
 
 
 

 

China Educator Background 
Passport to Peoplehood 
Jewish are a multicultural people who live around the world. 

 

Big Ideas 
 

1. The first Jews came to China on the Silk Road, one of the most important trade routes 

that connected Western Europe with East Asia.  

 

2. As Jews spread through the Middle East and Europe, they played a key role as traders on 

the Silk Road as their ability to speak many languages and exchange money made them 

natural traders.  

 

3. There are many similarities between Judaism and Chinese culture, including the 

importance of tradition, the value of education, and respect for ancestors. 

 

Early History: The Silk Road and the Jews of Kaifeng 

The first Jews came to China on the Silk Road, an ancient trade route that connected East Asia 

and Europe by land and by sea for thousands of years. Boat travel was treacherous and 

unpredictable, so the overland route through Central Asia was essential for trade. Merchants 

carried fine silks, precious metals, spices, porcelain, and other valuables. Jews were not the only 

traders on the Silk Road, but connections between Jewish communities across the continent 

gave them an important advantage. This encouraged the formation of new Jewish communities 

along the Silk Road, so, over time, there were Jewish outposts from Spain and Portugal to as far 

east as modern-day Iraq, India, and China. 

 

The Jews of Kaifeng have an 800-year history and are said to have settled during the Tang 

Dynasty (618 CE - 907 CE). During the Northern Song Dynasty (960-1127), Kaifeng was the 

capital city of China, and Jews, along with Muslim traders who settled there, built their own 

communities and institutions. To the local Hui people these two religious groups looked the 

same, and so the Jews came to be known as “blue-capped Muslims.” The Kaifeng synagogue, 

known for its unique Chinese temple architectural style, was built during this era.  

 

The Jewish community of Kaifeng were on very favorable terms with the general Chinese 

community. While little is known about the unique elements of Chinese Jewish customs as they 

emerged in Kaifeng, there is evidence that the Jews of Kaifeng found common ground with 

their Taoist Chinese neighbors. The Torah at the core of their Jewish identity remained 
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unchanged, but they also stressed that the Torah story of creation was similar to that found in 

Chinese tradition and that there was a common appreciation of ancestors.  

 

The Kaifeng Jewish community was always a small community, never numbering more than a 

few thousand. They were generally isolated from other Jews and married into local Chinese 

families. In 1840, an earthquake and fire led to the destruction of the synagogue and the 

dissolution of the community. Today there are still a few individuals in Kaifeng who identify as 

Jewish, but Judaism is not recognized by the Chinese government and it is illegal for them to 

gather as Jews or practice Judaism. The local authorities in Kaifeng do recognize that there was 

a historic Jewish presence and there are official tours of the community though most of the 

artifacts that remain have been removed from the country. 

  

Russian Expansion and Jewish Life in Harbin 

In the late 19th century, Jewish immigrants from the Pale of Settlement in Russia settled a 

community in Harbin. At its height in 1931, the Jewish population reached 13,000. The city was 

a railroad hub and Jews were afforded economic and political rights that were not available to 

them in Czarist and later Soviet Russia. Jews were involved in economic trade and also brought 

music and other arts to the region. After World War II, most of these Jews migrated to Israel or 

to western countries.  

 

A Multicultural Jewish Community Takes Root in Shanghai 

Also in the 19th century, a Jewish community took root in Shanghai. Shanghai’s position on the 

coast and at the mouth of the Yangtze River ensured its importance as a center for commerce.  

Among the first Jews to settle in Shanghai were several families from Bombay (now Mumbai) 

who were of Baghdadi origin, as well as Jews from Baghdad and Cairo. They created a 

prosperous and thriving community, building businesses and investing in land. They also built 

Jewish institutions, such as a day school and synagogue that followed Sephardi traditions.  

 

Some of those fleeing pogroms in Russia also landed in Shanghai. In 1908 there were 8,000 

Russian Jew; after the Russian Revolution in 1917, there were 16,000. Unlike the wealthy 

Sephardic traders, these were refugees who often had little more than the clothes on their 

backs. They worked in trades and as small shopkeepers.  

 

World War II brought European Ashkenazi Jews from a variety of countries to Shanghai because 

entrance to the city was not contingent on having passports or travel papers.  After the 

Japanese invasion of China in 1931, the Japanese limited Jewish rights but did not implement 
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the full antisemitic measures of their Nazi allies. Most Jews lived in the “Hongkou Ghetto”; life 

was not always easy for these refugees, but they survived the war in relative safety. 

 

After WWII, the Communist Revolution in China, and the establishment of the State of Israel, 

most of the Jews living in China migrated to western countries, such as Australia, Canada, and 

the United States, or to Israel. 

  

Modern Times 

Today, Judaism is not officially recognized as a religion by the People’s Republic of China, which 

makes it difficult to get a full picture of Jewish life in modern China. China does, however, allow 

foreigners who are Jewish to practice their Judaism.  

 

As a result, a Jewish community is flourishing in Hong Kong. With over 7.4 million people of 

various nationalities in a 1,104-square-kilometer (426 sq mi) territory, Hong Kong is one of the 

most densely populated places in the world and has become one of the world's most significant 

financial centres and commercial ports. There are Jews from around the world, a day school, 

and several synagogues. Additionally, a small number of Western Jews are sprinkled 

throughout mainland China. 

 

Chinese Jews In The Diaspora 

There are also ethnically Chinese Jews outside of China. Some have made Aliyah to Israel. 

Others have converted or intermarried. Additionally, China allows families from other countries 

to adopt orphaned children, so there are many Chinese adoptees in Jewish families. The 

diversity of Jewish experiences with China makes it difficult to talk about Chinese Jews without 

acknowledging the complexities of these divergent experiences. 

 

More Resources 

JewAsian: Race, Religion, and Identity for America's Newest Jews is about the intersection of 

race, religion, and ethnicity in the increasing number of households that are Jewish Asian 

American. Helen Kiyong Kim and Noah Samuel Leavitt’s book explores the social dimensions of 

how these particular unions reflect not only the identity of Jewish Asian American families but 

also the communities to which they belong. 
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