,
when Hui concentration is higher, for individuals of all ages, the percentage people
who are single and the percentage of people choosing exogamy are lower, and the per-
centage choosing endogamy are higher. For women, the patterns are almost identical
except that when Hui concentration gets higher, the percentage choosing exogamy
among those older women increases, rather than decreases. This gender difference
may demonstrate that, for women, the norm of universal marriage is more constrain-
ing than the norm of endogamy. Therefore, when women pass a certain age, the
pressure to get married becomes so strong that they may become ready to choose
exogamy just to fulfill the former expectation. Conversely, that pressure may not be
as strong for Hui men.

Contextual Influences

It has been established that men and women are highly different in their marital beha-
viors.37 In this study we conduct the analysis using two sets of models, one based on
the full sample with gender variables included in the models, and the other one based
on the subsamples of men and women. For both sets of models, we use multilevel multi-
nomial models with the three-category variable of marital choices, comprised of single-
ness, endogamy, and exogamy. Moreover, we have two outcome variables, which are
created by changing the reference categories of the multinomial models: exogamy vs.
endogamy, and exogamy vs. singleness. Models based on the first outcome show the rela-
tive prevalence of exogamy, and those based on the second outcome show the predica-
ment between the pressure to marry within the Hui group and the urgency to fulfill the
norm of universal marriage.
Model 1 in Tables 4 and 5, respectively, estimates the main effects of the independent

variables. As can be seen, when local Hui concentration is higher, both the odds of
exogamy over endogamy and the odds of exogamy over singleness gets lower. That is,
when the local context can structurally facilitate endogamy and culturally promote endo-
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Table 3. Annualized probabilities by gender, age, and Hui concentration.

<Age 30 ≥Age 30

Singleness Endogamy Exogamy N Singleness Endogamy Exogamy N

Men
Hui concentration
Low 98.71 0.81 0.48 8349 96.95 1.02 2.04 786
High 97.81 2.09 0.10 8966 93.71 5.63 0.66 302

Women
Hui concentration
Low 98.01 1.20 0.79 6088 97.05 1.31 1.64 305
High 96.66 3.19 0.15 6492 92.08 3.96 3.96 101

Source: China 2005 1% inter-census survey (2005 mini-census) and China 2000 census.
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gamy, individuals within that context are more likely to make marriage choices in confor-
mity with those norms.
When people get older, they are not necessarily more likely to choose exogamy over

endogamy. This is reasonable considering the strong norm of endogamy for Hui
people. However, note that when one ages, the relative likelihood of exogamy over single-
ness significantly increases. Compared to the insignificant coefficient for the relative like-
lihood of exogamy over endogamy, this may reflect the competition between the two
norms, endogamy and universal marriage. That is, although exogamy is a prohibitive
taboo for Hui Muslims, as the pressure to get married increases over the life course,
Hui individuals would rather get married, even at the cost of choosing exogamy.
Moreover, higher education may increase both the relative likelihoods of exogamy over

endogamy, and of exogamy over singleness. This could be due to the liberalizing effects of
education, that when people receive more education, they may become more open to
other cultural possibilities aside from Islam, and thus feel less constrained by its norms
regarding marriage.
While holding rural residential status may increase the relative likelihood of exogamy

over singleness, it does not have a significant effect on the relative likelihood of
exogamy over endogamy. One possible explanation for the difference could be that
whereas the choice between endogamy and exogamy is equally un-ambivalent for both
urban and rural areas—that is, that they will always choose endogamy if possible, the
choice between exogamy and singleness involves a competition between the two norms
of marriage. Based on the results, it seems that compared to urban areas, in rural areas
the relative urgency to fulfill universal marriage is weaker than that to get married
within the Hui group.
Furthermore, Hui women have higher relative likelihood of exogamy over singleness, but

they are not significantly more likely to prefer exogamy over endogamy. The rationale
should be similar to that for the residential status. While both men and women have a
clear-cut preference for exogamy over endogamy, women may be subject to heavier press-
ures regarding universal marriage in particular, even at the cost of choosing exogamy.

Table 4. Relative risk ratios (RRRs) from multilevel multinomial models predicting exogamy over
endogamy (n= 5082, N= 31,389).

Independent variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Local concentration 0.906∗∗∗ 0.910∗∗∗ 0.850∗∗∗ 0.846∗∗∗

Age 0.987 0.987 0.994 0.994
Years of schooling 1.132∗∗∗ 1.132∗∗∗ 1.130∗∗∗ 1.130∗∗∗

Rural residence (reference = urban) 0.769 0.769 0.757 0.757
Female (reference =male) 0.880 0.878 0.876 0.856
Female × concentration 0.992 1.006
Age × concentration 1.003∗ 1.003∗

Constant 0.536 0.533 0.425 0.432
Chi-square 626.47 627.04 643.20 643.28
DF 10 12 12 14

Notes: These models compare the relative risk of a respondent’s choice between singleness, endogamy and
exogamy. Random intercepts are estimated at the prefecture level.

Source: China 2005 1% inter-census survey (2005 mini-census) and 2000 census.
∗p< .05.
∗∗p< .01.

∗∗∗p< .001 (two-tailed tests).
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Given Hui women’s subordinate status to men according to Islamic interpretations, we
expect that women are under stronger normative constraints than men. Thus, in Model 2
we include the interaction between gender and Hui concentration, so as to examine
whether the contextual effects differ across gender, and there seems to be no significant
gender interaction effect.

Moreover, as we discussed in the theory section, although with aging, people may get
more conservative, they may also face increasing pressure to fulfill the expectation of uni-
versal marriage. Therefore, we include the interaction between age and Hui concen-
tration in Model 3. Based on the results, it seems that when people age, in places with
higher Hui concentrations, they may be confronted with stronger pressure to choose
exogamy, regardless of the reference categories. We include both gender-concentration
and age-concentration interactions in Model 4, and the results are highly similar to
those in Models 2 and 3.

Based on the above analyses using the full sample, it seems that there are no significant
interaction effects between gender and Hui concentration. However, in reality and in
theory, men and women may largely differ in their marital behaviors. Hence, for the
purpose of illustration, we further run separate models based on gender-specific
samples and present the results in Tables 6 and 7.

Model 1-M shows results based on models only including the main effects for men. It
seems that while higher Hui concentration significantly predicts lower relative likelihood
of exogamy over endogamy, the contextual effect on the relative likelihood of exogamy
over singleness is insignificant. This echoes our earlier speculation that while the
choice between exogamy and endogamy can be clear-cut, the choice between exogamy
and singleness involves the double pressures to avoid exogamy and to fulfill universal
marriage. This is further supported by the significant age effect on the relative likelihood
of exogamy over singleness, that is, when one gets older, he or she is more likely to choose
exogamy over singleness. The age effect on the relative likelihood of exogamy over endo-
gamy, on the other hand, is insignificant.

In Model 2-M, we further include the interaction between age and Hui concentration
for men. The interaction is insignificant, and the other coefficients are similar to those in

Table 5. RRR from multilevel multinomial models predicting exogamy over singleness (n= 5082,
N= 31389).

Independent variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Local concentration 0.964∗ 0.970 0.876∗∗ 0.880∗∗

Age 1.210∗∗∗ 1.210∗∗∗ 1.184∗∗∗ 1.184∗∗∗

Years of schooling 1.162∗∗∗ 1.161∗∗∗ 1.159∗∗∗ 1.159∗∗∗

Rural residence (reference = urban) 0.554∗ 0.550∗ 0.545∗ 0.544∗

Female (reference =male) 1.594∗ 1.743∗ 1.613∗∗ 1.647∗

Female × concentration 0.984 0.996
Age × concentration 1.004∗∗ 1.004∗

Constant 0.000∗∗∗ 0.000∗∗∗ 0.000∗∗∗ 0.000∗∗∗

Chi-square 672.78 725.41 739.52 739.55
DF 10 12 12 14

Notes: These models compare the relative risk of a respondent’s choice between singleness, endogamy and
exogamy. Random intercepts are estimated at the prefecture level.

Source: China 2005 1% inter-census survey (2005 mini-census) and 2000 census.
∗p< .05.
∗∗p< .01.

∗∗∗p< .001 (two-tailed tests).
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Model 1-M. The results indicate a consistent zero effect of Hui concentration on the rela-
tive likelihood of exogamy over singleness, and a consistent negative effect of Hui concen-
tration on the relative likelihood of exogamy over endogamy for men.
In Model 1-F, we present results based on models only including the main effects for

women. The results are rather different from those for men. For both outcomes, we
get significant negative coefficients on Hui concentration. This indicates that in places
with higher Hui concentration, Hui women are not only less likely to choose exogamy
over endogamy, but also less likely to choose exogamy over singleness. Similar to men,
the age coefficient is only significant for the outcome of exogamy over singleness. That

Table 6. Gender-specific RRRs from multilevel multinomial models predicting exogamy over endogamy.

Independent variables
Men Women

Model 1-M Model 2-M Model 1-F Model 2-F

Local concentration 0.924∗∗∗ 0.865∗∗ 0.923∗∗∗ 0.859∗

Age 0.988 0.988 0.991 1.013
Years of schooling 1.162∗∗∗ 1.159∗∗∗ 1.124∗∗ 1.121∗∗

Rural residence (reference = urban) 0.703 0.689 0.869 0.827
Age × concentration 1.003 1.003
Constant 0.260 0.257 0.250 0.147∗

Observations 2738 2344
Person-years 18,403 12,986
Chi-square 343.86 349.34 277.52 296.16
DF 8 10 8 10

Source: China 2005 1% inter-census survey (2005 mini-census) and 2000 census.
Notes: These models compare the relative risk of a respondent’s choice between singleness, endogamy,

and exogamy. Random intercepts are estimated at the prefecture level.
∗p< .05.
∗∗p< .01.

∗∗∗p< .001 (two-tailed tests).

Table 7. Gender-specific RRRs from multilevel multinomial models predicting exogamy over singleness.

Independent variables
Men Women

Model 1-M Model 2-M Model 1-F Model 2-F

Local concentration 0.976 0.902 0.947∗∗ 0.833∗∗

Age 1.221∗∗∗ 1.198∗∗∗ 1.201∗∗∗ 1.164∗∗∗

Years of schooling 1.193∗∗∗ 1.191∗∗∗ 1.099∗ 1.101∗

Rural residence (reference=urban) 0.486 0.477 0.651 0.692
Age × concentration 1.003 1.006∗

Constant 0.000∗∗∗ 0.000∗∗∗ 0.000∗∗∗ 0.000∗∗∗

Observations 2738 2344
Person-years 18,403 12,986
Chi-square 382.95 386.42 323.37 339.71
DF 8 10 8 10

Notes: These models compare the relative risk of a respondent’s choice between singleness, endogamy and
exogamy. Random intercepts are estimated at the prefecture level.

Source: China 2005 1% inter-census survey (2005 mini-census) and 2000 census.
∗p< .05.
∗∗p< .01.

∗∗∗p< .001 (two-tailed tests).

Ethno-Religious Homogamy among Hui Muslims 13

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

D
uk

e 
- 

N
us

 G
ra

du
at

e 
M

ed
 S

ch
oo

l S
in

ga
po

re
],

 [
Z

he
ng

 M
u]

 a
t 2

2:
47

 1
5 

M
ar

ch
 2

01
6 



is, aging may result in more pressure to get married at all, even if they have to marry out of
the Hui group.

InModel 2-F, we further include the interaction between age and Hui concentration for
women. Different from men, the interaction is significantly positive, but only for the rela-
tive likelihood of exogamy over singleness. Combined with the significantly negative coef-
ficient on Hui concentration, this indicates that while the contextual influence on the
choice between exogamy and endogamy is consistently negative, the contextual influence
on the choice between exogamy and singleness is age-dependent for women. Specifically,
while at younger ages, the effect is negative, that is, Hui women can still afford to wait
longer in order to ultimately marry endogamously; but as Hui women age, the necessity
to get married at all becomes more urgent, and the contextual influence may eventually
become positive.

To provide a clearer illustration of the interpretation based on the results in Tables 6
and 7, we show how the effect of Hui concentration on marital choices changes with
aging, separately for men and women, in Figure 1. We indicate the concentration
effects by the marginal change in logged odds of the outcome variables over Hui concen-
tration. As can be seen, for both men and women, higher Hui concentration will be a
depressing effect on the choice of exogamy over endogamy, and the effect is more nega-
tive for women. However, for the choice between exogamy and singleness, the patterns
are even more gendered. While for men, the contextual influence remains zero consist-
ently, Hui concentration may influence women differently over their life course. At
younger ages, the concentration effects are negative, that is, women still want to wait
longer to avoid the taboo of exogamy. But as Hui women get older, the depressing
effect of Hui concentration keeps shrinking, until around 32 years of age, at which
point, the balance tips and Hui women prioritize getting married over avoiding
exogamy, and this promoting effect intensifies as women get older.

Discussion

This paper examines how Hui Muslims’ marital choices between singleness, endogamy,
and exogamy respond to the prefecture-level Hui residential concentration, and how

Figure 1. Influence of Hui’s residential concentration on Hui’s marital choices over the life
course.
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these responses differ across gender and over individual life course. In order to accommo-
date the three-category marital outcome, and the possible clustering effect at the prefec-
ture level, we use multilevel multinomial models based on the China 2005 mini-census
and 2000 census data.
First, our results show that in places with higher Hui concentrations, based on the full

sample, Hui are less likely to choose exogamy, no matter whether looked at relative to
endogamy or to singleness. However, if we conduct gender-specific analyses, the negative
contextual effect on the relative likelihood of exogamy over singleness only holds for
women. The findings indicate that individual life course outcomes are indeed subject
to influences at the aggregate level.
However, this micro–macro link manifests in different ways according to key socio-

demographic dimensions, specifically, gender and age. Although we do not find a signifi-
cant gender main effect or interaction effect based on the full sample, when we conduct
analyses using gender-specific samples, the contextual influence on the relative likelihood
of exogamy over singleness disappeared for men. Moreover, based on the full sample, we
find significantly positive interaction effects between age and Hui concentration. This
finding implies that the aging process may increase the urgency to get married and
fulfill the expectation of universal marriage, even at the cost of choosing exogamy.
Specifically, after we further divide the analyses into subsamples of men and women,
we find that the significant age interaction effects disappeared for men for both outcomes,
and hold for women only for the relative likelihood of exogamy over singleness. This indi-
cates that at younger ages, higher Hui concentration may prevent women from choosing
exogamy; but after women reach around 32 years of age—arguably, the prime age for
marriage—there is a promoting effect on exogamy for the older Hui women. The
nuanced story behind this phenomenon demonstrates the interactions between contex-
tual constraints and human agency.
The study does have some limitations, which usefully indicate directions for future

research. First, as discussed earlier, our sample is composed of disproportionately
higher percentages of young, single and immobile individuals. Although we do not
think this is a problem, it would have been ideal to assess our research questions based
on a more representative sample. At this time, however, easy solutions to this issue are
not available given the small size of the Hui population and the intense levels of internal
migration in China. Second, the specific type of exogamy, that is, exogamy with different
ethnic groups may have varying links with contextual conditions. But again, this more
nuanced analysis is not currently possible given data limitations. Finally, marital
choices could be affected by multiple individual characteristics38 and people may
match on various traits with different priorities.39 Thus, as a potential research direction,
it would be interesting to study how other norms of assortative mating, aside from ethni-
city, may influence the patterns of marriage formation.

Conclusion

This study makes important additions to the literature on individual-level intermarriage
behaviors by examining the contextual influence on marital choices for this unique
Chinese Muslim group. More importantly, it also speaks to the nuanced mechanisms
through the micro-macro interaction along fundamental socio-demographic dimensions,
such as gender and age. Research on this topic sheds crucial light on the religious and
contextual influences on marital outcomes, life course norms of marital behaviors, and
gender inequalities in various cultures.
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