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Introduction  

This module invites you to explore and practice cultural diversity in different contexts at home and 

abroad. This module aims to: 1) help you explore how concepts such as “cultural identity”, “small 

cultures” and “non-essentialism” are related to daily intercultural communication; 2) raise awareness of 

how different types of identities impact on communication with others ; 3) help you understand ways in 

which people (re)construct and/or (re)negotiate their own and others’ multiple identities depending on 

experiences, encounters, contexts, and interlocutors and 4) describe and appreciate cultural 

representations in different contexts.  

 

Activity overview  

The estimated overall time for completing all activities is 4 class hours.  

Activity Brief description of procedures 

Activity 1  

Story Circles  

The activity is adapted from UNESCO Manual on Developing Intercultural 

Competence: Story Circles by Darla K. Deardorff, UNESCO 2019. Story Circles are an 

adapted, practical tool that can be used in many different contexts and situations 

around the world including schools, communities, international development 

organizations, religious organizations, and professional trainings, for developing 

individuals’ intercultural competencies and bridging divides. The key to developing 

intercultural competencies through Story Circles is the prompt that is used to elicit 

the sharing of personal experience.  

Activity 2  

My Dormitory 

Story 

This activity invites students to further explore the concepts of “cultural identity”, 

“small cultures”, “non-essentialising”, etc., and consider how these are related to 

their daily intercultural communication. When students of diverse geographical, 

linguistic, religious, economic, educational and family backgrounds are enrolled in 

higher education, university dormitories have become an arena where increasing 

interactions happen among students of different cultures.  

Activity 3  

Ethnic Groups 

in Yunnan  

 

In this activity, you will learn about features of different ethnic groups in Yunnan 

and their cultural representations. By making comparisons about features and 

representations of minority groups with that of their own, you will look at your 

own culture with a new eye. Also, you will compare differences in narratives 

between a Chinese video and a text by an overseas traveller.  

Activity 4  

History and 

Intercultural 

Understanding 

In this activity, you will explore further what might have caused the conflicts and 

controversies at national, ethnic, regional, social and individual levels. In particular, 

you will focus on how different historical trajectories contribute to the shaping and 

reshaping of people’s national, ethnic, regional, social and individual identities and 

relationships, and how these influences might shape people’s relationships and 

intercultural encounters with one another. 

 

 



 

 

Learning objectives and outcomes 

This module contributes to the following learning objectives and outcomes from the Pedagogic 

Framework.  

 Learning objectives Learning outcomes 

 Learners…  Learners are able to… 

1 become aware of how people construct 

perceptions of the self and other.  

critically reflect (in speaking or writing) on how 

their background influences the perceptions of 

self and other.  

2 understand that identities are multiple (e.g., 

gender, age, ethnicity, nationality, 

geographical, historical, linguistic, etc.) and that 

they are changing, contextual and negotiated.  

describe how people shape their own and 

others’ identities depending on experiences, 

encounters, contexts, and interlocutors. 

5 explore different concepts of culture (e.g., 

small and large cultures) and how these 

concepts can impact intercultural 

communication.  

reflect on intercultural encounters, identify 

successful aspects, and learn from less 

successful aspects. 

 

7 develop listening and critical thinking skills by 

listening and responding to others’ 

communication. 

demonstrate deep listening by critically 

reflecting on and responding to what others 

have said.  

 

In addition to the above learning objectives and outcomes, this module also encourages learners to do 

the following:  

Learning objective Learning outcome 

Learners…  Learners are able to… 

become aware of a variety of cultural 

representations such as ethnic groups and urban 

life and able to approach cultural representations 

from different dimensions. 

describe and appreciate cultural 

representations in different contexts.  

 

Activity 1: Story Circles 

The activity is adapted from UNESCO Manual on Developing Intercultural Competence: Story Circles by 

Darla K. Deardorff, UNESCO 2019. Story Circles are an adapted, practical tool that can be used in many 

different contexts and situations around the world including schools, communities, international 

development organizations, religious organizations, and professional trainings, for developing 

individuals’ intercultural competencies and bridging divides. The key to developing intercultural 

competencies through Story Circles is the prompt that is used to elicit the sharing of personal 

experience.  



 

 

1. Introduction to Stories Circles    

 Please read Attachment 1 “UNESCO Story Circles Information Sheet” and the general handout.  

 Form small groups (five to six each) and sit in a circle.   

 Briefly introduce yourself by sharing three words or phrases that describe your background and 

why those words/ phases are important to you – no interruptions, comments or questions, Just 

take turns introducing.   

 

2. Story circles in small groups  

 In 3 minutes or less, tell about a specific memorable experience you had with someone different 

from you (with regards to age, religion, gender, socio-economic, culture, nationality, etc.).  

 Tell the group what you’ve learned about yourself and/or the other person in that experience.  

 Once all stories have been shared, engage in the “flashback” time: Go back to the first story, and 

each person (other than the storyteller) shares a specific memorable part of that person’s story 

(in 15 seconds or less). Then go on to the second story and so on, until “flashbacks” have been 

shard for all the stories told.  

 

Please remember: no interruptions, comments, or questions while the person is talking.  

The time keeper is the person to the right of the storyteller.  

 

3. Group discussion/debriefing 

Once the flashbacks have been shared, discuss the following questions together:  

 What common themes did you hear from the stories?  

 What surprised you? 

 What challenged you in the stories you heard? 

 What did you learn about yourself through this experience? 

 

Homework (optional)   

Write a reflective journal (about 300 words) based on your experiences of Story Circles 

 Identify two or three competencies that underpin the concept of intercultural competence (for 

example, respect, openness, flexibility, curiosity, cultural self-awareness, understanding others’ 

perspectives, culture-specific knowledge, listening for understanding, observing, empathy, 

adaptability, communication skills) that you would like to work on.  

 What will you do to further enhance, develop and practice these intercultural elements? (for 

example: build an authentic relationship with someone from a different background, learn more 

about another’s culture, look for the invisible influence of culture in everything, meet regularly 

with someone from a different background, read a book on intercultural communication, etc.)  

 Share your journal on the online course platform for peer assessment. 

 

Activity 2: My Dormitory Story 
This activity invites students to further explore the concepts of “cultural identity”, “small cultures”, 

“non-essentialising”, etc., and consider how these are related to their daily intercultural 



 

 

communication. When students of diverse geographical, linguistic, religious, economic, educational 

and family backgrounds are enrolled in higher education, university dormitories have become an 

arena where increasing interactions happen among students of different cultures.  

 

1. Warming-up  

Form small groups and briefly talk about each others’ dormitories and discuss these questions:  

 How many roommates do you have? Where are they from?  

 Did you have any expectations of people based on where they come form? Did your 

expectations turn out to be true? How did your roommates react to your preconceived notions 

about him/her? 

 Did she/he show to perceive her/his regional origin relevant during your interaction? And what 

about you? Did you feel your regional belonging as relevant?  

 In your opinion, did any experience with your roommates make you feel identified (for example 

as a member of the academic community, as a younger or older person, etc.)?  

 What about your roommate? Do you think she/he felt themselves identified as member of 

certain social groupings during your interaction?  

 If yes, how do you and she/he manifest these multiple senses of belonging (e.g., through open 

statements, change of topics, questions, etc.)?  

 

2. Introducing core concepts and self-reflection 

Form small groups and share your views of the following questions: 

 In the warming-up activity, did you notice any instances of stereotyping or essentialising? How 

did they impact the communication? 

 In the warming-up activity, did you notice any examples of failure to recognize and negotiate 

multiplicity of one’s identity and culture? 

 What can you do to facilitate a better communication with your roommates? 

 

3. Relating understandings of small culture in the real life  

Please read the two excerpts about dormitory life (Attachment 2) taken from students’ assignment. Then 

choose one of the two excerpts and answer the following questions: 

 Would you say these excerpts provide examples of an intercultural encounter? Why yes, why 

no?  

 Describe which small and large cultures are discussed in this excerpt, and which features of these 

small and large cultures are described.  

 Now describe your own dormitory, just like these two students have done. 

 Work in teams and draw maps of small cultures based on either of the two excerpts.  

 Present your map to the other groups.   

 

  



 

 

Extension activity (optional) 

You are encouraged to extend the scenario of dormitory where small cultures co-exist, to other 

situations in your daily life. Prepare a short report (about 200 words) to share on the online course 

platform for peer assessment.  

 

Pre-class task  

Before your next class, watch the video about ethnic groups in Yunnan and note the features of these 

groups: https://www.bilibili.com/video/BV1Zp4y1U7Ny?from=search&seid=17756188428092820716 

 

Activity 3: Ethnic Groups in Yunnan  

In this activity, you will learn about features of different ethnic groups in Yunnan and their cultural 

representations. By making comparisons about features and representations of minority groups with 

that of their own, you will look at your own culture with a new eye. Also, you will compare differences 

in narratives between a Chinese video and a text by an overseas traveller.  

 

Pre-class task  

You will watch a video about ethnic groups in Yunnan and see features of these groups. 

https://www.bilibili.com/video/BV1Zp4y1U7Ny?from=search&seid=17756188428092820716 

Watch the video and find out features of particular ethnic groups mentioned in the video. 

 

1. Homework discussion 

 Have a short discussion in a small group about the video you have watched before class.  

 Write down matched pairs of ethnic group names and their corresponding features.  

 Share your work with other groups by giving a short presentation. Also, provide additions, 

modifications and comments on other group work when you have something to contribute. 

 

2. Critical reading and plenary discussion 

 Read the text (Attachment 3) and find out cultural representations which are missing in the 

video. Pay attention to the employment of particular words, like “baptism”, used in Chinese 

nonreligious context. 

 Compare the features of these ethnic groups with those of students and see if there is new 

interpretation of students’ life (architecture, festivals, decoration, and so on).  

 

3. Group discussion and report  

 Work in groups and discuss the narrative in the video and that in the text with other members. 

Share your opinions with other groups. Pay attention to the selection of contents, the structure 

of the narrative and its narrator. 

 

4. Critical reflections and summary 

 Summarize your discussion and write a reflective list of what you have learnt. 

https://www.bilibili.com/video/BV1Zp4y1U7Ny?from=search&seid=17756188428092820716
https://www.bilibili.com/video/BV1Zp4y1U7Ny?from=search&seid=17756188428092820716


 

 

Extension activity  

Work with your group members and shoot a video to introduce one distinctive feature of the local life. It 

could be about your hometown or the hometown of a group members, or about the campus or the city 

where you study. Explain the chosen local life clearly and make the video attractive to potential 

travellers or visitors. 

 

The video homework is to be evaluate by other groups based on the following aspects. Each evaluator 

gives their opinion on the scale of satisfaction. 

Consider the following aspects and give your evaluation. Totally agree ----- Totally disagree 

1. This video displays a unique feature of the local culture. 1        2       3       4      5 

2. This video gives a clear and comprehensive explanation 

about the particular feature (or features) of the place.  

1        2       3       4      5 

3. This video has aroused my interest to visit the place/people 

(to understand better the people who live there / their way 

of living, taste the food, etc.) 

1        2       3       4      5 

 

Activity 4: History and Intercultural Understanding   
In this activity, you will explore further what might have caused the conflicts and controversies at 

national, ethnic, regional, social and individual levels. In particular, you will focus on how different 

historical trajectories contribute to the shaping and reshaping of people’s national, ethnic, regional, 

social and individual identities and relationships, and how these influences might shape people’s 

relationships and intercultural encounters with one another. 

 

1. Warming up 

 Try to give a brief description of your hometown. If you are to recommend one feature of your 

hometown, what would it be? 

 Think about history and representation of metropolis: how are they related to each other? 

 What do you know about Shanghai? Give one reason for your affection or your dislike.  

 

2. Critical reading and plenary discussion  

 Read the article Shanghai: colourful blending of diverse cultures and fill in the table (Attachment 

4).  

 Fill out for each interviewee what their background is, and what they find attractive about living 

in Shanghai. Compare your notes in pairs.   

 

Interviewees Background What they find attractive about living 

in Shanghai 

Mark A German man who has been living in 

Shanghai for years. 

Shanghai’s Old Town of historical 

traces, Shikumen 



 

 

Prof. Raquel   

Wei Li   

Weigned   

Zhuming   

Li Xiaoyun    

Mr. Persson   

M. Huang   

 

3. Critical self-reflection and group discussion 

Now work in small groups to discuss the following questions:  

 Among all the attractions mentioned in above table, which one caters to you? 

 What cultural representations seem unique, compared to your hometown? 

 How do you think the urban representations shape or reflect the life there?  

 Do you perceive any differences among people in their preference of particular urban features? 

 What contributes to the diversity of cultural representations in Shanghai? 

 Does cultural representation work more as an influence or a mirror in terms of its connections 

with people’s lifestyle? 

 

Extension activity  

Design a one-day cultural trip for your own city (purpose of tour, date & times, choice of destinations, 

attractions, activities at destinations). Write an itinerary (about 300 words) for this trip, including at least 

three different places. Explain your design based on reflections of the flowing questions:  

 What are the images of your city represented by media? 

 Are there any objects and practices that are often associated with your city? 

 What are some cultural traditions and customs that have changed over time in your city? 

 Why do you choose these places? 

 In what way do these places reflect the cultures of your city? 

 What could people learn from these places? What could people learn from your tour? 

 

Self-Assessment 

Complete the following self-assessment grid to reflect on what you have learned from this module, with 

reference to the learning outcomes of this module. 

 



 

 

Learning outcome I have learnt…  I still have to learn… 

I am able to… I have learnt it thanks to… Because… 

critically reflect (in speaking or 

writing) on how their 

background influences the 

perceptions of self and other.  

  

describe how people shape their 

own and others’ identities 

depending on experiences, 

encounters, contexts, and 

interlocutors. 

  

reflect on intercultural 

encounters, identify successful 

aspects, and learn from less 

successful aspects. 

  

demonstrate deep listening by 

critically reflecting on and 

responding to what others have 

said.  

  

become aware of a variety of 

cultural representations such as 

ethnic groups and urban life and 

able to approach cultural 

representations from different 

dimensions. 

  

 

  



 

 

Attachments 

 

Attachment 1  

UNESCO Story Circles Information Sheet  

 

Excerpted from UNESCO Manual on Developing Intercultural Competence: Story Circles by Darla K. 

Deardorff, UNESCO 2019  

 

Story Circles were designed as a practical intercultural tool for developing intercultural competencies 

that can be used in many settings around the world, that can be used outside of formal instructional 

settings, and that can be facilitated by those who may not have a strong background in intercultural 

knowledge. Note: UNESCO has successfully piloted this in Thailand, Zimbabwe, Costa Rica, Austria, 

Tunisia, Turkey, and Vanuatu. This has also been piloted in China and multiple places in the United 

States.  

 

Story Circles are an adaptable, practical tool that can be used in many different contexts and situations 

around the world for developing individuals’ intercultural competencies and bridging divides. 

Intercultural competencies are broadly defined as the competences (knowledge, skills, and attitudes) 

needed to improve human interactions across difference, whether within a society (differences due to 

age, gender, religion, socio-economic status, political affiliation, ethnicity, and so on) or across borders.  

 

Story Circles are a structured yet adaptable tool that focuses on fundamental elements of intercultural 

competencies development, including respect, listening, curiosity, self- and other awareness, reflection, 

sharing, empathy, and relationship building. The key to developing intercultural competencies through 

Story Circles is in the prompt that is used to elicit the sharing of personal experience. (Over a dozen 

prompts can be found in the manual written to facilitate the Story Circles.) This tool works for developing 

intercultural competencies only when used with a thorough debriefing/follow-up discussion with 

participants.  

 

The number of participants can vary dramatically since small groups of 5 are needed for the activity, so 

this can range from 5–500+. It is important for the small groups to be as diverse as possible (such as 

gender, age, different backgrounds). All members in the small group need to be able to speak and 

understand the same language.  

 

Story Circles can be used in a wide variety of settings, including in schools, com-munities, international 

development organizations, religious organizations, and professional trainings (such as in healthcare 

care, police, and teacher education). Note: Story Circles are not an intercultural workshop or training. It 

is very important that Story Circles be framed as experiences or activities (but not as a workshop or 

training unless they are indeed used as part of a broader intercultural training).  

 

 



 

 

General handout  

 

This is the general handout to use in the small groups – please write in the prompts to be used.  

 

A – Story Circles: building intercultural competencies  

 

You are about to engage in a Story Circle experience for the purpose of developing intercultural 

competencies. The following is some important information for you. Please read this first before you 

begin. 

 

Story Circle goals related to intercultural competencies development and communicating across 

difference  

 Demonstrate respect for others.  

 Practice listening for understanding.  

 Cultivate curiosity about similarities and differences with others .  

 Gain increased cultural self-awareness.  

 Develop empathy.  

 Engage in critical reflection of one’s own intercultural competencies development, as well as on 

the intercultural experience.  

 Develop relationships with culturally different others . 

 

Remember 

 Every person has a personal experience that can be shared. 

 We all have something to learn from others. 

 Listening for understanding can be transformational. 

 

Story Circle guidelines include  

 maintain confidentiality;  

 be yourself;  

 speak from your own experience only; 

 be genuine and authentic; 

 keep the sharing simple, clear, and focused; 

 uphold positive intent; and 

 be comfortable in your own style (i.e., sit, stand, use gestures). 

 

 

  



 

 

Attachment 2 

 

Two excerpts about dormitory life taken from students’ assignment. (Language errors in the two 

excerpts have been corrected.) 

 

Excerpt 1 

My dormitory is formed of five girls coming from different cities in China. We have been living together 

for more than two years and know each other well. I think we have our own culture of our dormitory 

which we are really proud of. When the teacher arranges the passages or poems that need to be recited, 

we would copy them on the paper and paste them up on the wall of the bathroom so that we can recite 

them while taking the shower. Also because we are English major students, to practice our spoken 

English, sometimes we chat with others in English, or we like to use some English words while we speak 

in Chinese. And what’s more, basically, every month we would go to a restaurant for a big meal together. 

And we always take a lot of group photos to record some beautiful moments. As girls, we often advise 

our roommates on how to make up or which clothes are prettier. If there are any problems among us, 

we solve them directly. So we have never quarrelled in two years. My dormitory, in my eyes, has its own 

unique culture which is different from other girls’ dormitories. In this comfortable atmosphere, I have 

learned a lot about how to lead a colourful and happy college life. And I love these girls very much. 

 

Excerpt 2 

The characteristics of the students in my in dormitory are almost the same but kind of different. My 

roommates are all from Zhejiang province, but we have different food preferences. For instance, one of 

my roommates, who is a native of Hangzhou, likes a little sweet taste in dishes but cannot accept spicy 

food. Also, the dormitory is a relaxing place. Each of my roommates is talkative, including me. We often 

have evening chats in a casual way, whose topics range from study to gossip and even to life. And maybe 

because of our similar backgrounds, we can know each other better for some idioms and other things. 

Actually, we have many happy memories. Also, as a dormitory monitor, I keep reminding myself to put 

myself in others’ shoes as well as admonish others of their obligations in the dormitory such as doing 

cleaning. I am more well-behaved and good-mannered in the dormitory than at home. But there are still 

conflicts. Once, four of us dined together except one, because she is always busy outside. Then she saw 

the moments we posted and was a little annoyed. In order to resolve the issue, I emboldened myself to 

explain to her and console her. Next time, I racked my brain to have all of my roommates dining 

together. If there are signs of a conflict between me and the others, I will do my utmost to be tolerant 

and let things go. I don’t want to argue with roommates and destroy our friendship as well as our 

dormitory’s harmonious atmosphere.  

  



 

 

Attachment 3 

 

China’s Ethnic and Cultural Diversity (Abridged)  

by Lies Ouwerkerk  

 

Currently, of the more than 46 million people living in the province of Yunnan, over 12 million belong to 

one branch or another of the more than 25 different ethnic minorities inhabiting the province, among 

them the Yi, Bai, Hani, Miao, Lisu, Wa, Naxi, Bulang, Yao, and Tibetans. This diverse cultural mosaic, 

coupled with magnificent sceneries — dense forests and rice terraces cascading down mountain slopes, 

remote villages and colorful markets in centuries-old trading towns, picturesque lakes and mighty river 

gorges, impressive glaciers, and over 4000 meter-high, snowcapped mountain tops—was a big draw for 

our small group of six travelers, eager to explore the lesser known areas of Yunnan in the company of 

our English speaking guide from Xixhuangbanna.  

 

Dai People  

The villages we visit in Yunnan’s sub-tropic south, close to the Thai and Lao borders, are mainly 

populated by Dai people, making a good living off their rice fields, and the rubber and banana 

plantations in this fertile region. Labor of whole families is possible here: in spite of China’s one-child 

policy, all ethnic groups in China’s rural areas are allowed to have three or four children. Generally, when 

a son marries, he will stay in the parental home, and his wife will move in. If no son has been born, the 

oldest daughter will stay, and a son-in-law will be added to the family.  

 

The Dai (meaning: "free people"), a traditionally Thai ethnic group that migrated north, are extremely 

hospitable and often invite us into their houses to drink the famous Pu’er tea, or to admire their 

ceremonial attire, which they happily display in front of our cameras.  

 

They don’t have surnames, as they were all part of one clan once upon a time. Males carry the prefix ai 

and females yu, and ancient noble families add the prefix dao.  

 

Many Dai live in 2-story wooden houses built on stilts, with roofs adorned with paintings of peacocks, 

considered to bring good luck. On top of the roofs we often see little mirrors, which serve to chase away 

the devil, supposedly repulsed by its own image. Dai also attach empty bottles to their roofs, in the hope 

that bad ghosts will enter them and then get caught in the narrow necks. Although they predominantly 

adhere to Theravada Buddhist beliefs, centuries-old superstitions and animistic beliefs are obviously still 

pervasive. 

 

Hani People  

Close to the border with Vietnam, we admire the spectacular Hongha Hani rice terraces, filled with water 

all year round, which cascade down the slopes of the verdant Ailao Mountains to the banks of the Hong 

River. Over many centuries, the Hani (and to a lesser extent the Dai and Yi), inhabitants of this area, have 

developed a sophisticated system of channels through which water from the mountaintops is brought to 

the rice terraces on the slopes and in the various valleys below. Their origin is not exactly known, but 



 

 

they are believed to have migrated from the north, possibly the Tibetan plateau. At the local market in 

Yuanyang, we meet various minority women selling products from their land, all proudly wearing their 

traditional clothes in very colorful, elaborately embroidered patterns.  

 

Wa People  

We make a detour to visit Wengding, a remote village of about 100 households belonging to the Wa 

group, traditionally a tribe of ferocious jungle warriors and headhunters (until a few decades ago), and 

one of the best preserved ancient communities in China today. Like the Hani, the Wa practice ancestor 

worship, and believe that everything is determined by spirits housing in water, trees, and mountains.  

At the entrance, next to a huge totem pole and piles of ox skulls — regarded as a symbol of fortune and 

power — we are welcomed by villagers playing bronze drums and donning our foreheads with a firm dot 

of black paint.  

 

Wandering through the little lanes lined with thatched roofed bamboo houses, and passing black-robed, 

pipe-smoking women on their way to the fields, we suddenly bump into a large gathering of people 

sitting outside one of the houses, chatting, laughing, and drinking. They explain they are guests at a 

baptism ceremony that is taking place inside, and gesture to us to enter the house.  

 

We climb up the stairs to the living quarters (the open lower part of the house serves as space for 

livestock and keeping pest at bay), where groups of men are seated on the floor, a committee of older 

men in one corner, and a circle of younger men cutting meat and dividing it over loot bags in another. 

One of the village elders receives presents and money from the guests, hands the gifts over to the young 

parents, and then breaks into a chant while holding a lit torch above the head of the mother with the 

baby in her arms. Once the ritual is over, the party can begin and rice wine flows...  

 

Naxi, Yi, and Bai People  

Some famous old towns and villages, once mayor cross points and markets along the Ancient Tea and 

Horse Caravan Road such as Dali and Lijiang, have been listed as cultural heritage sites by UNESCO, and 

this has unfortunately resulted in the recent development of a booming tourist industry. Today, the 

beautifully restored ancient wooden houses of these towns are turned into souvenir shops, café’s, 

restaurants, and tourist agencies, and the picturesque narrow cobbled streets and bridges are now 

treaded by the feet of hordes of tourists instead of horse caravans.  

 

It comes as a total shock to us, after having traveled through the peaceful remote villages of the far 

south, but luckily we still find ways to meet with the authentic Naxi, the main ethnic minority in this 

area: at markets hidden behind the main arteries where they trade their homegrown vegetables, in 

parks where elders play cards and mahjong, and outside town where they labor in their fields or build 

new houses in their little villages.  

 

Also, there are several ancient towns between Lijiang and Dali, which are beautifully preserved but much  

  



 

 

Attachment 4 

 

Shanghai: colorful blending of diverse cultures 

By Zhang Rui and Deng Danfeng 

 

Taken from: https://confuciusmag.com/shanghai-colorful-blending-of-diverse-cultures 

 

Shanghai is the center of economy, finance, commerce and shipping in China. With a population of more 

than 20 million, Shanghai is a highly developed cosmopolitan city whose airport offer connecting flights 

to more than 70 international cities. 

 

 
 

Shanghai (上海) is the center of economy, finance, commerce and shipping in China. Situated in the 

Yangtze River Delta, Shanghai is the largest industrial and foreign-trade port. Its population is more than 

20 million. As a city of greater and greater interest to tourists, it has a thriving contemporary city culture 

and many places of historical interests. Today Shanghai is a highly developed cosmopolitan city. 

Hongqiao International Airport and Pudong International Airport offer connecting flights to more than 70 

international cities. 

 

Shanghai: a city where people fall in love at first sight 

In last years more and more foreigners were 

becoming interested in Shanghai culture. Mark, a 

German who has been living in Shanghai for years, 

goes to Shanghai’s Old Town to look for historical 

traces every weekend. For his interview, Mark 

offered to act as a tour guide. Strolling along the 

narrow, intersected alleys, Mark showed us his 

favorite – rows of Shikumen (Stone Gate Houses) 

on both sides. Shikumen is the typical old Shanghai 

housing; the Expo 2010 “Shanghai Pavilion” was 

based on this design. They are similar to villas: each has a courtyard and a stone gate. This architectural 

style which originated in the mid 19th century is an ingenious blend of the residential dwellings in South 

China and Western architecture. 

https://confuciusmag.com/shanghai-colorful-blending-of-diverse-cultures


 

 

A Chinese female writer Wang Anyi once wrote that Shikumen is a type 

of housing full of European character, while in its small courtyard, 

Shanghai locals delight in the pastimes popular in South China, such as 

drinking tea, playing cards, appreciating calligraphy and painting. 

“Shanghai is a city which loves both Western suits and Chinese Qipao.” 

 

The nongtang is the home for Shanghai people. Housewives wash rice 

and vegetables by the sink; old people greet neighbors while sitting on 

lounge chairs sipping tea; children frolic about and chase each other – 

this is the most common scene at the nongtang entrance and is the true 

reflection of the life of ordinary Shanghai residents. The former UNESCO 

Special Rapporteur Prof. Raquel said affectionately, “The nongtang is 

the most charming part of Shanghai; it should be carefully preserved. 

On seeing the nongtang, I feel quite warm at heart. 

 

As for Wei Li, a lady from Romania, she is more fascinated by the 

unique local opera of Shanghai. Years ago, she and her husband 

settled in Shanghai. At that time, she didn’t know any Chinese 

characters, but she became fascinated by the melodious Shanghai 

Huju opera, the instrumentation and style of which are closely 

related to the instrumental genre of Jiangnan sizhu. Now every day 

while doing housework, she listens to Huju opera on a CD and sings 

along. The themes of Huju are mostly related to ordinary life 

customs, such as floating river lanterns, picking water caltrops, 

embroidering lotus-shaped purses, etc. The libretto of Huju usually 

conveys very tender feelings. Listening to Huju, Wei Li truly 

appreciates the graceful and restrained Shanghai culture.  

 

With the further opening of China, more and more foreigners come to travel, invest or work in Shanghai. 

“The international multicultural background makes Shanghai quite different from many other cities in 

China.” Weigend, a visiting professor at the China-Europe International Business School, voiced the 

thoughts of many foreigners in Shanghai. Before he came to Shanghai, he had taught in Stanford 

University in the U.S. and many other universities throughout Europe, Asia and America. He is indeed a 

“flying man”. Several years ago, he bought a house in Shanghai; that was the first time the “nomadic” 

professor bought a fixed abode. He said: “It’s hard to believe that it took me only one hour to make this 

decision. Shanghai is such a city that I fell in love with it at first sight.” Shanghai, a city where diverse 

cultures blend, has become an ideal place for foreigners like Weigend to live and work. As many of them 

say: “This is no longer just a city of Chinese people, but a city of the whole world.” 

 

East-meets-west city history 

Famous cultural scholar Yu Qiuyu holds the view that the advantageous geographic location of Shanghai 

has facilitated the integration of Chinese and Western cultures in Shanghai, which is situated at the 



 

 

mouth of the Yangtze River where it empties into the East China Sea. 

Shanghai is also the place where the early Yangtze River culture people 

eventually settled and one of the early seaports where Western 

civilization first arrived.  

 

Shanghai has preserved its Chinese traditional culture while embracing 

with open arms modern cultures from all over the world. Shanghai is 

located in the southern region of the Yangtze River where many famous scholars and poets in Chinese 

history were born. Based on the sophisticated tradition of literary scholars, Shanghai has become a city 

of exquisite elegance. The mid 19th century witnessed a turning point for Shanghai, when Shanghai 

became a foreign trading port, starting its development into an international city from a coastal fishing 

village. 

 

The Bund is the epitome of Shanghai’s 100-year history. After Shanghai was opened as a port, the Bund 

became the center of foreign trade. Many foreign banks took the prime area and constructed Western-

style buildings, such as the earliest China Dent Bank, the largest foreign bank Hongkong Shanghai 

Banking Corporation, the first joint Chinese-foreign bank Russo-Chinese Bank, and so on. The Bund has 

earned the reputation as the “Oriental Wall Street”. The buildings in the Bund, high or low and in various 

styles, silently tell some of the stories of the city’s history.  

 

A Chinese writer’s description of the Bund goes, “On the one side of the Bund flows the ancient river of 

China, and on the other stands a cluster of buildings of exotic appearance. The Bund is the epitome of 

Shanghai’s east-meets-west history.”  

 

Zhuming came from Anhui and now studies at Shanghai University. He likes riding to the Bund’s East 

Gate Ferry. He said, “Shanghai has a rich history and is full of life.” Especially during morning or evening 

rush hours, the wharfs are thronged with commuters as they hurriedly get on and off the ferries 

shuttling between the banks of the Huangpu River. “Taking a ferry is a part of daily life whether they are 

white or blue collar workers or farmers. The prosperity of both banks of Huangpu River is credited to the 

industriousness of these busy people.”  

 

Another place Zhu Ming likes visiting is the Pudong Century Square on the bank opposite the Bund. The 

grand, beautiful square with rows upon rows of skyscrapers, fashionable young people on rollerskates 

performing in the square – everything here radiates the vitality of modern urban life and fills Zhu Ming 

with hope for the future as he aspires to establish his own world in Shanghai.’ 

 

SHANGHAI NUMBERS 

With only 0.06% of China’s total area and only 1% of its population, Shanghai’s fiscal revenue accounts 

for one eighth of the national revenue, one tenth of its port cargo handling capacity, and one fourth of 

its total port import-export volume. 

 

SHANGHAI CULTURE 



 

 

Shanghai culture is known as “Haipai Culture”. Based on the traditional culture of Jiangnan (the southern 

region to the Yangtze River), it blended with European and American cultures which greatly influenced 

Shanghai after its opening as a trading port. Thus Haipai became a blending of old and modern, 

traditional and fashionable, open and unique. 

 

SHANGHAI CUISINE 

Shanghai local cuisine is known as “Benbang cuisine”, characterized by heavy use of oil, sugar and highly 

flavored sauces; its appealing color; and its mixing of tastes of salt, sweet, and fat (but not greasy). 

Benbang cuisine specialties are Braised Pork in Soy Sauce, Stir-Fried Eel with Bamboo Shoots, Deep- Fried 

Shrimp, Braised River Crab with Soy Paste, catfish in Brown Sauce and so on. 

 

SHANGHAI’S FAME 

In February, 2010, Shanghai was ratified as a part of UNESCO’s Creative Cities Network and declared 

“Design Capital”. Shanghai was chosen as one of the ten best travel cities by the Lonely Planet, a famous 

travel guide book. 

 

Li Xiaoyun is a female white-collar employee in a 

foreign-invested company. Her office is in Jinmao 

Plaza, the tallest building in Shanghai. Looking out of 

the window, she can see the very dynamic elements 

of the city. “Even if you live in Shanghai, the changes 

that take place here every day can still make you 

quite excited.” As with many post-1980s generation 

youth, the main reason she settled in Shanghai after 

graduation is that she likes the modernity and fashion 

of the city. In Lujiazui, white-collar employees work 

busily in numerous high-rise office buildings, standing next to each other; on Huaihai Road, in the 

clusters of fancy stores, any of the world‘s famous designer brands can be bought by fashion-conscious 

young women; on Hengshan Road, when night falls, flashing neon lights add to the excitement and open-

air bars are thronged with people… 

 

160,000 foreigners work in Shanghai, and more than 

750 foreign-invested enterprises have established 

headquarters in Shanghai. No other inland city has 

attracted more foreign-invested enterprise 

headquarters than Shanghai. Mr. Persson from France 

was sent this year by his company to work in 

Shanghai. He has observed that the city management 

in Shanghai is more considerate than many other 

cities in the world. There is a Chinese-English edition 

of the map of Shanghai. “The map tells foreigners how to apply for a Shanghai driving license, lists the 

road rules and road signs of various traffic lanes and everything else we need to know the most.” After 



 

 

driving in Shanghai, Mr. Persson has noticed many impressive details of city management: screens 

displaying meteorological information set up at some crossings to remind people of weather change; 

road display screens that inform drivers of traffic conditions ahead and the time left before being able to 

get on the elevated road – All these convince Mr. Persson of the convenience of living in this modern 

city.  

 

Mr. Huang is near 50 years old native of Shanghai. He deeply felt the influence of Expo 2010 on the 

cultural and social life of Shanghai. “The entire infrastructure – streets, bridges, underpasses, etc. was 

being constructed at full speed. Shanghai was becoming more beautiful, tidy, and orderly. Shanghai 

people were becoming more respectful and friendly. When one is having some trouble in the street, 

other people will offer help immediately without being asked. Everything here helps people feel at 

home. ”  

 

Aristotle once said, “People come to city and settle down for a better life.” People from all over the 

world live happily in Shanghai. Their smiling faces confirm again the theme of Expo 2010: Better City, 

Better Life. 

  
 


