Shanghai Rhythms               

Yihong Ni

With stuffy ears and fourteen plus hours of flight food, I was finally here in my native city, at once familiar and foreign.  How different is this city from the one sketched vaguely in my memory?  My thoughts were interrupted as we were met with a rush of greetings from relatives.  With many feelings inexpressible, we claimed our luggage and headed home with family, across the Huang Pu River into Shanghai.

As we rode home, I discovered incongruities between memory and reality.  Shanghai had changed.  In the diminishing light of sunset, among veils of suspended dust particles, workers toiled at construction sites.  Sweat streamed down their faces while we kept cool inside the air-conditioned car.  Was this the city I once held dear?  Later that night, hearing the cadence of familiar voices joking and sharing anecdotes, I knew I was home, but the rugged faces of the workers remained in my mind as an unfamiliar part of my native city.  

My first few days back in Shanghai were at once exhilarating and disconcerting. With over fourteen million people, Shanghai is a city of energy and action.  People are everywhere, going about daily business and chores in countless directions.  

The imperceptive eye sees merely Shanghai’s accelerated pace, towering international corporate offices, fancy shopping malls, alluring bars and dance clubs.  What the imperceptive eye misses are the daily rhythms of most of Shanghai’s people.  And in saying “Shanghai’s people”, I mean anyone living in Shanghai (no matter where they came from) because Shanghai is incredibly diverse and accepts people with all kinds of hopes or goals, from all over the world.  To experience Shanghai’s daily rhythms means to look beyond facades and stereotypes.  Shanghai’s daily rhythms are multifold.  Shanghai is much more than an international financial hub.  Shanghai’s vitality is nourished by deeper resources.  Shanghai’s roots are planted firmly in the culture and history of China.  No matter how much foreign interest may influence Shanghai, the city still strongly breathes in the Chinese values of family, friends, and scholarship.  From an outsider’s perspective, Shanghai’s dominant rhythm might seem rapid in tempo and impersonal in tone.  I was at first stupefied by the whirlwind of activity, but certain qualities of this bustling city revived bits and pieces of an earlier time, a flicker here, a flash there, faint and fleeting.  And so in chasing these lightning bugs of my childhood, I was soon drawn to the slower, more intimate, and unpretentious rhythms of daily life.  

In the early morning, Shanghai stirs with a multitude of fresh activity.  Children, wearing their red school scarves, take buses, bike, or walk to school.  Vendors set up their wares for sale along the sidewalks; shop owners welcome their first customers of the day.  A few elderly residents emerge onto the sidewalk from alley doorways and greet each other good day before walking their grandchildren to preschool.  The sounds of running water are interrupted by an occasional splash from a washing tub.  On the stovetops of small street-side eateries, breakfast buns and pot stickers sizzle.  Their savory aromas drift through the morning air and whet the appetite of passersby.  By seven in the morning, streets are fully awakened to eruptions of honking.  Buses, bikes, cars, and pedestrians fuse into one giant mass of congestion.  When no traffic policemen are present, anyone who has the skill to cut in front, honk a way through, or walk the yellow and white lines has the right of way, understood.  Such skill is a necessary part of the daily commute. 

Although the daily commute is aggressive, I saw a close relationship between people in Shanghai.  People voluntarily gave up their bus seats to the elderly and to parents with infants.  Children receive particular care, even in the turbulent traffic.  Even taxi drivers slow down at the sight of small children darting through the streets.  These family-like relationships in Shanghai are not consistent with many stereotypes that label Shanghai.  The surprising closeness in Shanghai, even among strangers, refutes the stigma cast on Shanghai (reminded of The Scarlet Letter?).  Shanghai has been labeled as a notorious city of corruption and depravity (these labels are a direct result of several foreign invasions throughout history).  As a port city, Shanghai was vulnerable to corruption.  Remember the Opium Wars?  Remember the Japanese invasion that began long before and later coincided with WWII?  Those events have unjustly cast a dark shadow on Shanghai’s history.  So move beyond the stereotypes of Shanghai (or else wander aimlessly in a cocoon of fallacy and ignorance).  Shanghai is a strong and resilient city.  I discovered that family ties are strong in Shanghai.  Nearly everyone had a cell phone, so it seems technology has found a permanent place in people’s lives, but beyond the pizzazz of newness, people use their wireless technology to do something they’ve been doing for ages, keeping in touch with family!  Conversations were about which aunt to expect for dinner tonight, when to bring the children to visit great grandfather, when to pick up nieces and nephews from school, or where to buy fresh vegetables and meat.  Although Shanghai is such a large city with so many people, the sense of community is very strong, close, and familiar. 

Shanghai’s strong sense of community is complicated by rapid economic development.  Under heavy population pressures, Shanghai’s job market, although expansive, cannot accommodate every worker.  In the shadows of new skyscrapers and upscale shopping centers, many people still live in difficult conditions like those decades ago, and many people are without stable jobs.  While on a bus in traffic, I saw a mother and her two young children, no more than six or seven years old, firmly holding her hands, standing on a street corner, selling bags of fruit.  Would these children go to school some day?  Another time, having just stepped out from a restaurant, I saw a boy running down the street, selling flowers.  Following alongside one couple, he pushed the flowers close to their faces and asked them to buy the bouquet.  The man shook him off.  The boy reluctantly returned to his “boss,” who threatened him with a beating.  Was this boy one of many Oliver Twists?

Besides observing the poverty that dwells alongside the affluence in Shanghai, I also noticed an excessive desire for money (what else is new?).  The business of making money is an intense game that creates corruption and greed but at the same time, more jobs.  Salespeople use a combination of flattery, intimidation, and dishonesty to sell products.  Walk into a store and prepare to be greeted with gleaming eyes and white smiles.  Eager to catch the potential customer, they position the bait.  “I’ll give you the best deal.”  “This is genuine, I guarantee you.”  “Would I lie to you?”  Once the customer hands over the money, the customer is demoted from a juicy target to a speck of dust.  The brash message that “money makes the person” grows increasingly loud and boisterous, and drowns out the mellow tones of sincerity and decency.  Who will drive that Mercedes…and then crash it recklessly and walk away?

Even middle and high school students feel the imminent pressures of the job market.  Intense competition exists at the high school level due to limited spots in colleges and technical schools.  Students feel enormous pressure to achieve high marks on college entrance exams.  My cousins head to school before seven in the morning and come home for dinner around six in the evening.  After school and on weekends, they take extra classes to prepare for exams.  Summer recess begins in late June and classes resume in mid July.  All the hard work in high school culminates in taking the college entrance exams.  Students must declare all the colleges to which they plan to apply along with intended majors when they take these exams.  Many students feel that declaring majors before entering college is inflexible, but they also want to be assured of obtaining a decent job after college.  

Shanghai at once harvests the benefits and struggles with the problems of rapid economic growth.  Shanghai is a paradoxical city.  The sweet fragrance of gardenias weaves through the putrid odor of damp alleys.  Old sidewalk tiles run next to new streets.  Trees of hundreds of years shade old city quarters.  Large, flashy billboards of Coca Cola, KFC, and Calvin Klein line pedestrian overpasses and crown the top of office buildings.  The city is of wood and steel, beauty and shabbiness, kindness and rudeness, intimacy and indifference, compassion and greed, tradition and transience.

In the evening twilight, an old woman sits on the sidewalk and calls softly, “Buy some gardenias here.  Fifty cents a piece.”  My grandma used to buy gardenias for my mom and aunts to wear when they were young.  This time, my mom and aunts secure a clip of silky gardenias onto my shirt.  I breathe in the fresh fragrance as we walk toward the bus that would take us home.  As daylight dims, traffic continues in the street.  The chatter of voices continues to rise and fall.  A corner fruit stand continues to glow with brilliant colors of ripe litchis, plums, watermelons, bananas, and oranges.  

There is an ancient Chinese proverb that says a leaf never fall far from its tree, and so my heart returns to Shanghai.  As time passes, people come and leave.  Wealth flows in and out.  Buildings rise and fall.  Money, power, and trends come and go quickly and have no inherent value.  However, the kindness and support of family and friends are everlastingly precious.  The young grow old, and the old learn to be wise and teach the young.  Shanghai is deeply rooted in China’s enduring history and heritage.  The people of China share a common language with many variations and a rich culture with many nationalities and live by the peaceful values of family, friendship, and scholarship.  Having endured numerous vicissitudes, the people of China are resilient in spirit.

So if you visit Shanghai, it might be cool to see the tall buildings and shopping plazas and the fake replicas of brand names, but please remember to experience some of Shanghai’s more common and unpretentious rhythms.  You might even find common, or at least similar, rhythms between Shanghai and your own hometown.  People and places are all connected somehow.  The thinnest strand of silk once linked two continents, and so the smallest similarities link so many different people when they listen to and participate in the rhythms of Shanghai and despite differences.  Through time and space, I chase the lightning bugs of my memory, bits and pieces of light, each holding a piece of the past reflecting a part of the future that will be formed by our actions.  I chase these lightning bugs home to Shanghai and hope their light will sustain.                    
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