
 

China Narrative 

 

 

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. 

 

Fun Facts 

 
Toilet paper was invented in China in the late 1300s. It was for emperors only. 

There is only one time zone in China, so in some regions sunrise can be as late as 10 AM. 

Some historians believe soccer originated in China around 1000 BCE. 
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Slideshow: China  
 

Slide 1: China - Today we will be discussing China, Chinese Jews, and Jewish life in China. 

 

Slide 2: Map  - China is on the continent of Asia and one of the largest countries by area. More 

people live in China than in any other country: 1.3 billion. It’s also one of the world’s oldest 

civilizations, dating as far back as 1250 BCE.  

 

Slide 3: Flag - The flag of the People’s Republic of China is also known as the Five-Star Red Flag 

and a symbol of the Communist government of China. In Chinese culture, the color red 

traditionally stands for joy and good fortune, but the red in China’s flag also symbolizes the 

sacrifices made in the fight to establish the country. The color yellow represents luck and 

bravery. There are five stars on the flag, with five points on each star. These represent the five 

elements, which are very important in Chinese culture: Water, Fire, Earth, Wood, and Metal. 

 

Slide 4: Flower - The plum blossom is the national flower of China. It symbolises perseverance 

and hope, as well as beauty thriving in adverse circumstances. As the Plum tree blossoms 

between two seasons, it is also seen as bringing warmth, transition and the promise of 

fruitfulness. 

 

Slide 5: Food - Chinese cuisine has an ancient history. For example, the first noodles in the 

world were made in China at least 4,000 years ago. Today, Chinese food is popular around the 

world. Dumplings are among the most popular foods in China and are eaten boiled, baked, or 

fried, with sweet or savory fillings.  

 

Slide 6: Beijing - Beijing is the capital of China. Originally called Peking, it combines 3,000 years 

of ancient, medieval, and modern history in the world’s third most populous city.  

 

Slide 7: Old Beijing - Beijing offers palaces, temples, and the famous Peking Opera, as well as 

museums, universities, and some of the tallest skyscrapers in the world. 

Slide 8: The Imperial Palace / The Forbidden City - The Imperial Palace, built in the 15th 

century,  is located in central Beijing. It was the home of the Emperor and the political center of 

Chinese government until 1912. 24 Emperors ruled from the palace over almost five centuries. 

The Imperial Palace is also called the Forbidden City because no one could enter or leave 

without the emperor’s permission. There are more than 980 buildings in the huge complex, 
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now the world's most visited museum with more than 17 million visitors in 2018.  

 
Slide 9. Tiananmen Square - Tiananmen Square (the Square of Heavenly Peace) is also located 

in Beijing, and was originally one of the gates to the Imperial Palace. It’s the world's largest 

inner-city square, designed to hold a million people and was built to celebrate the 10th 

anniversary of the Chinese Republic in 1958. It is considered the center of modern Communist 

China. 

 

Slide 10: The Great Wall of China - The Great Wall of China, one of the 7 wonders of the world, 

which stretches over 13,170 miles across the northern border of China, is the largest man-made 

structure on earth. The Great Wall, built over 2,300 years ago, is a series of fortifications made 

of stone, brick, tamped earth, wood, and other materials to guard against attacks from 

northern nomadic tribes.  

 

History of Jewish Life in China  
 

Slide 11: Silk Road - The first Jews came to China on the Silk Road. The Silk Road was one of the 

most important trade routes and connected Western Europe with East Asia by land and by sea. 

Merchants carried fine silks, precious metals, spices, and other valuables. There were Jewish 

outposts along the Silk Road in China, India, Iraq, Persia (Iran), and as far west as Spain and 

Portugal. Jews were not the only traders on the Silk Road, their connections brought small 

Jewish communities to China. Famous Venetian traveler Marco Polo, who visited China in the 

late 13th century, described the prominence of Jewish traders in Beijing. 

 

Slide 12: Jews of Kaifeng - The first Jewish immigrants arrived during the 8th century CE. The 

best known of these were the Kaifeng Jews. It’s not entirely certain where they came from, but 

they may have been a small community of Sephardic Jews, most likely from Persia or India, who 

came either overland or by a sea route. They settled in the city and built a synagogue in 1163. 

Jews thrived in Kaifeng for the next 800 years. Over time, most of them assimilated into the 

general population, but they left behind a Jewish legacy. 

 

Slide 13: Kaifeng Synagogue - The Jews of Kaifeng built a synagogue that was known for its 

unique architecture. It was built in the style of a Chinese temple but with Jewish elements 

inside. An 1840 earthquake and fire destroyed the synagogue and the community dispersed.  

 

Slide 14: Jews of Harbin - In the late 19th century, a new Jewish community developed in 

China. The city of Harbin, founded in 1898 with the coming of the Chinese Eastern Railway, was 
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located in China but controlled by Russia. Russian Jews immigrated to Harbin, where they found 

more freedoms and better opportunities.  

 

Slide 15: Harbin Synagogue - Harbin Jews were active in trade and the construction industry 

and also brought art and music to the region. After WWII most of these Jews migrated to Israel 

or other countries.  

 

Slide 16: Jews of Shanghai - As Harbin was developing, an Ashkenazi Jewish community was 

taking root in Shanghai. First populated by Russian Jews fleeing pogroms, Shanghai’s Jewish 

community also welcomed thousands of Jewish refugees from Europe during WWII. Although 

life there was not easy during the war, there was still relative safety, even after Japan invaded 

China.  

 

Slide 17: Shanghai Synagogue / Jewish Refugees Museum - After the war and China’s 

Communist Revolution, the Jews of Shanghai eventually migrated to western countries or 

Israel. The community’s former synagogue, Ohel Moshe, is now the Shanghai Jewish Refugees 

Museum. 

 

Slide 18: Hong Kong 

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

China does allow foreigners who are Jewish to practise their Judaism. Therefore, most of 

China’s Jewish community is found in Hong Kong. 

 

Slide 19: Hong Kong Flag 

Hong Kong is a special administrative district of China with a different political system. Hong 

Kong even has its own flag, with five petals instead of five stars.  

 

Slide 20: Jews of Hong Kong 

There has been a small Jewish presence in Hong Kong since the 1840s, but its population has 

grown since WWII, as Hong Kong became one of the world’s most important financial centers. 

The majority of Hong Kong’s Jewish inhabitants are temporary residents from Western 

countries, attracted by business and trade. The Jewish community is small but vibrant, featuring 

four synagogues as well as a day school and community center. 

 

Slide 21: Chinese Jews in the Diaspora 

There are also ethnically Chinese Jews outside of China. Some Chinese Jews living outside of 

China trace their roots to China, while others have converted or intermarried. Additionally, 
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China allows families from other countries to adopt orphaned children, so there are Chinese 

adoptees in Jewish families.  

 

Slide 22: The End 
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