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JEWISH CULTURE AND ITS

MODERNIZATION PROCESS
by Dr. Zhang Qian Hong
Director, Institute for Jewish Studies
Henan University, Kaifeng

(Dr. Zhang’s book, the subject of this abstract, was recently pub-
lished in China. AL)

This book focuses on the origin, evolution and growth of the
Jewish modernity that started at the beginning of the 18th cen-
tury and is still continuing today. The Haskalah (Enlightenment)
and the Emancipation movements marked a crucial turning point
in the process of Jewish cultural modernization (in Europe). Sub-
sequent to the appearance of these movements, Judaism divided
and modern secular culture emerged under the pressure of mod-
ernism. Jewish modernization has made brilliant achievements
in the 20th century, although there still remain many problems
and controversies.

The author has very carefully chosen the term Jewish culture
rather than Judaism for the title of this work. The reason is that
most Chinese scholars are used to regarding Judaism as the Jew-
ish religion, and many Chinese publications consider Judaism
only as the body of doctrines and beliefs. As a matter of fact, in
modern usage more and more scholars have accepted the idea
that Judaism not only involves a creed and a code of religious
life, but also includes the entire intellectual culture of the Jewish
People—the phenomenon that has significantly molded its inner
life.

The book includes six parts, each of which reflects the orienta-
tion of modernization in Jewish culture from different angles.

Chapter 1: A Brief Outlook of Jewish Culture

Jewish culture is very rich, diverse and profound. This chapter
begins with the characteristics of Jewish culture. Religiosity is
the dominant principle in Jewish culture. It is impossible to un-
derstand the nature and essence of Jewish culture without an
appreciation of the place given to the Jewish religion. In the course
of Jewish history, religion has profoundly affected Jewish cul-
tural phenomena. Even in the contemporary period, the Jewish
religion is still the main source and connotation of Jewish phi-
losophy, ideology, ethics and arts. The Jews are well known as
“the people of the Book”. It is on the basis of the Books (reli-
gious scriptures) that Jewish culture is formed.

Jewish culture is closely interlinked with the nationality, which
nourished the national sprit and inspired countless men and
women. The Jewish religion and nationality were so welded to-
gether that it became impossible to separate them. As a result,

(continued on page 4)
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JEWISH SETTLEMENT

IN HAN CHINA
by Tiberiu Weisz

Ever since | read the original Chinese stone inscriptions back in
1978, when | was in graduate school writing a paper on the
“Origin of the Chinese Jews”, | could not envision how the Jews
could have settled in China as early as the Han dynasty. But
written records are hard to ignore and the stone inscriptions that
the Chinese Jews left us indicate that “At the time of the Han
(Dynasty, 206 BC-220 AD) the religion entered and settled (ju)
in the Middle Kingdom”. Yet we Western researchers could not
provide documentation to the existence of Jewish settlers in China
that early, and therefore accepted Donald Leslie’s differentiation
between “trader and settlers” in his encompassing book The Sur-
vival of the Chinese Jews. Nevertheless, the sudden appearance
of the Jews at the Sung court (960-1279 AD), as indicated on the
1489 inscription, poses more questions than answers.

So | took a fresh look at the original Chinese texts as published
in Charles White’s book Chinese Jews and | realized that his
translation of the text was in a narrative style, with one event
following another. He tried to connect the whole text as one
story. This struck me as strange since, in the 25 years of reading
Chinese historical texts and documents, | rarely found that to be
the case. The writers of the stone inscriptions followed the cus-
tomary Chinese historiography of the time, to record certain
events in a very concise way. And that is how the inscriptions
should be treated.

Charles White translated the relevant text as: “Bringing tribute of
Western cloth, they entered (the court of) Sung and the Emperor
said: You have come to our China; reverence the customs of
your ancestors and hand them down in Pian Liang”. The same
paragraph was translated by Donald Leslie as: “They brought
Western cloth as tribute to the Sung. The Emperor said: Come to
our China, honor and preserve the customs of your ancestors,
remain and hand them down in Pian Liang”. Based on this para-
graph, Western researchers concluded that the Jews were invited
to come and settle to China.

When | compared the two translations to the original Chinese
text, | was puzzled by the translations. First of all, several Chi-
nese characters were mistranslated. Second, the Chinese text
was treated as one story, when in fact there were two separate
topics. The first one was a direct quote and the second one was
a statement. In light of these observations the Chinese text should
be read as: “They entered to bring cloth as tribute to the Sung.
The Emperor said: ‘You have returned to my China. Honor and
observe the custom of your ancestors.” We abandoned Pian
Liang.”

(continued on page 6)
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FROM THE EDITOR

Disengaging myself from my 5 year-old
grandson and the true object of his desire,
the water hose, | come inside on a beauti-
ful summer afternoon to dash off some-
thing to wrap up this latest issue of Points
East. 1'd better do it quickly—I can hear
him calling me already!

Our cover articles this month feature a
European-American man writing about
Han dynasty China and a Chinese woman
writing about the early modern Jewish
experience. An interesting crossover,
wouldn’t you agree? You readers who are
scholars will be better able than I to dis-
cern the validity of both papers, but their
value, I think, also lies in who wrote them
and why, and what it says about our world
today. | also wonder if either, or both, of
the authors are Jews. Neither says—and
that also says something important too.

Rena Krasno continues her series on the
Mir Yeshiva, and the redoubtable Dr. Xu
Xin reports on yet another hugely success-
ful tour of the States. In his own way, he
reminds me of those speakers from bygone
days who crossed the oceans to lecture in
distant communities—Mark Twain and
Charles Dickens are two who come to
mind.

Anyway, it's summer here, my grandson
calls, and I'm away.

Anson Laytner

Correction:

The article about the inaugura-
tion of the Old China Hands
Archive by Robert Gohstand
omitted the participation of
Marcia R. Ristaino, Senior Chi-
nese Acquisitions Specialist for
the Library of Congress, as a
speaker in the afternoon panel.
Dr. Ristaino is author of a recent
book on the subject based on ten
years of research and writing.
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ter for Judaic Studies at Nanjing, the big-
gest surprise came from a generous couple
attending the Skirball talk: Guilford and
Diane Glazer. While Mr. Glazer made an
announcement during the question and
answer period, that he and Diane would
provide a “small” gift for the Center for
Jewish Studies at Nanjing University, it
was, in fact, the biggest single gift the Cen-
ter has ever received.

Other highlights, in addition to those ex-
perienced on the lecture circuit, included
interviews, publicity, and plans for future
translations and exhibits. Cynthia Zeiden inter-
viewed me for an educational TV program now
in the works: “Safe Haven in China.” (See http:/
/www.safehaveninchina.org/) The Great
Lakes B’nai B’rith chapter taped my talk
on “Jews in Old China” in the main sanc-
tuary at Shaarey Zedek Synagogue in De-
troit, for the “B’nai B’rith Presents” pro-
gram on Jewish Television. (This video-
tape is available for sale through B’nai
B’rith Great Lakes Regional Office. Con-
tact Fran White EWHITE6620@aol.com or
Bobby Levine, email: bolevine@aol.com,
telephone: 248 646 3100. Cost is $25.)

Gary Zola, Executive Director of the Jacob
Marcus Center of the American Jewish
Archives, whom | met during my visit to
Hebrew Union College in Cincinnati,
agreed that the Nanjing University Center
for Jewish Studies will translate The Ameri-
can Jew 1585-1990 by Jacob R. Marcus
into Chinese. This will be part of the pro-
gram to commemorate 350 years of Ameri-
can Jewish history that includes bringing
an exhibition on American Jewish experi-
ence to China in 2005.

| also had an opportunity to meet the Presi-
dent and Dean of Gratz College and to
discuss future plans to provide opportuni-
ties for our young faculty members to be
trained there.

Besides many articles and reports about
my visit and talks in various papers, the
Forward, a weekly Jewish newspaper in
New York, published a most comprehen-
sive article by Daniel Treiman on my cur-
rent visit, entitled “Far East of Eden, a
Scholar’s Fascination with the Jews.” (See

http://www.forward.com/issues/2003/
03.02.28/faces.html)

Coincidentally, my second book in En-
glish, The Jews of Kaifeng, China: History,
Culture, and Religion (The KTAV Publish-
ing House Inc., 2003), which discusses the
history of the Jewish community of Kaifeng
with a focus on its social and religious his-
tory, appeared shortly after my arrival in
the U.S. It inevitably added excitement and
color to my visit and provided interested
readers with new material.

I would like to take the opportunity to
thank all friends, institutions, and organi-
zations that made this visit possible and
successful. Now, my wife and | are look-
ing forward to our forthcoming trip to Is-
rael, humbly and with equal gratitude, to
accept an honorary Doctorate from Bar Ilan
University.

Report from the Institute of
Jewish Studies, Kaifeng,

China
by Zhang Qianhong

On the occasion of its first year anniver-
sary, the Institute of Jewish Studies,
Henan University ( Kaifeng, Henan Prov-
ince, China ) hosted on May 15, 2003
an award ceremony for the first annual
Len Hew Jewish Essay Competition. The
event was well attended. 30 entries were
awarded either cash and book prizes or
certificates of recognition. Evident from
the quality of the submission and the
background of the students, the Jewish
Essay Competition succeeded in attract-
ing a wide cross-section of student tal-
ent on campus.

The ceremony began with the reading
of the congratulatory e-mail from the hon-
orary Director of the Institute, Mr. Len
Hew, who was not able to attend be-
cause of the SARS situation. In it he de-
clared that the primary objective for the
competition was to promote interest
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amongst the student population of Henan
University in the study of the history and
culture of the Jewish people. From the
number and the quality of the entries,
he concluded that this objective had
been satisfactorily accomplished.

Professor Zhang Qian Hong, the Direc-
tor of the Institute, publicly acknowl-
edged the support Mr. Hew had given
thus far to the Institute, and then went
on to list many of Institute’s accomplish-
ments during its first year of existence.
She mentioned specifically that the In-
stitute had now established its own li-
brary (the Shalom Library), and had suc-
cessfully hosted and co-hosted many sig-
nificant academic events. Examples in-
clude: the first annual Jewish Essay Com-
petition, the “International Conference
on the Jews in China” and a lecture se-
ries by the Israeli author, Gustavo D.
Perednik. Such accomplishments, she
said, have earned the Institute respect
and recognition in Chinese academic
circles. She expressed confidence that
with the blessings and support of every-
one concerned the Institute would con-
tinue to grow.

Next, the awards were distributed. Prizes
and awards were given out jointly by the
Party Secretary, Mr. Li Wen- San, and the
Dean of the College of History and Cul-
ture, Professor Yen Zhao-Xiang. In his
concluding remarks, Professor Yen rec-
ognized everyone who had helped to
organize this essay competition, and also
offered congratulations and encourage-
ments to the winners and participants of
this competition.



