MULTICULTURAL

HONG KONG
IN CELEBRATION

X #BBZ BEASRRNFERICBRE
#HE (FFz%)

Text Wai-chi Chee, Research Assistant Professor,
School of Modern Languages and Cultures,
The University of Hong Kong

B EEH

Photography Katherine Chua

—RER URNHEAERAETEAVCESRNEL  BENMAEBREAN
ZRN RERERIGALCHNEE BEMXRXEREAEE Y EESEEH
AL UE—REE  —BlRR -EEE KX EREFHEEREENZ
TXALTEE  BEEAMZBLLZER (HH) RAB-—ZEAZHNABELH -
MAR—RAPE BECHNFEABELARZE  TENPEEEFREES
FEEEHE -DE-BHE FRENNE -REFMMANIBEFEL - EA
BEMEMPUNAERTEMNGEEREANSZEZSZRAE!

Managing cultural diversity is a fundamental concern for schools which admit a large
number of students from different cultural backgrounds. When students interact with each
other on a daily basis, it is crucial that they appreciate each others’ cultures so that they can
learn and grow together. While most schools in Hong Kong organize annual multicultural
activities on the campus, not many would devote a whole week to it. Delia Memorial School
{Hip Wo), a multi-ethnic secondary schoal, is one of them, where 60 per cent of the students
are non-Chinese with various ethnic backgrounds, the larger groups being Pakistani, Indian,
Nepalege, Filipino, and Indonesian. We look into how ethnic minority students, their Chinese

peers, and teachers understand and manage cultural diversity on their campus.
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The Multicultural Week is highly thought of by the whole school as
the most exciting event on campus. It consists of a series of activities
including reading, playing ethnic music, talent shows, games, ethnic
art, movie appreciation and talks. Above all, the major highlights are the
no-uniform day, ethnic food fair, and the multicultural variety show, which
mobilize the entire school. This year the scale was unprecedented as it
celebrated the golden jubilee of the school.
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While diversity was celebrated in this Multicultural Week, what stood out was not only

diversity, but more deeply, “unity in diversity.” For all the activities, students formed themselves into
teams that comprised members of different backgrounds. For instance, dodge ball competition
had teammates of junior and senior students, boys and girls, Chinese and non-Chinese speakers.
For face painting, Chinese and non-Chinese students painted half of each other’s faces. Students
could either paint the remaining half themselves or have someone else to paint it. Diversity was
celebrated but the task could only be accomplished by collaboration of all team members, and

as such, “unity in diversity”.

HLUEEEAE WefieFIWeTube ° M & &0 3@
#F &M (We) W2EL: [Wefiel 2 [selfie
(BR) 1IN TRE]  BEBRTRER H5
EREENREERAGR HTIEERELS
E o WeTubeB|2WefielV S S MR - EEHY [ 3K
MPl#AZH—EEE TREBENKRELH
— B MEZT/BRAN+DHE -

Wefie and WeTube are activities that show how diversity is embraced under unity. The “we”

is emphasized in both: Wefie is the plural form of selfie; students took group photos of, again,
fellows from different grade levels, genders and ethnic backgrounds to enter a competition. In
a similar vein, WeTube is the video version of Wefie. The “we” symbolizes a group identity, but
that “we” is not homogeneous but rather diverse and yet harmonious.
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That harmony was achieved by cultivating communication

and empathy. Communication was necessary to complete those
activities that required group collaboration in different stages, from
inviting members to planning and discussing. It thus enhanced

understanding and cultivated friendship. Empathy was reinforced
through experiencing other cultures, which was epitomized on the last day when students enjoyed

the highlights of the Multicultural Week including no-uniform day, food fair and variety show.
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Ethnic clothing was highlighted on the no-uniform day, but

the most fascinating was that students did not necessarily wear
clothing of their own ethnicity. They could wear any ethnic dress
of their own choice. So we had such interesting combinations as
Chinese students wore kimono or Sari, and Filipino students wore
hanbok. We also had students wearing jeans claiming to be dressing
= u‘ American. These
- ethnic clothings were
borrowed and shared

among students.
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The roof-top of the school building was turned into an outdoor food court like a

Tai Pai Dong. Offering food is a gracious gesture of invitation; accepting the food is a
powerful signal of recognition. Teachers and students were in charge of all food stalls.

Again, each group consisted of students from different grade

levels and ethnic backgrounds. And again, they could cook any
cuisine they liked
and were not
necessarily limited
to their own ethnic
dishes.
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The variety show consisted of different performances including

dancing and singing. What the students liked most was the time
when everyone was involved in free dancing. “It was a time of
togetherness. We could invite anyone to dance whatever dance.
Everyone might be dancing different dances, but we were all

enjoying the moment together.”
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It is noteworthy that teachers participated as much
as the students; they cooked food, dressed in an ethnic
clothing of their own choice, as well as performed in the
variety show. So the week was not just about showing your
own culture, but more about understanding other cultures by
experiencing them. Participation was the key. For example,
a girl had never heard about henna drawing but after the

Week she learnt from her fellow Indian schoolmates. She

even won a prize in a henna drawing competition.
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Cultural Ambassadors
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The activities were designed by a group of engaging students who volunteered to be cultural
ambassadors. The significance is that all activities required active participation and collaboration
of students from different backgrounds in order to overcome challenges. As a student culture
ambassador told me, “Being together is the most important. | want everyone to do the same
and have no discrimination and understand each other’s cultures.”
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This is an impressive direction of change. As | have mentioned before, this Multicultural Week
exemplifies unity in diversity. From my experience of doing research in this school, it is something new.
Before that, diversity was more apparent than unity. When | first visited the school’s Multicultural Week
about five years ago, | noticed that the non-Chinese students were more involved than the Chinese
students. As the Chinese students told me then, they thought Multicultural Week was not relevant
to them because it was about non-mainstream cultures. But this has changed. This year the school
witnessed the active participation of many more Chinese students who were eager not only to tell
non-Chinese students more about Chinese culture, but to experience firsthand other cultures.
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As a student cultural ambassador explained to me that it would be necessary for all students
to bond with each other. The Multicultural Week drew everybody’s attention to cultivating
understanding between different groups. For instance, two Chinese girls shared their experience
of finding out about turban wearing. Before that they had no idea what turban was about and
found it strange. A Sikh student explained to them the meanings of turban and even took the
initiative to demonstrate how to knot it. The girls highly appreciated his openness. They no longer
found it strange, “Now | understand the turban is their religious symbol of faith which symbolizes
love, dedication, self-respect, courage and piety. It is respectable.”
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That understanding was further enhanced by the feeling of unity as they participated in a high

event together to make it a success and to carry on the tradition. As one Chinese ambassador said,
the Multicultural Week was like a springboard for them to reach another level of intimacy and form
closer ties. The feeling of togetherness extends beyond the multicultural week. The friendship knot
that is tied at the moment of communal joy could be sustained. Most students | talked to said they
made new friends during the Week and kept the relationship. There were other smaller scale activities
throughout the year to maintain that sense of participation and unity.
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Finally, when | asked the students how they understood multiculturalism, interestingly, they
said multiculturalism is not limited to culture, but a broader meaning of acceptance of differences,
be it different ethnicity, religion, gender, age, or point of view. ¢
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Another interesting point is that students almost invariably said after the Multicultural
Week they did not have a stronger ethnic identity, but a stronger multiple identity. They relate to
different identities and different roles in different contexts. As a student said, “| am Filipina, but
also a Hongkonger, a female, a daughter, a friend, a student. ’é’
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