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In 2012 the Harbin municipal government started a special preservation project aiming to 

reconstruct the Jewish block on Tong Jiang Street in the historical Daoli District – the downtown 

of the city.  

 

The start of the project, encouraged and supported by the central government in Beijing, 

followed several years of investigation and field trips to cities in China that had remnants of a 

foreign past and attempted to preserve the buildings that remained after their alien 

communities have gone. 

 

Although the declared purpose was to reconstruct and preserve four buildings that were built by 

the Jewish community – the Main (Old) Synagogue, the Jewish High School, Teachers’ 

Apartment Building and a private home, there were two hidden agendas; the first aimed at 

making a mark at the heart of the city that will bring Jewish money to Harbin. The second 

agenda was to create a Russian link that is in line with the Chinese central government’s aim to 

warm and deepen strategic relations with the Russian Federation. The preservation of the 

Chinese historical experience, we find out, is based on different reasoning. Hence, it is an 

engineering of the past. 

 

This paper, which is based on the author’s personal involvement and experience with the 

project,  attempts to present the ambitious project as a case study for understanding the 

processes and forces, the considerations, the assumptions and interpretations, the lack of 

knowledge of Jewish cultural attributes and their meanings, and the political as well as personal 

decision-makings during the process of the works. 

 

The paper also examines the role of and meanings of the terms ‘reconstruction’ and 

‘preservations’ in an attempt to find what a city in China is and what, if any, are the attributes 

that are important for the processes of rebuilding, erecting again, recreating or remaking a 

historical space within it, as well as for who. This study, therefore, is an attempt to reach a certain 

comparison and a conclusion on their application to the Chinese contemporary experience, 

which, we find out, is based on different reasoning. 

 

Key words: heritage; reconstruction; memory 


