‘A’ 0
o PIoints Last
THE SINO-UDAIC INSTITUTE FEIBXFF P "IN 12D 1IN

Vol. 40 No. 2
July 2025

The Way Back Machine
Shabbat in Kaifeng, August 1985

By Rabbi Arnold Mark Belzer

[Shortly after SJI’s founding, Rabbi Arnold Mark Belzer
led a tour to Kaifeng. This is the account of their visit,
reprinted from Points East, 1:2, April 1986.]

Our group arrived at Zhengzhou Airport about 10
o’clock at night. We were met by Mr. Guang and Mr.
Liu of CITS. We “enjoyed” an hour and a half bumpy
and dusty bus trip to Kaifeng. Both Mr. Guang and Mr.
Liu are very knowledgeable about the Jews of Kaifeng.
It seems that they both memorized Bishop White’s
book and are very anxious for more information about
the Jews of Kaifeng. They were most anxious to make
our experience a special one.

The next morning we set out for South Teaching of
the Scriptures Lane and the home of Mr. Zhou. As al-
ways, Mr. Zhou was a gracious and outgoing host. We
looked at the model of the synagogue that Mr. Zhou
is working on and talked with him for some time with
the help of Mr. Liu and Mr. Guang. It is clear that he
is quite used to greeting foreign visitors and enjoys
all the attention. In a most interesting exchange with
our entire group assembled, | asked Mr. Zhou how
long this dwelling had been in his family and he held
up one finger. | asked him if that means 100 years
and he answered, “No, a thousand”. It was quite im-
pressive. | have never met a Jew who could show me
their 1,000-year-old ancestral home. (Obviously, | am
aware that because of the floods, it was probably re-
built many times.)

We left Mr. Zhou’s home with a promise to meet again
in the afternoon at the Kaifeng Guest House along with
other Kaifeng Jews. We walked off to the area in front
of the hospital, the site of the former Kaifeng syna-
gogue. It seems that some construction is about to take
place and quite a significant area has been cleared. In
my mind’s eye, | saw the synagogue standing and in
my soul, | felt a pang of hope that the buildings that
were removed were to make way for a replica of the
Kaifeng Synagogue, but, so much for fantasy. | was
intrigued as | looked at the debris and by the thought
that an excavation on that site might indeed turn up
some relics from the past, but it does not seem that
any attention is being paid to that possibility.

| was surprised to learn that neither the site of the syn-
agogue nor South Teaching of the Scriptures Lane had
(continued on page 3)
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A ChinaFile Conversation on China’s
Moves in the Middle East

Excerpted from https://www.chinafile.com/conversa-
tion/what-make-of-chinas-moves-middle-east, 19 August
2024.

[ChinaFile is an online magazine published by the
Asia Society, dedicated to promoting an informed, nu-
anced, and vibrant public conversation about China, in
the U.S. and around the world.]

In late July, 14 Palestinian factions including rivals
Hamas and Fatah agreed “to end their divisions and
form an interim national unity government” in a “Bei-
jing Declaration” after negotiations in the capital that
began on July 21. The talks followed an earlier attempt
by China to broker a deal between Fatah and Hamas...

Attempting to reconcile Hamas and Fatah and other
Palestinian factions is a continuation of a quest to be
an alternative to the U.S. in the Middle East, and points
to a shift in Beijing’s strategy: Despite more than two
decades of a growing economic and political relation-
ship with Israel, including counter-terrorism cooper-
ation, China’s leadership has neither condemned the
October 7 attack nor made any public statements of
sympathy for its victims. Rather, Beijing has rebuked
Israel and the United States, calling the war in Gaza
a “tragedy for humanity” and a “disgrace for human
civilization,” and attributing the U.S. abstention from
a United Nations vote demanding a ceasefire to “the
hegemonic mentality of the United States.”

What does Beijing expect to gain from the intra-Pales-
tinian peace talks? What considerations shape China’s
position on the Israel-Gaza conflict, and on the wider
geopolitical picture in the Middle East? How does Chi-
na’s support for Iran factor into its strategies? What can
we expect next? — The Editors

Comments
Carice Witte

Beijing has long attempted, without real success, to
take part in international efforts meant to resolve the
Israel-Palestinian conflict. For example, in the years
prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, China hosted Israe-
lis and Palestinians for talks. The gatherings did not
generate agreements between the parties, but they did
garner press attention for China. The recent round of

(continued on page 5)
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In the Field
e David Zweig’s New Book

Mazal tov to new SJI Board member,
Prof. David Zweig, on the recent
publication of his book, The War for
Chinese Talent in America (Columbia U
Press, 2025), 246 pages. The War for
Chinese Talent in America documents
China’s effort to access US technol-
ogy and America’s harsh counterat-
tack and its successful efforts to dis-
rupt the transfer of U.S. technology
to China. It highlights how this tug-
of-war has undermined Sino-Ameri-
can scientific collaboration and trig-
gered an outflow of Chinese talent
from America and back to China.

¢ Kevin Ostoyich’s New Play

SJI Board member Kevin Ostoy-
ich and fellow professor Kari-Anne
Innes, along with students at Slip-
pery Rock University (Slippery Rock,
PA), have written a new play titled,
“Lyrics and Laughter from Shanghai:
A Relevant Cabaret with Historical
Commentary.” Using documents
from the USHMM archives, the play
features original songs and comedy
routines from the Shanghai Jewish
refugee community. Students per-
formed the play on May 7th in the
Stoner Black Box Theater on the
Slippery Rock University campus.
They will continue to develop the
play, and Innes hopes to make it into
a mainstage production (with pro-
fessional lighting, sound, etc.). They
will start working on the German
version, so it can be performed at
the Erinnerungsort BADEHAUS in
Wolfratshausen, Germany.

e A Sign for SJI’s Future?

While touring Jewish Shanghai with
veteran guide Dvir Bar Gal, Nicho-
las Andrus snapped this photo at the
Shanghai Jewish Refugees Museum:
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been marked properly for tourists.
It seems like a very simple thing.
If money is the problem, | am sure
that even a bronze sign or mark-
er could be made up in the U.S.
and shipped and properly mount-
ed for less than $1000. | was later
assured by Chen Li Bo (a CITS of-
ficial) that the municipality is still
working on this. Not being an old
China hand, | suppose patience is
not one of my virtues. While look-
ing at the synagogue site, we met
two young Canadian cousins who
asked if we were looking for Jews
and we told them no, we had al-
ready found them. Both were Jew-
ish, one a physician from Montreal
and the other, Dr. Jeremy Paltiel, a
professor of Political Science at the
University of Alberta, Edmonton,
Canada. He is fluent in Mandarin
and we directed hm to Mr. Zhou’s
home. We also invited both he and
his cousin to join us in the event for
our banquet.

In the afternoon, Mr. Shih and his
nephew, Mr. Shih, Mr. Zhou, and
his young granddaughter came
to the Kaifeng Guest House for a
far-reaching discussion. Present at
the meeting was Mr. Chen Li Bo,
Mr. Guang, Mr. Li, Mr. Gao, our na-
tional guide and all the members
of the group. | began with a wel-
come to all those who came to the
meeting, a thanks to Mr. Zhou for
allowing us to visit his home and
greetings from the Sino-Judaic In-
stitute. What follows are some of
the questions and answers:

Rabbi Belzer: What can we do for
you now and in the future?

Mr. Zhou: | have five daughters and
five granddaughters and would like
for some of them to go to the U.S.
to learn about our shared history,
to learn about Judaism and to trace
back genealogy.

Rabbi: Is there a desire to learn He-
brew?

Zhou: | would be interested in
books with Hebrew letters. | would
like to learn Hebrew calligraphy.

Rabbi: How do you pass on your
sense of Jewish identity to other
family members?

Mr. Shih, the younger: | have been
trying to make contact with other
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family members. There was a “fam-
ily book”. The book is useful in
identifying other Kaifeng Jews.

Rabbi: Have you recorded any of
the stories that you remember hear-
ing from parents and grandparents
so as to develop an oral history?

Mr. Shih, the elder: Tape record-
ers are new in China. It would be
a very useful project. | want to
share a story. When | was a child
in Kaifeng during the 1930’s | was
asked by my schoolteacher along
with other members of my class to
put down our family’s city of or-
igin. | put down Jerusalem. It was
during the Japanese occupation.
When | told my father about it,
he was quite disturbed, perhaps
because of the Axis of Japan and
the Nazis. He told me that from
now on | was to put down, Kai-
feng, and not Jerusalem. | pro-
tested, “But Grandfather always
told us that our city of origin was
Jerusalem”. My father said, “Yes,
of course, but from now on, write
Kaifeng”.

[Rabbi passes
White’s book.]

Zhou: Many of the sources of this
book are from my uncle. (Mr. Zhou
then identified his own picture as
a small boy. Mr. Zhou signed his
name over the picture. | quoted
the 1932 letter which was a request
from Mr. Zhou’s father to the Jews
of the U.S. to help rebuild the syn-
agogue.)

around Bishop

Rabbi: Is that what you would like
today?

Zhou: The site of the synagogue
belonged to Bishop White. My fa-
ther wanted to get it back.

Rabbi: Would the Jews of Kaifeng
like a community center to be
available?

Zhou: No, it is not necessary to
build a center for Jewish descen-
dants of Kaifeng, only for a place
for this replica of the synagogue
and a Hall of Remembrance of the
history of my family. Not for reli-
gious purposes, only for the sake of
history.

Rabbi: If some kind of communi-
ty meeting place were available,
not as a center of religion but as a
place for cousins to share
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Zhou: If it had nothing to do with
religion, then it would be okay.

Bernard Bober: Do you see any
physical differences between your-
self and other Chinese because of
Jewish blood?

Zhou: Due to hundreds of years of
intermarriage, there are no differ-
ences. Many years ago | remember
some experts coming to take our
pictures. They even measured our
noses to determine if there were in-
deed any differences, but there are
no differences.

Rabbi: What do you know about
Jews in the world today?

Shih, the elder: We know that Karl
Marx, Charlie Chaplin, and Einstein
were Jewish. Other Chinese told us
that they knew that Jews are smart
and good businessmen. | was asked
to be a business consultant. | think
because it is known that | am a Kai-
feng Jew.

Matilda Meyers: Are your wives
Jewish?

Zhou: No, we trace our Jewishness
through the father’s line, in the tra-
ditional Chinese way.

Shih (taking out a notebook): |
wrote down the 10 Command-
ments. Can | read them to you?
Will you tell me if they are correct?
(Mr. Shih reads the 10 Command-
ments, version obviously is from a
King James Bible.)

Rabbi: Yes, they are correct. Do
you always have them with you?

Shih: Yes.

Shih, the elder: Could you tell us
about the Jewish holidays?

(Rabbi gives a rather long descrip-
tion of the various Jewish holidays
with Mr. Shih taking copious notes.)

Rabbi: What was the Chinese title
for Rabbi?

Shih, the younger: They were
“Manla” but that is from the Per-
sian.

(Other questions followed and the
group adjourned for a special Song
Dynasty banquet.)

The most interesting piece of in-
formation that came from our dis-
cussion is the fact that the Jews of
Kaifeng have followed patrilineal
descent throughout its history. As

explained, this is in the Chinese
tradition (and Biblical tradition
too) and was a way of insuring that
honors conferred by the Emperors
be passed down through the fa-
ther’s line. This piece of informa-
tion has extraordinary implications
in the Jewish world today with re-
gard to the legitimacy of patrilineal
descent.

At the banquet | made an effort to
sit with Mr. Shih and his nephew.
While Mr. Zhou protested about
not being interested in Judaism as
a religion, | detected that both the
elder and younger Mr. Shihs had
more than a scholarly interest in
Jewish history. | pursued this and
found that | indeed was correct in
my perception. The lack of materi-
als in Chinese about Jews and Ju-
daism was of course noted.

Following dinner, we adjourned
back to the conference room where
we gathered to have a very late
Havdallah program. Through Jere-
my Paltiel, obviously a Godsend,
| explained the significance and
symbolism of Havdallah and used
a service which a Sino-Judaic Insti-
tute Board Member helped prepare
prior to our trip. It was clearly an
extremely moving event. | suggest-
ed that it was perhaps the first time
in well over 100 years that any
kind of Jewish cultural ceremony
had taken place in Kaifeng. We all
felt the power of the moment and
savored the taste of the sweet wine
and the smell of the spices and the
beauty of the flame. | can say that
there were misty eyes for all of us.
Even the guides commented on
what a moving experience it was.

Following Havdallah, | gave out a
number of presents to Mr. Zhou
and both Mr. Shih’s, including
a large poster-size blow-up of
some of the illustrations of Bish-
op White’s book. | gave Mr. Shih,
the elder, a Hertz Chumash (Pen-
tateuch). | gave Mr. Zhou a full-
sized Torah replica (on paper, not
parchment) as well as the Havdal-
lah set that we used, a number of
kipahs, some beginner books in
Hebrew with instructions on how
to form the Hebrew letters. When
| took out a mezuzah, Mr. Shih,
the elder, put out his hand to touch
it and then kissed his hand in the
traditional way. We were all very

Points East

surprised and, of course, moved to
see this. | asked him how he knew
about that custom and he said
he was told about it. It is clear to
me that Jews of Kaifeng were told
many things, some of which are re-
membered and some of which, of
course, have been forgotten. The
group said warm farewells to our
Kaifeng cousins.

Very early the next morning by pre-
arrangement, we met at Mr. Zhou'’s
home to affix a mezuzah to the
doorpost of his house. With the
traditional prayers and many neigh-
bors looking on, we. put a very
lovely large brass mezuzah onto
his doorpost. From the experience
the night before, | realized that
Mr. Shih would also have liked to
have had a mezuzah. | happened to
have only two so | arranged to send
one off to Mr. Shih the next morn-
ing with a note and instructions
on how to affix it to his doorpost.
Once again, it was a great privilege
to be able to have such a special
experience.

Another observation concerning
Mr. Zhou: While he protests that
he is not interested in Judaism as
a religion, he seems entirely en-
thralled with all the symbols and
accoutrements of Judaism. Anoth-
er observation in regard to Mr.
Zhou’s entrepreneurship: During
our discussions, | brought up the
fact that many Jews would be com-
ing through in the future and that |
thought it would be entirely fitting
if Kaifeng Jews prepared some kind
of souvenirs to sell to such visitors.
| even made some suggestions,
perhaps a plaque with the Hebrew
word “Shalom” and the Chinese
equivalent. Mr. Zhou showed me
a mockup of a proposed commem-
orative coin with a likeness of the
Kaifeng synagogue. It is quite nice
and | hope he is successful in that
project.

We visited the Great East Mosque,
which we found interesting. It
seems obvious that some of the
accoutrements of the Kaifeng Syn-
agogue are indeed on that site, the
lotus bowl being a notable exam-
ple. We also visited the steles (me-
morial stones tracing the communi-
ty’s history) in the warehouse of the
Henan Museum. Given their state
of preservation, they are hardly im-
pressive and their sad situation of



Points East

being relegated to that warehouse
is most disheartening.

Some observations: In regard to the
community—I was most interested
in Leo Gabow'’s article in the Palo
Alto newspaper. Lou is obviously
correct, “There is no Jewish com-
munity’ There are, however, people
who strongly identify themselves
as Jewish. The individuals that |
met seem strongly private and fam-
ily-oriented. But | believe that it is
because there is no material focus
for what can become a communi-
ty. Permit my humble recommen-
dations based on much too short a
stay in Kaifeng but based on a gut
feeling and a good deal of expe-
rience with Jews and Jewish com-
munities, | believe that it is of the
greatest importance that there be
a person or persons from the U.S.
Jewish community knowledgeable
about Jews and Judaism and flu-
ent in Mandarin present in Kaifeng
from now on. No other single proj-
ect could be more important to the
Jew of Kaifeng. Such a person with
skills of organization and knowl-
edge of Judaism could literally per-
form miracles. | would encourage
the Sino Judaic Institute to support
such efforts. If it is necessary for
another entity to be created for
the purpose of developing educa-
tional materials, so be it. If it need
be separate from the Institute, fine.
But we should support the project.
As to the matter of a material focus
to the community, this discussion
really involves a myriad of subjects
including the issue of the multitude
of Kaifeng museums. | believe that
very high-level negotiations should
take place with either the Mayor
of Kaifeng (who is due in the U.S.
soon) or even higher officials to
propose that either a replica of the
synagogue be built on some site in
Kaifeng entirely with foreign mon-
ey or that some other structure be
converted to house some kind of
Jewish commemorative presence.
Such a building could contain rep-
licas of artifacts, photographs, etc.
and even have a room as a meeting
place for what could become a “re-
born Kaifeng Jewish community”.

ChinaFile, continued from page 1

talks in Beijing between 14 Palestin-
ian factions, most prominently Fatah
and Hamas, has also garnered press
for China. While the Palestinians do
not seem to treat the ensuing “Bei-
jing declaration” as having made a
tangible difference, Beijing claims
that the declaration puts an end to
divisions and bitter rivalry.

Compelling Fatah to work with
Hamas, Beijing is ignoring the his-
toric divergence between the two,
with the former agreeing to recog-
nize the State of Israel while Hamas
continues to call for Israel’s destruc-
tion. Beijing is also ignoring its al-
lies in the Middle East who have
made it clear that they want to see
an end to Hamas. This is an example
of what the author Edward Luttwak
termed “great state autism” whereby
leaders of large, powerful states fail
to maintain the constant situational
awareness of foreign environments
that are natural for regional small
countries and necessary for accurate
assessments at any given time. Such
disconnect results in Beijing’s pro-
motion of the “Beijing declaration”
as another mediation success com-
parable to the Saudi-Iran rapproche-
ment. In fact, as | was told in private
meetings with Chinese officials in
June, China was more of a facilita-
tor than a mediator since the deal
was mainly complete when it was
brought to China. Moreover, China’s
role in the Saudi-Iran deal seems to
have insufficiently assuaged Saudi
Arabia’s long-term security concerns
regarding Iran, as Riyadh continues
to entertain normalization with Isra-
el as part of a larger deal for a secu-
rity alliance with the U.S. This caus-
es one to wonder at the comparison
between the Saudi-Iran deal and the
Beijing declaration.

China’s increasingly public focus on
the Middle East is in line with its
global interests. China sees the Mid-
dle East not only as a key arena in its
competition with the U.S. but as a
testing ground for its new initiatives
(the Global Development Initiative,
Global Security Initiative (GSI), and
Global Civilization Initiative) and its
stated plans to reshape global gover-
nance. This includes promoting the
GSI as the new security architecture
for the region. These interests are
supported by China’s investments;
it has been the largest investor in
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the Middle East since 2016. When
its Belt and Road investments de-
creased worldwide in 2018, they
grew in the Middle East.

China’s efforts on behalf of the Pal-
estinians are also aimed at burnish-
ing its image as the self-declared
leader of the Global South. China’s
bid for leadership is based on the
claim (among others) that it “puts
people first.” There appears to be
a growing awareness in Beijing of
pressure to act like the great power it
is perceived and wishes to be—put-
ting people first is a move beyond
rhetorical support to taking action
on behalf of the Palestinians. Chi-
na’s unprecedentedly harsh stance
against Israel, responding to the bar-
baric October 7 massacre of Jewish,
Muslim, Druze, and Bedouin Israe-
lis by calling for a two-state solu-
tion and refraining from identifying
Hamas as a terror organization, has
made it difficult for China to act as a
mediator vis-a-vis Israel. Intra-Pales-
tinian unity offers a platform for Pal-
estinian “action” that will likely be
well received by the Global South.

Going forward, Beijing will continue
to work toward bringing the Middle
East into its sphere of influence, with
all this implies. Its stance regarding
Israel and the Palestinians will adjust
according to what best supports this
longer-term goal.

Carice Witte is the Founder and Ex-
ecutive Director of SIGNAL Group
(Sino-Israel Global Network & Ac-
ademic Leadership), an Israeli poli-
cy organization that specializes in
China-Israel and China-Middle East
affairs. Witte initiated Chinese-Israe-
li Track-1l exchanges in 2011. The
same year, she initiated an annual
program held in Israel for Chinese
faculty on teaching Israel Studies as
well as the establishment of Israel
Studies Programs (ISPs) at universi-
ties across China.

Having led over 1,000 briefings in
China and Israel, she established an
annual conference on Israel’s China
policy in 2016 and a semi-annual
China-Israel and annual China-Is-
rael-U.S. Track-1l dialogue in 2017.
In 2019, Witte launched a seminar
series for international China experts
and policy professionals that evolved
during COVID-19 into a monthly
gathering. In 2022, she began devel-
oping SIGNAL Group’s new strategic
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agenda to strengthen Israel’s geostra-
tegic position in the context of Chi-
na’s growing role on the world stage
and especially in the Middle East as
well as the increasing tensions be-
tween Beijing and Washington.

Witte is on the board of the Israel
Council on Foreign Affairs. She im-
migrated to Israel from the U.S. in
1987. She is a graduate of Yale Uni-
versity.

Joyce Karam

Eight days before the assassination
of Hamas’ political leader Ismail
Haniyeh in Tehran on July 31, China
hosted six representatives from the
militant group, its archrival Fatah,
and 12 other Palestinian groups. The
two-day gathering established the
“Beijing Declaration,” a vague road-
map to end the 17-year Palestinian
split between Hamas and Fatah.

The effort, which followed succes-
sive meetings for Chinese diplomats
in Doha, Ramallah, and Beijing ear-
lier in the year, underscores China’s
growing ambition and confidence in
projecting power and wading into
Middle East conflicts. The milestone
Saudi-lran agreement that the Peo-
ple’s Republic brokered in March
2023 strengthened the view of how
far China diplomacy has come in the
region, guided by its talk-to-every-
one, friends-with-all approach.

This approach, however, is still na-
scent, and its efficacy is being tested
by the stubborn dynamics of these
conflicts. On the Saudi-lran front,
full normalization has not material-
ized nearly a year and half after the
agreement. On the Palestinian front,
Hamas-Fatah reconciliation and the
establishment of a new interim Pal-
estinian government are very unlike-
ly to happen before the end of the
war.

Still, China seems pragmatic enough
to realize its own limitations in shap-
ing regional political and security
dynamics.

In the intra-Palestinian talks, particu-
larly, it’s an uphill battle for China’s
diplomacy given its little to no lever-
age inside Gaza, lukewarm ties with
the Palestinian Authority, worsening
relations with Israel, and the events
of the war that are undermining the
Hamas external political wing.

Throughout its diplomatic engage-
ment with Hamas, China has pri-
marily relied on channels with the
group’s offices in Doha. While
Beijing has not designated Hamas
as a terrorist organization or con-
demned it by name after the Octo-
ber 7 attacks, its traditional partner
among the Palestinians has been the
Palestinian Liberation Organization
(PLO). This was especially the case
under Yasser Arafat, who visited
China 14 times from 1964 up until
his death in 2004, leveraging Bei-
jing’s early recognition of the PLO
in 1965, the first non-Arab nation to
do so.

Three vyears after Arafat’s death,
a new, divided Palestinian reality
emerged as Hamas took control of
Gaza and ousted Fatah. The change
has led China to broaden its out-
reach to Hamas as an integral part
of Palestinian politics. Today, even
as Israel continues to inflict a heavy
toll on the group’s leadership and
military infrastructure in Gaza, Bei-
jing seems to be operating under
the assumption that the group’s in-
fluence will endure after the war is
over.

This expectation led to more inten-
sified engagement between Hamas
and China over the past six months.

China’s March meeting with Hani-
yeh in Doha was followed by a
Hamas and Fatah visit to Beijing in
April. Hamas’ delegation was led by
the deputy head of its political bu-
reau, Moussa Abu Marzouk, along
with senior officials Khalil al-Hayya
and Hossam Badran. Marzouk re-
turned in July and signed the Beijing
Declaration.

In the aftermath of Haniyeh’s killing,
however, the power dynamics with-
in Hamas shifted. Yahya Sinwar, a
hardline figure, and the mastermind
of the October 7 attack, was named
on August 6 as the new leader of
the political wing of Hamas. The
change weakens the external wing
of Hamas and undermines efforts
by Qatar, Egypt, and the U.S. to
reach a ceasefire. By extension, it
complicates China’s efforts in ex-
panding its influence and reconcil-
ing the Hamas-Fatah divide.

Nevertheless, for China, elevating
its role on the Palestinian arena is
a win-win in the Arab world. It re-
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inforces a pro-Palestinian narrative
that is well-received in the Global
South and shows it in contrast with
the United States, without necessar-
ily aiming to replace Washington as
a security guarantor in the region.
Arab Barometer polling conduct-
ed in 2023-2024 in five countries
showed China’s favorability on the
rise, while the U.S. image saw a
sharp decline amid Washington’s
political and military support for Is-
rael since October 7.

Securing a seat at the table is anoth-
er objective for China in anticipa-
tion of the day-after talks in Gaza.
Toward that end, China will lean
on its strong relations with region-
al middle powers, such as Saudi
Arabia, the United Arab Emirates,
Egypt, and Iran, even as its current
efforts falter.

Joyce Karam is the Senior News Ed-
itor at Al-Monitor and a journalist
with decades of experience covering
the Middle East, U.S. foreign policy,
and international affairs. She authors
Al-Monitor’s weekly China-Middle
East Briefing newsletter. She is also
a Professor of Political Science at
George Washington University.

Jonathan Fulton

What does Beijing expect to get
out of the intra-Palestinian peace
talks? | think hosting the talks was
the primary accomplishment for
China: it got a seat at the table. The
meeting sent a message that Beijing
is a serious diplomatic actor in the
Middle East and did something the
U.S. cannot—get all the Palestin-
ian groups in a room together. This
builds on last year’s rapprochement
between Saudi Arabia and Iran that
was also hosted in Beijing. In both
cases, the ability to bring rivals to-
gether is meant to show the Mid-
dle East that China is more than an
economic actor in the region—it is
willing to wade into the big issues.
The talks also build momentum for
China’s global initiatives—the Glob-
al Development Initiative, Global
Security Initiative, and Global Civ-
ilization Initiative—demonstrating
to the Global South that there can
be tangible outcomes from working
with China. In the process, Beijing
gets to position itself as a credible
alternative to the West and the U.S.

All of this is about messaging, how-
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ever. | don’t think we can expect too
much from China in terms of imple-
mentation. Despite its increasing
Middle East presence, China is not
a significant political or diplomatic
actor yet, and even if by some mir-
acle it is able to convince the Pal-
estinian factions to get past decades
of distrust, competing agendas, and
different visions of what they want
for a Palestinian state, it would still
have to convince Israel to get on
board. Last year, China said it want-
ed to mediate on the Israel-Palestine
conflict, but its response to the Oc-
tober 7 attack and everything that
has happened since has done tre-
mendous damage to the Israel-China
relationship. So | think China has a
limited capacity to play a meaning-
ful role in what comes next.

How does China’s support for Iran
factor into its strategies for the Arab
world? It certainly complicates it.
China’s interests in the Middle East
are primarily economic, and the
countries it has the deepest relations
with, especially Saudi Arabia and
the United Arab Emirates, see Iran
as a threat. In material terms, there’s
no comparison; in energy, trade,
investment, and contracting China
gets a lot more from the Arab side
of the Persian Gulf than it does from
Iran. And Iran’s regional policy and
its support for revisionist nonstate
actors like the Houthis, Hamas, and
Hezbollah destabilize the Middle
East in a way that undermines Chi-
na’s economic interests. We have
seen this explicitly with the Houthi
attacks on Red Sea shipping. In the
wake of the December 2022 summit
in Riyadh, Arab leaders had hoped
that increased engagement with
China would bring Beijing closer to
their preferences for regional stabili-
ty, and with that some expected that
Beijing would use its perceived in-
fluence with the Iranians to stop the
Houthi attacks. That it failed to do
so underscored the limits of what
China is able to do in the political or
diplomatic space in the Middle East,
and disappointed regional govern-
ments that expected more of Beijing.
So its relationship with Iran makes
for a more challenging regional en-
vironment.

Jonathan Fulton is an Associate Pro-
fessor of Political Science in the Col-
lege of Humanities and Social Scienc-

es at Zayed University in Abu Dhabi,
UAE, and a Nonresident Senior Fel-
low with Middle East Programs and
the Scowcroft Middle East Security
Initiative at the Atlantic Council. An
expert on Chinese policy toward the
Middle East, he has written widely
on the topic for both academic and
popular publications. His books in-
clude China’s Relations with the
Gulf Monarchies (Routledge, 2019),
External Powers and the Gulf Mon-
archies (co-edited with Li-Chen Sim,
Routledge, 2019), Regions in the
Belt and Road Initiative (Routledge,
2022), Routledge Handbook on Chi-
na-Middle East Relations (Routledge,
2022), and Asian Perceptions of Gulf
Security (co-edited with Li-Chen Sim,
Routledge, 2023). Fulton has pub-
lished over 30 journal articles, book
chapters, and reports, and dozens
of op-eds and analytical pieces. His
analysis has been featured in global
media outlets such as The New York
Times, The Wall Street Journal, CNN,
and the BBC. He is also the host of
the Atlantic Council’s popular Chi-
na-MENA Podcast and publishes The
China-MENA Newsletter.

Mohammed Alsudairi

Any appraisal of the recent “Beijing
Declaration” should take into ac-
count local dynamics when consid-
ering its tangible impact. (I made the
same argument about the Saudi-Ira-
nian detente agreement that Beijing
brokered.) The declaration follows
in the footsteps of many other pre-
ceding agreements between Pal-
estinian groups that had been dis-
cussed or concluded over the past
two decades (and there have been
many, in Algiers, in Cairo, in Doha,
etc.). Since 2006, intra-Palestinian
reconciliation has been elusive, in
large part because there are simply
irreconcilable views among the dif-
ferent factions—primarily Fatah and
Hamas—regarding power-sharing
arrangements. This fundamental
factor has not changed, and as one
astute observer, Hamzé Attar, not-
ed skeptically, “he who swore and
broke his oath before the walls of
the Kaaba will swear and break his
oath before the Great Wall of Chi-
na.” He is alluding here to another
ill-fated agreement, that brokered
in Mecca, Saudi Arabia, in 2007.

So why would China pursue such a
seemingly futile endeavor? As Min-
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istry of Foreign Affairs Spokesperson
Lin Jian indicated, the Beijing Dec-
laration showcases a high degree of
alignment with the majority of Arab
and Muslim states in terms of estab-
lishing how peace should be bro-
kered. This emphasis could be read
as part of China’s effort to harness
Palestine’s power to inspire indig-
nation and solidarity (amongst Arab
countries and elsewhere) in Beijing’s
propaganda struggle with the Unit-
ed States. Looking more closely into
what is ascribed to the declaration,
however, what is striking is how un-
creatively adherent the Chinese offi-
cial stance has been to a framework/
roadmap that originates with the
American-led Oslo process of the
1990s and the importance it places
on a negotiated two-state solution
that assumes parity between the
two sides. (This holds equally true
for China’s past multi-pointed pro-
posals as well.) Taking this into ac-
count alongside China’s own limited
capacity and appetite to cultivate
real leverage in regional conflicts, it
is safe to say that the declaration is
more of an exercise in optics involv-
ing picking low-hanging fruit rather
than an actual attempt at asserting a
new diplomatic role for China in the
Middle East.

This brings me to a more central
point: there is practically little out-
side actors like China can do to cul-
tivate peace so long as the United
States and its Western allies contin-
ue to abide by a myopic and extrem-
ist approach when it comes to Israel.
Consider the following: Gaza’s infra-
structure has been devastated with
a death toll that has likely exceed-
ed the 40,000 mark; and a system
of apartheid—acknowledged by UN
experts, Amnesty International, Hu-
man Rights Watch, and well reputed
Israeli peace and rights organiza-
tions like B’tselem and Adalah—ex-
ists “between the river and the sea”
(with a re-doubling of annexation
efforts and violence against Palestin-
ian communities in the West Bank).
All of these are unequivocal war
crimes—including many preceding
the Hamas massacres in October
2023 —taking place under a defiant
right-wing Israeli government that
has openly disavowed the two-state
solution and is actively seeking to
escalate and drag the region into an
all-out war.
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In any other context, this would
have led to ample condemnation
and sanctions to restrain and pun-
ish such behavior. This was certain-
ly (and rightly) the case with Russia
as a consequence of its invasion of
Ukraine. Yet such responses are not
only wholly absent from countries
like the United States, the United
Kingdom, and Germany, but all of
them are in fact actively arming and
diplomatically/legally shielding Isra-
el from international censure. Israeli
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanya-
hu—who is being considered for an
arrest warrant by the Internation-
al Criminal Court’s prosecutor for
crimes against humanity—was met
with a standing ovation by the U.S.
Congress.

In this conflict, there is a very real
asymmetry of power between a
nuclear-armed and technologically
advanced state, backed by a glob-
al superpower and its collection of
allies, and a dispossessed and frag-
mented people subject to a violent
settler-colonial project. Ultimate-
ly, unless real pressure is brought
to bear upon Israel, compelling a
change in its calculus to end the oc-
cupation and cease its supremacist
and maximalist claims, there will
be no peace, but repeated cycles of
bloodshed and repression. The key
variable is the United States, either
by imposing pressure or withdraw-
ing its unequivocal backing. This re-
ality is what makes Chinese attempts
at peacemaking, as embodied by the
Beijing declaration, still-born and
perhaps unserious from the very
start. It explains, more pertinently,
why such efforts might be viewed
in Beijing and elsewhere as useful
resources in China’s discursive pro-
paganda war: Palestine brings into
sharp relief the hypocrisy of West-
ern states that decry the erosion of
international laws and institutions,
not to mention the universal princi-
ples of dignity and equality, while
tirelessly dismantling them in turn.

Mohammed Alsudairi currently is a
Lecturer in Politics and Internation-
al Relations of the Arabic Speaking
World at Australian National Uni-
versity. He holds a Ph.D. in Compar-
ative Politics from the University of
Hong Kong (HKU), an M.A. in Inter-
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History from the London School of

Economics and Peking University,
and a B.Sc. in International Politics
from Georgetown University. Prior
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Institute for the Humanities and So-
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project examining the intersections
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in the context of China’s Belt and
Road Initiative. Since 2015, he has
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Asian Studies Program at the King
Faisal Center for Research and Is-
lamic Studies based in Riyadh, Sau-
di Arabia. More recently, in 2022,
he was awarded a research fellow-
ship from the Alexander von Hum-
boldt Foundation to work on his up-
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Informed by a multidisciplinary and
multilingual approach, Alsudairi’s
research focuses on the historical
and contemporary  connections
between the Middle East and East
Asia; the histories of transnational
revolutionary and counter-revolu-
tionary networks in the Arab world;
ideological security bureaucracies
and state-led cultural engineering
practices across Asia; and Muslim
religiosities and sectarian identi-
ties in the Middle East, China, and
other areas. His academic work
has appeared in multiple academic
journals including The Middle East
Journal, Third World Quarterly,
Journal of Arabian Studies, Journal
of Contemporary China, Global Pol-
icy, and Oxford University’s Journal
of Islamic Studies.

Michael Singh

Viewed from the West, it is easy
to ascribe Chinese enthusiasm for
the so-called “Beijing Declaration”
between Hamas and Fatah to sim-
ple naivete. After all, while these
two Palestinian factions have long
paid lip service to the idea of Pal-
estinian unity, in reality they are
bitter enemies who espouse mu-
tually exclusive approaches to the
achievement of Palestinian political
aspirations. The war in Gaza and
accompanying tension and violence
in the West Bank has perhaps led
the two factions into something of
a truce, but it has done nothing to
ease the underlying opposition be-
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tween them—indeed, Fatah officials
bitterly complain that the egotism
and extremism of Hamas leaders has
brought ruin upon Palestinians.

Yet it would be a mistake to view
Palestinian reconciliation as Beijing’s
true aim. There are three motiva-
tions for Beijing’s sudden emphasis
on the war in Gaza and on Palestin-
ian politics. Two are longstanding.
First, China has long sought to posi-
tion itself as the champion and lead-
er of the so-called “Global South.”
Beijing has traveled a great distance
on the Israeli-Palestinian issue, from
actively supporting Palestinian fac-
tions during the Cold War, to culti-
vating close security and economic
relations with Israel from the 1980s
to 2010s, yet it has never totally
abandoned the former impulse. Sec-
ond, as it has grown in global prom-
inence, China has sought to make a
show of diplomatic activity on major
diplomatic issues like the Israeli-Pal-
estinian conflict in order to under-
score its own importance. To that
end, Beijing has dispatched envoys
to the region and hosted delegations
from it, and has even released multi-
ple self-styled plans for Israeli-Pales-
tinian peace. While the plans largely
consisted of vague invocations of
conventional diplomatic wisdom, it
was their promulgation rather than
their content that was significant.

However, a third, newer, and more
troubling motivation is also apparent
in Beijing’s actions since the Octo-
ber 7, 2023 Hamas attack on Israel.
Chinese officials and analysts have
quickly pivoted from a relatively
pro-lsrael footing to indulging not
just criticisms of Israeli government
policy but permitting the spread of
antisemitism in Chinese social and
broadcast media. This appears to
reflect not a newfound concern for
Palestinian aspirations, but an effort
by Beijing to use conflicts, whether
in Ukraine, Gaza, or elsewhere, to
rally global public opinion against
the United States, even at the cost of
sacrificing relationships—like those
with both Israel and Ukraine—that it
spent decades cultivating.

Yan Xuetong, dean of the Institute of
International Relations at Tsinghua
University, put it this way: “The Is-
rael-Gaza war will reduce the glob-
al political influence of the United
States. This is already very obvious,
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because even its allies have to dis-
tance themselves from it on this is-
sue. . . As the US’ strategic relations
with other major powers will be
undermined, the strategic balance
between China and the US will be-
come less favourable to the US.”
That Palestinian unity is unrealistic,
or that Hamas rule would not serve
the stability in the Middle East that
China desires, is ultimately beside
the point. What matters is that if the
United States loses, Beijing—in this
view of the world—wins.
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member of the board of directors of
the United States Institute of Peace.
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policy, and of Welcome.US, a bi-
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Reflections on Israel
Studies in China

By Song Lihong

Excepted from: Song Lihong (27
Dec 2023), From enemy stud-
ies to area studies: reflections
on lIsrael studies in China, Jour-
nal of Israeli History, DOI:
10.1080/13531042.2023.2297588

Although lIsrael studies hardly ex-
isted in China before its diplomat-
ic relations with the State of Israel
were normalized in 1992, the field
is now well-established among
Chinese universities...From 2014
through 2019, roughly 32 scholarly
monographs and edited volumes,
31 Chinese translations of scholar-
ly books, and 172 journal articles
on Israel studies were published in
China, on a range of topics that are
almost all-encompassing: from dip-
lomatic relations to military affairs,
from political parties to the edu-
cation system, from agriculture in
Yishuv to the start-up economy in
Tel Aviv, from migrant laborers to
the national heritage conservation,
from Etgar Keret to Sinology in Is-
rael, from the diamond industry to
banking regulations.1 Right now,
about 17 universities across China
offer courses in modern Hebrew
and/or Israel studies.2 In tracing
the field’s ascent toward its boom-
ing status quo, this essay will focus
on three aspects: the beginnings of
Israel studies, certain Chinese per-
ceptions of Israel that have exerted
a significant impact on Israel stud-
ies in China, and the challenges for
future growth.

The beginnings

In China, Israel studies has histor-
ically been regarded as a compo-
nent of Jewish studies. This appears
so self-evident that many in China
believe that Jewish studies scholars
pioneered Israel studies in the af-
termath of the Cultural Revolution
(1966-1976) and that the Chinese
interest in Western civilization has
naturally led to an interest in Jew-
ish contributions thereto and con-
sequently to Israel studies. This tra-
jectory is tenable for the growth of
most Jewish studies scholars, who
usually have a background in hu-
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manities. Yet it makes up at most
half of the story.

The other half should be viewed
in connection with two develop-
ments: that of Communist China’s
study of foreign affairs in general
and that of Chinese policy toward
the Middle East during the Cold
War in particular. At the end of
1963, when China had already
established — and intended to es-
tablish more — diplomatic rela-
tionships with several African and
Middle Eastern countries, a report
was submitted to Mao Zedong,
pointing out the deficiencies in in-
ternational studies in China at the
time and proposing eight improve-
ment measures that included the
founding of specialized research
institutes. Mao not only endorsed
the report but also added in his
reply that it “did not mention re-
ligious studies” and that “without
criticizing theology we cannot
learn the history of philosophy
well, nor can we write well the
history of literature and the world
history.” Mao’s sanction led to the
formation of the first institutes for
foreign studies, including African
and Middle Eastern studies, in
China. However, the outbreak of
the Cultural Revolution in 1966
abruptly suspended the activities
of these newly emerged institutes.
It was not until 1973 that these
institutes in the universities were
revived.

Meanwhile, before and during
the Cultural Revolution, as She
Gangzheng’s meticulous research
shows, Sino-Soviet relations dete-
riorated, and Third World coun-
tries became one of the main bat-
tlefields in the Sino-Soviet rivalry
to lead a world revolution. China
foresaw the vitality of Palestinian
nationalism well before Moscow
and Washington first grasped the
Palestinian Liberation Organiza-
tion (PLO)’s increasing impact,
becoming the first non-Arab ma-
jor power to substantially aid the
Palestinian national movement
while simultaneously stepping up
its rhetoric against Israel. With
the waning of Beijing’s zeal for
world revolution and the growing
Sino-American rapprochement of
the early 1970s came diminished
Chinese assistance to the Palestin-
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ians and recalibration of Chinese
policy: thenceforth, anti-Israel rhet-
oric would be associated with the
struggle against Soviet hegemony.
Given that China’s foreign studies
were in the service of diplomacy
and thus highly politicized, Chi-
nese policy toward the Middle East
left an indelible imprint on the first
fruits of Chinese research on Isra-
el, which consisted of translations
before China re-opened its door to
the world in 1978.3

In the beginning, Chinese knowl-
edge about Israel was derived from
Russian sources. This is not sur-
prising, as from the mid-1950s the
Middle East began to play a signif-
icant role in Sino-Soviet relations,
and China, until the early 1960s,
tried to maintain the unity of the
Soviet bloc at all costs by public-
ly aligning with Moscow’s policies
and attitudes, even though it dis-
agreed with many of them. The ear-
ly 1960s witnessed the publication
of two Chinese booklets written by
Soviet writers: The Situation and
Policies of Israel (1960) and Be-
hind the Scenes of Israeli Politics
(1962). The first depicted lIsrael as
an outpost of Western imperialism
and colonialism in the Middle East,
while the second investigated Isra-
el’s economic foundation, making
explicit the involvement of West-
ern capital in Israel’s nation-build-
ing. Polemical in nature, these
booklets questioned the legitima-
cy of modern Zionism, and their
translation into Chinese not only
evinced China’s apparent solidar-
ity with the Soviet Union in their
shared commitment to combatting
Western imperialism but lined
up with China’s view of Israel as
a “tool” of imperialist aggression
since 1956 as well. Despite their
politicized shell, these translations
are not outdated even by current
standards. Some of their diatribes
against Israel and its treatment of
the Arab refugees are now trade-
marks of contemporary anti-Zion-
ist discourse, and the topic of the
second booklet has never been dis-
cussed again in Chinese writings
on the Israeli economy.

In late 1973, the first truly com-
prehensive Chinese book on Israel
appeared: a translation of Nadav
Safran’s The United States and Isra-

el, re-titled in Chinese The History
and Overview of lIsrael.4 Its pub-
lication must have been shocking
at the time: in diametrical contrast
with the two booklets, it is pro-Zi-
onist, arguing that “the strength of
Zionism lies precisely in its capa-
bility to combine the traditional
yearning for Return with consid-
eration of the practical needs of
the Jews”; it does not deal with
the Arab- Israeli conflict; and the
author is a Harvard scholar, that
is, from an enemy country. As if
to forestall any possible criticism,
the publisher explains that Safran
“wrote this book from the stand-
point of Zionism and tried his best
to beautify Israel, which was aided
and bred by American imperial-
ism. He did not hesitate to use the
clumsy techniques of fabricating
and falsifying history, in order to
vigorously defend the crimes com-
mitted by the Israeli Zionists in
their persecution of the Palestinian
Arab people and their invasion of
the neighboring Arab countries.”
However, neither Safran’s Jewish-
ness nor Richard Nixon’s visit to
China in 1972 are mentioned...

The first batch of Chinese books
on lIsrael, though small in quan-
tity and intertwined with China’s
ultra-leftist political policies, indi-
cates that Chinese scholars were
quite well-informed for those few
in China who were concerned
with Israel at the time. To a large
extent, these translations are still
worthy of reference because their
nuanced insights and intimate
grasp of primary sources have
rarely been equaled in later Chi-
nese works. Israel studies were
hardly “a suspended subject” prior
to 1978, as many have claimed.
Instead, these early translations
remind us of the context in which
Israel studies emerged in China:
that of “enemy studies”...

The enduring legacy of the “en-
emy studies” context is first and
foremost reflected in three recur-
rent themes, or even paradigms, in
Chinese writings and teaching on
Israel up until today: Israel’s mil-
itary intelligence and security sit-
uation, its international relations
with a particular focus on Isra-
el-US relations, and, above all, the
Arab-Israeli conflict. The contin-
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uous Chinese preoccupation with
these topics is remarkable indeed.
Already during the Cold War, the
“aggression” and “militarism” of
the Israeli army spawned a large
number of popular works and
translations on Israeli intelligence
and espionage, especially on the
Mossad. This trend has never abat-

ed, and it continues sprouting
offshoots...The image of Israel as
a “tool,” “running dog,” or “lack-

ey” of “Western imperialist pow-
ers” has metamorphosed into “the
US-Israel special relationship”
(mei-yi teshu guanxi) in Chinese
academic writings, a relationship
that is now widely regarded as
fraught with implications for Chi-
na under the shadow of its trade
war and escalating confrontation
with the United States. As for the
Arab-Israeli conflict, it is no exag-
geration to say that Israel has been
examined in China largely through
the prism of the conflict. Although
the conflict has been somewhat
marginalized both in the foreign
affairs of today’s Middle East and
in Israel’s domestic concerns, it
remains pivotal in China, nota-
bly in President Xi Jinping’s pol-
icy that “the Palestine question
has always been the core issue in
the Middle East region, and China
supports the ‘two-state solution’ as
the right direction.” This official
policy, which was first put forward
in 2013, has been reiterated time
and time again. Its importance for
Chinese scholars of Israel studies
cannot be overestimated.

The conflict tends to polarize
Chinese practitioners of Middle
Eastern studies into pro-Israel and
pro-Palestine groups, and the for-
mer is mainly composed of schol-
ars with backgrounds in Jewish
studies. What is often neglected,
however, is that the pro-Zionist
seeds were actually sown in the
context of enemy studies and that
some Arabists and Middle Eastern
studies scholars played a crucial
role in initiating the pro-Zionist
discourse. It was only in the mid-
1980s, when the ultra-leftist ideol-
ogy had begun to ebb away, that
Chinese scholars started to argue
openly, following Nadav Safran,
that Zionism should be viewed not
as a “tool” manipulated by West-
ern imperialists but rather as the
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product of antisemitism and the
denial of the Jewish people’s right
to exist. In fact, by the early 1980s,
a group of pro-Israel scholars had
been formed in the universities
and political advisory bodies. Im-
pressed by Israel’s economic, tech-
nological, and military strength,
they felt a diminished sense of
obligation toward the Arabs. They
drafted a secret report on how Is-
rael could help China update its
military and agricultural technolo-
gies and submitted it to the Central
Committee of the Communist Party
of China in 1984, proposing that
China should gradually normalize
its diplomatic relations with Israel.

Most of these scholars are former
Arabists. The most distinguished is
arguably Xu Xiangqun, who served
in the intelligence branch of the
Chinese army and was involved
in translating Arabic sources into
Chinese for many years. In order to
decipher the IDF codes, he studied
Biblical Hebrew for one year with
a Chinese Christian theologian
trained in the US; later, through
self-teaching, he became the mil-
itary’s first Hebrew-language in-
structor in the 1970s. One of the
first students in his Hebrew train-
ing class became the head of the
BA program in Hebrew at Peking
University, the first such program
in China. This legendary career
was crystalized in a monograph of
truly sui generis qualities on He-
brew grammar. He also coauthored
one of the first comprehensive ac-
ademic studies on Israel, in which
he emphasized the superiority of
Israeli political system in compar-
ison with those of other Middle
Eastern countries...

Middle Eastern studies scholars
usually perceive lIsrael synchron-
ically through the lens of the Ar-
ab-lIsraeli conflict and within the
framework of international rela-
tions or politics; for this reason, Is-
rael is seldom a major part of their
oceuvre. In contrast, Jewish studies
scholars, usually affiliated with
history, foreign languages, philos-
ophy, and religious studies depart-
ments, tend to write more on the
historical, social, cultural, and reli-
gious dimensions of Israel, and are
likely to understand Israel and the
Zionist project diachronically as a

modern realization of the biblical
return to the Promised Land.

Perceptions of Israel

No matter how different their ap-
proaches to lIsrael, both types of
scholars share a deep-seated as-
sumption that the rise of mod-
ern lIsrael should be traced to the
biblical past. Almost all books on
Israel written in Chinese, wheth-
er scholarly or popular, start with
the Bible. This is perhaps the most
singular characteristic of Chinese
perceptions of lIsrael...It conveys
a conviction that the whole Jew-
ish history has culminated in the
establishment of the State of Isra-
el — unmistakably both a Zionist
historiographical stance and a na-
tionalist view of history. While it
is true that the Chinese version of
Abba Eban’s My People: The Sto-
ry of the Jews (1968) is extremely
influential among the first Chinese
Jewish and Israel studies scholars
and may have helped shape this
perception, its overwhelming ap-
peal can only be understood as a
consequence of the indigenous tra-
dition, not as a foreign implant...
Therefore, the Jewish past consti-
tutes an authentic and inalienable
prelude to the establishment of Is-
rael, the only “Jewish state” in the
world. This entrenched perception
has far- reaching consequences.

First, it presupposes that the Jewish
people are homogenous, and this
essentialist understanding makes
the terms ”Israel” and “Jew” almost
interchangeable and synonymous
in the Chinese-speaking world. Is-
rael, as a result, is widely regarded
as the center of the Jewish world,
a kind of spokesperson for world
Jewry. In today’s mainstream Chi-
nese scholarship, the Zionist proj-
ect is construed as a movement
aiming at not only the restoration
of the Jewish political sovereignty
but also “the revitalization of the
Jewish people.” Chinese practi-
tioners in the field never bother to
engage with the tension between
Israel studies and Jewish studies,
unlike their counterparts in the
West.

Second, it dovetails with the Zion-
ist discourse of negation of the dias-
pora. The history of the Jewish dias-
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pora in Chinese academic writings
has been presented basically as a
history of suffering, plagued by po-
litical powerlessness, humiliating
antisemitism, endless massacres,
and the delusion of assimilation
— what the Chinese scholars per-
ceive as a logical justification for
the Jewish longing for return to the
ancestral land. However, the lach-
rymose depiction of the diaspora
is intended... to compare Jewish
suffering with the trials and tribu-
lations of modern China that have
resulted from its colonization by
Western imperialism. The purpose
of this kind of hidden comparison
is to affirm the Chinese conviction
that only a sovereign nation-state
can wash away national shame...In
any event, the Zionist discourse,
when conflated with this nation-
alist view of history, readily reso-
nates among Chinese scholars.

This orientation is also reinforced
by a widespread Chinese propensi-
ty to equate Judaism with the reli-
gion of the Hebrew Bible. The sig-
nificance of the Talmud and other
rabbinic literature within today’s
Judaism has been underestimated
in China...

Interestingly, what began as an an-
ti-Zionist project has resulted in
a vicarious approbation of the Is-
raeli political system, even though
Israel still does not have a consti-
tution. In addition to the political
system, Chinese scholars also re-
spect what they see as Israel’s “soft
power.” On the occasion of the
sixtieth anniversary of the found-
ing of lIsrael, Ying Gang, an in-
fluential commentator on Middle
Eastern affairs, observed, “There
are many reasons for Israel’s sur-
vival and prosperity. A strong mil-
itary force and the full support of
the United States are crucial, but
the key reason is its soft power,
which is prominently reflected in
its millennium-old sense of nation-
al identity, an indefatigable sense
of crisis, a high degree of national
cohesion, and a well-implement-
ed legal system.” The nationalist
character of the soft power, how-
ever, as Ying admitted, is “hard to
replicate”...

By contrast, Israel’s technological
expertise has always been deemed
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eminently reproducible and imi-
table...Israel was trying to break
through its diplomatic isolation
with arms sales and agricultural
technology exports, while China
since the mid-70s has regarded the
military, the economy, and tech-
nology as neutral, classless, and
non-ideological spheres. Not sur-
prisingly, the lion’s share of Chi-
nese publications on Israel were,
perhaps still are, works on Israeli
military affairs and agriculture. Is-
rael studies scholars in China of-
ten neglect this phenomenon, ob-
viously because the two fields are
far removed from their own back-
ground, and because these publi-
cations are usually either purely
technical or catered to the mass
market. New trends do emerge in
this aspect. Mainly after the Chi-
nese publication of Dan Senor and
Saul Singer’s bestseller Start-Up
Nation, which enjoyed a devot-
ed following in certain sectors of
China, Israel as a start-up nation
increasingly dominates Chinese
popular perceptions of Israel.
Many people view Israel as a role
model or incubator, one that is
conducive to high-tech innovation
by Chinese entrepreneurs. This
perception, which culminated in
Beijing’s definition of China-Israel
relationship as a “Comprehensive
Innovation Partnership” (quan-
mian chuangxin huo-ban guanxi)
in 2017, has since resulted in nu-
merous publications exploring the
reasons for Jewish/Israeli innova-

tion and China-Israel economic
ties...
Israeli soft power also benefits

from the flourishing of contempo-
rary Jewish/Israeli culture in gen-
eral. The sensational sales of Yu-
val Noah Harari’s Sapiens: A Brief
History of Humankind and Simon
Sebag Montefiore’s Jerusalem: The
Biography in China have led to
the publication of other Jewish/
Israeli-themed books in Chinese.
In addition, modern Hebrew lit-
erature has attracted widespread
attention, both among the reading
public and among contemporary
Chinese writers and scholars. The
most influential Israeli authors in
the Chinese-speaking world by far
are Amos Oz, Yehuda Amichai,
and Etgar Keret...

One aspect of Israeli soft power
in China, hasbarah (“explaining”),
was first noticed by a distinguished
senior journalist covering the Mid-
dle East who had been stationed
in Gaza for three years. In his arti-
cle discussing how to enhance the
image of Saudi Arabia in the Chi-
nese media, he wrote...that Arab
countries...should recognize the
importance of this public relations
campaign in China and learn from
Israel’s experience and skills. He
further observed, “Most Chinese
media men take a sympathetic and
pro-Arab stance in their coverage
and public statements, but private-
ly, they increasingly express un-
derstanding and even appreciation
for Israel”...

In the past decade, hasbarah in
Chinese academic circles has
been keenly pursued through SIG-
NAL, “a think-tank and academic
organization based in Israel fo-
cusing on China and China-Isra-
el relations.” Through a series of
tailored courses, seminars, special
virtual or in-person lectures, and
customized training, SIGNAL not
merely helped develop the Israel
Studies Programs, especially the
newly created ones, in universities
in China but also arranged stra-
tegic dialogs with Chinese think
tanks and government organiza-
tions. Meanwhile, more and more
Chinese are now accustomed to
obtaining information from social
media platforms such as WeChat,
TikTok, popular blogs in which Is-
rael is covered from multiple per-
spectives and both philosemitic
and anti-Israel discourses are quite
eye-catching...

The most influential history of
modern Israel in Chinese is argu-
ably Daniel Gordis’ Israel: A Con-
cise History of a Nation Reborn.
Since its publication in 2018, it
has sold over 180,000 copies. In
2020, it was noticed by Fan Deng,
who is tremendously popular for
his e-reading app which is “dedi-
cated to developing reading habits
for 300 million people in China”
in general and to giving tips on
parenting and on workplace rela-
tionships in particular. Fan made
a 50-minute video interpreting
the book in his own way. It was
played 5 million times within the
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first month after it went online.
How can we assess the impact
of this unmistakable trend on the
Chinese perception of Israel and
its implications for Chinese Israel
studies? Perhaps it is too early to
tell.

The challenges

Nevertheless, it is certain that Is-
rael studies in China will devel-
op within the framework of area
studies as a result of the so-called
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)...Is-
rael, whose technology has long
been valued in China, is regard-
ed as a key state in the strategy of
the BRI...To meet this challenge,
China has begun to develop think
tanks since 2015, with a focus on
building a number of research
centers for the study of global and
regional issues in universities. As
the BRI transitioned from plan to
cooperative undertaking, nearly
400 programs of area studies cov-
ering the world’s major countries
and some BRI countries were es-
tablished in Chinese universities
by 2017.

If the first fruits of Israel Studies in
Chinese, out of the enemy stud-
ies context as discussed above,
betray an ideological and strate-
gic outlook related to China’s in-
ability and unwillingness to seek
direct involvement and presence
in the Middle East, what the BRI
represents is widely construed as
Beijing’s intention to flex muscles
in areas along the traditional Silk
Road and beyond.

The rapid rise of area studies
calls for, first, the study of the
target country through sources in
its native language(s). Hence the
importance of Hebrew has been
stressed. By far the majority of
Chinese studies on Israel rely on
English sources. Measures have
been taken to enhance language
training, including joint programs
with Israeli universities to train
undergraduates in modern He-
brew and graduate students in area
studies or Jewish/ Israel studies.
Program participants usually stay
in Israel for more than one year.
Second, prospective practitioners
in the field are expected to em-
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ploy interdisciplinary or multi-dis-
ciplinary  methods, especially
those borrowed from social scienc-
es such as politics, economics, and
sociology. Third, think-tank-ori-
ented research is urgently and un-
abashedly encouraged. As a result,
new topics of study have emerged:
Israel’s anti-terrorism legislation,
its cyber security system, its envi-
ronmental management, its immi-
gration policies with respect to Af-
rica, the reception of the Chinese
language and literature in Israel,
the implications of Sino-Iranian
relations for Sino-Israel relations,
etc. The relevance of these topics
to the problems currently facing
China is self-evident.

In general, the booming of areas
studies, thanks to the input of the
Chinese government, will certainly
attract more talents into the field
of Israel studies. In fact, not a few
Jewish studies scholars in China are
increasingly focusing on Israel. On
the other hand, think-tank-oriented
study will inevitably prioritize con-
temporary issues. Israeli history
and the Jewish past, in which cer-
tain segments of Israeli society—the
Haredim for example-are deeply
rooted, may receive even less at-
tention among Chinese scholars...

In terms of the number of practi-
tioners and the extent of scholarly
output, Israel studies, like Middle
Eastern studies and Jewish studies,
is still on the periphery of Chinese
academia. How to broaden the
impact of Chinese Israel studies
remains a challenge. The current
tendency to seek out relevance to
or affinity with current Chinese
concerns will surely be reinforced
in the foreseeable future. Perhaps
the way to achieve a real break-
through is to consciously conduct
theory-guided research in order
to enrich the understanding of
subjects other than Israel and to
healthily neutralize the two com-
peting narratives—that is, pro-lsra-
el or pro-Palestine-that have long
dominated the field.

Finally, the scholarly output of
Chinese Israel studies is mainly
consumed by an academic audi-
ence, yet Jewish/Israeli themes
have a wide appeal in popular cul-
ture. The Chinese reading public

prefers to read translated books
about Israel written by Israelis or
Jews, although Chinese readers are
not those authors’ intended audi-
ence. The question for Chinese
scholars is: In addition to satisfy-
ing academic colleagues, how is
it possible to engage the reading
public in a more accessible, more
articulate, and more relevant way?
Modern Hebrew literature, es-
pecially nonfiction imbued with
personal emotion and introspec-
tion (such as A Tale of Love and
Darkness and My Promised Land),
frequently hits the bestseller list in
China. In contrast, skimming over
the scholarly papers on Israel...that
have been published over the past
decade, one cannot help but think
of them as “Israel studies without
Israelis”...In these papers, lIsrae-
lis are essentially a blank screen
onto which abstract concepts or
social theories are projected...
Thirty years ago, one of the first
books on Israel written by Chinese
scholars was titled Israel: An Enig-
matic State. Since then, the word
“enigmatic” (mi yi ban de) has of-
ten been used to refer to Israel and
to the Jews. If sufficient attention is
not paid to flesh-and-blood Israe-
lis, perhaps the image of Israel as
an enigmatic state in China is here
to abide.

Song Lihong is a Professor in the De-
partment of History, Tsinghua Uni-
versity, Beijing. His recent English
publications include two co-edited
volumes: with Kathryn Hellerstein,
China and Ashkenazic Jewry: Trans-
cultural Encounters (De Gruyter,
2022) and, with James Ross, The Im-
age of Jews in Contemporary China
(Academic Studies Press, 2016).

Notes

1.These statistics, with emenda-
tions by this author, are based on
Zhang, Yiselie fazhan baogao,
2015-2020. This foremost ongo-
ing annual report, made up of a
collection of papers, contains a
bibliographical survey of Israel
studies in China from 2016 on-
ward, but it does not distinguish
Israel studies from Jewish stud-
ies. The statistics given here are
exclusively those relating to Isra-
el studies.
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2.These universities are: Beijing
Foreign Studies University*, Bei-
jing International Studies Univer-
sity*, Guangdong University of
Foreign Studies*, Henan Univer-
sity, Nanjing University, North-
west University, Peking Universi-
ty*, PLA Information Engineering
University*, Shaanxi Normal
University, Shandong University,
Shanghai International Studies
University*, Sichuan Internation-
al Studies University*, Tsinghua
University, University of Chinese
Academy of Social Sciences, Uni-
versity of International Business
and Economics, Yunnan Uni-
versity, Zhengzhou University.
Those with asterisk award under-
graduate degree in modern He-
brew. Apart from the courses in
modern Hebrew and Israel stud-
ies, Israel also features in courses
in the Middle East or “West Asia
and Africa” (xiya feizhou) or Jew-
ish studies to varying degrees in
these or many other universities
in China.

3.She, “The Cold War and Chi-
nese Policy,” 125-74. See also
this still indispensable study:
Shichor, The Middle East in Chi-
na’s Foreign Policy, passim.

4 Safran, Yiselie de lishi he gai-
kuang (originally published by
Harvard University Press in
1963). In 1975, the same press
published another translated
(from German) book on the Yom
Kippur War by Gerhard Konzel-
mann, Di si ci zhongdong zhan-
zheng. These books published

in the 1970s were all labeled
as “neibu duwu/faxing” [Inner
Reading/Circulation], which

means that their circulation was
limited to the privileged, but
their large print runs—the first
printing of Safran’s book was
33,000 copies, a number that lat-
er Chinese publications on Israel
can hardly surpass—makes them
still easily available through the
secondhand market, not to men-
tion university libraries.
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In Memoriam:

Dennis ‘Den’ Leventhal

26 January 1941 - 7 Decem-
ber 2024

Den loved music, Judaism, world histo-
ry, his family, and all things maritime.
Born in Philadelphia, Den moved to
Bucks County, Pennsylvania, at 10 years
of age and lived there seven years until
he could embark on world travel. Ad-
mitted into the U.S. Merchant Marine
Academy at 17 years old, he then served
nine years in the U.S. Merchant Marine
and 13 years in the U.S. Naval Reserve.
In 1966, he sailed to Vietnam as the 2d
Officer, Navigator, aboard a U.S. Victo-
ry Ship bringing supplies to American
soldiers.

When sailing with the Merchant Ma-
rine, Den became fascinated with Asian
culture and China in particular. That
stimulated him to pursue a graduate
studies program in Chinese history, lan-
guage, and philosophy at the University
of Pennsylvania and the Stanford Cen-
ter at the National Taiwan University.
Moving to Taiwan in 1970 with his wife
Mary Ward Wilson, he perfected his
spoken Chinese and studied Chinese
philosophy in depth. He became fasci-
nated with Confucianism and saw par-
allels with Judaism. Both aligned with
his world view that embraced a love of
learning, family love and devotion, and
civic duty.

Den and Mary enjoyed Taiwan so much
that they lived there from 1971-1978,
growing their family with the adoption
of two wonderful children as infants,
Dana Marett and David William. They
lived locally, spoke Mandarin, and trav-
elled extensively throughout the Repub-
lic of China with their children.

When political changes occurred
upon the deaths of Chairman Mao
on the mainland and Premier Chiang
Kai-shek in Taiwan, Den and Mary re-
alized that it was important to ensure
their adopted children would be able
to obtain U.S. citizenship, so the family
repatriated to the American east coast
in 1978. In 1980, after securing a po-
sition as China Business Development
Director for American Cyanamid, Den
moved his family to Hong Kong, where
they resided until 1998. During those
18 years in Hong Kong, Den travelled
widely throughout China.

Throughout his life, Den and Mary
embraced tikkun olam, the Jewish
concept of helping to repair/improve
the world. As a family, they devel-
oped an abiding commitment to Hong
Kong’s Ohel Leah Synagogue. Den
founded The Jewish Historical Society
of Hong Kong and became active in
the Sino-Judaic Institute, serving on its
Board for many years. Working with
his wife Mary, retired librarian Paula
Sandfelder, Harvard graduate student
Tamar Shay, and Hong Kong scholar
S.J. Chan, Den led efforts to establish
the well-respected Ohel Leah Judaic
Library that continues to serve the Asia
region today.

As he traveled around China, Den en-
joyed learning more about Jewish his-
tory across the breadth of the country
and frequently engaged in in-depth
discussions with Chinese scholars and
governmental figures about that histo-
ry. Den often said that his many rich
discussions comparing Chinese and
Jewish values built positive relation-
ships with his business development
counterparts.

On one of several visits to Kaifeng
while working for Société Générale
de Surveillance, a Swiss multinational
company, which provides inspection,
verification, testing and certification
services, he observed that the ancient
Jewish steles were knocked over and
in disrepair. With the support of the
Sino-Judaic Institute, he saw to it that
the ancient Jewish steles were restored
and placed in the former Kaifeng Mu-
nicipal Museum. This was one of his
proudest projects.

The need for cancer treatment caused
Den to return to the US in 1998. He
continued working from home with a
few China business trips yearly until
he retired in 2006. Residing on the
Eastern Shore of the Chesapeake Bay,
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Den was active in the Chestertown
Havurah and, for several years, he and
Mary hosted Sukkot on their riverside
lawn with a sukkah built with the large
reeds of their neighboring marshland.
He served nearly 20 years as a reserve
officer for the Maryland Department
of Natural Resources where he taught
boating safety and water safety cours-
es, did vessel safety checks, and volun-
teered in maritime activities to support
the Natural Resource Police. He also
volunteered in the local elementary
school and was a founding member of
the Queen Anne’s County Sister City
International Council that established a
sister county relationship with Suzhou,
China.

Den was also an author throughout his
life. His first book, The Chess of China,
was published in 1978, followed by six
others including: The Jewish Community
of Hong Kong: An Introduction (1985), Si-
no-Judaic studies: Whence and Whither
: An Essay and Bibliography (1985), and
the entertaining and informative How to
Leap a Great Wall in China: The China Ad-
ventures of a Cross-Cultural Trouble-Shoot-
er (2014). He authored six short stories
and more than 40 articles in diverse
English and Chinese language publi-
cations. He also wrote two yet unpub-
lished novels about 7th century adven-
tures of the Khazars and Jews during
the time of the Persians and the Bulgar
uprising.

Den played a key role in the develop-
ment of the Hong Kong Jewish commu-
nity and in the founding of the Sino-Ju-
daic Institute. As a business man with
30 years’ experience in China under
his belt, he was a source of practical
wisdom to SJI and his garrulousness,
his wit, and his humor helped ever so
much to smooth over tensions and egos
at our meetings.

If there is one story that captures the
essence of the man, it is one from his
business days when he sold tons of a
specialty chemical product in Hebei
Province by translating a twelve-hun-
dred-year-old Chinese poem on a bet-
ting challenge during a twelve-course
Chinese banquet.

Den is survived by his beloved wife,
Mary, and their two children, Dana and
David, and two grandchildren.
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A Kaifeng Siddur Concert Premieres

On May 4th, the Museum at Eldridge Street, in
New York City, held a special concert in honor of
both Asian American and Pacific Islander (AAPI)
Heritage Month and Jewish American Heritage
Month.

Composer David Serkin Ludwig’s A Kaifeng Sid-
dur explores the intersection of the two ancient
cultures of China and the Jewish Diaspora, exem-
plified by the Jewish community of Kaifeng.

The work imagines the sounds of Jewish holy ser-
vices in Northern Song Dynasty Kaifeng, using
disparate instruments (both Chinese and West-
ern) to create a vivid and rarely heard sound-
scape as divergent cultures meet and mingle.

Ludwig, btw, is Dean of Music at The Juilliard
School. His uncle was pianist Peter Serkin, his
grandfather was the pianist Rudolf Serkin.

A Kaifeng Siddur was commissioned by Music
From China with a grant from the National En-
dowment for the Arts and made possible by the
New York State Council on the Arts. Arranged
for vocalist with dizi, alto flute, erhu, cello, pipa,
and guitar, it consists of four parts:

I. Mi Kamocha
Il. Interlude
I11. Adon Haselichot

IV. A’ufa Eshkonah
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David Ludwig writes that “For its 40th anniversa-
ry, Music from China commissioned me to write
a work for an ensemble that included Chinese
classical instruments. | have written for Chinese
instruments and other instruments not typically
found in Western orchestras before, but | wanted
to explore how | could integrate my own cultural
heritage into the mix. A visit to the synagogue
on Eldridge Street at the edge of New York City’s
Chinatown secured the idea for me...

“My goal in this piece was to imagine some of
the music heard in the Kaifeng synagogue, with
one part a mix of ancient Mizrahi melodic devic-
es and Chinese folk song, and another a fantasy
of sounds and colors from a time and space that
feels almost apocryphal today. Given the impor-
tance of music in Jewish religious ceremonies,
my frame for the piece is the “Siddur’—a book
that contained daily prayers much like the medi-
eval European “Book of Hours”.

“The piece is an acknowledgment of immigrant
populations and the effects of assimilation. It is
also a recognition of the multitude of possibilities
that come from the “edge-effect”, a term from
biology describing how the greatest diversity of
life emerges where two contrasting environments
meet—something mirrored in human culture. In
our time of entrenched and profound neo-tribal-
ism, the idea of building bridges seems a far bet-
ter option than separating ourselves with walls.”
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