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ChChinProgram: CET Shanghai
Course Code / Title: (SH/EAST 245) Chinese Food, Culture, and Identity 
Total Hours: 45
Recommended Credits: 3
Primary Discipline / Suggested Cross Listings: East Asian Studies / 
Anthropology, Sociology, History, Cultural Studies
Language of Instruction: English
Prerequisites / Requirements: None

Description
How does food shape Chinese societies and cultural practices? How does “what 
you eat” tell us “what you are” in the context of China? What can we learn about 
China by studying its cuisine from evolutionary and historical perspectives? 
Using materials and perspectives drawn from anthropology, sociology, history, 
and other disciplines, this course considers factors that shape Chinese 
relationships with food and the role that food plays in shaping Chinese identities. 
It explores key issues connected to food in China including past and present 
foodways; human experiences of food consumption; and how those experiences 
and foodways are shaped by the interplay of culture, ecology, history, politics, 
economy, and technology.  

Objectives
During this course, students:

• gain historical and cultural understandings of China through studying its 
food.

• develop an ethnographic sensibility toward understanding food and 
national identity.

• explore a range of issues in contemporary Chinese society via food.
• identify how relationships with food shape the physical environment and 

how that environment influences what is and has been eaten in China. 
• use food-related topics to broaden critical thinking, research, and 

communication skills. 

Course Requirements
Students are expected to attend each class meeting as outlined in the CET 
Attendance Policy. Active participation throughout the course is essential. 
Students are to read all assigned materials before class meetings and be 
prepared to participate thoughtfully in course discussions. Reading assignments 
average 50-80 pages per week. This course includes at least two field classes, 
which may include a local tea market, the Shanghai City God Temple, a 
Traditional Chinese Medicine clinic, a factory or small site of food production, or 
contemporary food markets.

Additional details for graded assignments are shared in class and posted on 
Canvas. Graded course work includes: 

http://www.cetacademicprograms.com/


CET Syllabus of Record

CET Academic Programs l 1920 N Street NW, Suite 200 l Washington, DC 20036
www.cetacademicprograms.com  l  1.800.225.4262  l  cet@academic-travel.com

• Class preparation and participation. Preparation and participation is 
evaluated after each class according to a rubric found in the class syllabus 
and on Canvas. In class discussions, students should display an 
understanding of the assigned materials, thoughtful analysis, creative and 
fresh ideas, and the ability to ask questions that advance group 
comprehension of class themes. 

• Four essays of 800 to 1,500 words on assigned topics. These short 
papers may be reflections on experiences, journal-type entries, or critical 
analyses or responses to assigned prompts or readings.

• A group presentation of 15 to 20 minutes, depending on class size, 
followed by a question and answer period. The presentation is based on a 
group investigative project. Students select their presentation topic from a 
variety of choices offered by the instructor. 

• A final research paper of approximately 2,500 words. Based on their 
interests students choose a topic connected to the course and consult with 
the instructor about topic, methods, and sources. Proper citations or 
footnotes and bibliographic referencing is required. Students submit a 
preliminary outline of the paper before week ten. 

Grading
The final grade is determines as follows: 

Class preparation and participation 20%
Four short essays (3 at 8%, 1 at 11%) 35%
Group presentation 15%
Final research paper (5% preliminary outline, 25% paper) 30%

Class preparation and participation is assessed according to the following 
guidelines: 

Grade Discussion Reading/Preparation

A

Excellent: consistent contributor; offers 
original analysis and comments; always 
has ideas on readings and class topics 
and easily connects them to larger ideas. 
Takes care not to dominate discussion.

Demonstrates fluency with all readings; 
thoughtfully and critically uses resultant 
understanding to formulate comments and 
advance the class discussion.

B

Good: frequent, willing, and able 
contributor; offers thoughtful and critical 
comments and makes connections 
between class themes and readings. 
Comments tend to advance class learning 
through discussion.

Demonstrates knowledge of most readings; 
sometimes provides a competent analysis of 
them or makes meaningful connections to the 
class discussion.

C

Can Improve: sporadic contributor; 
comments and questions often show a 
lack of understanding of key concepts; 
comments are often of a general nature; 
may digress or contribute in unhelpful 
ways.

Displays familiarity with few readings; rarely 
demonstrates analytical thought.
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D
Subpar: rarely contributes; tends to quote 
text or repeats own comments or those of 
others. Comments are disconnected from 
topics and do not advance class learning.

Little apparent familiarity with the assigned 
material or application to relevant topics.

F
Failing: Absent from or does not 
participate in class. Online or using phone 
during class.

No familiarity with readings and not able to 
apply their content in class discussion.
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Outline of Course Content
Topic 1: Food Studies from Anthropological and Other Perspectives 

• What food tells us about Chinese cultures, past and present
• Environmental influences on how Chinese cook and eat
• How food shapes cultural and national identities

Topic 2: Foundations of Chinese Cuisine
• Cooking methods
• The flavor and texture profiles of Chinese gastronomy
• Etiquette and table manners

Topic 3: Quintessential Foods and Drinks of China 
• Rice
• Soybeans
• Tea 
• Chili peppers: The impact of the Columbian exchange on Chinese cuisine
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Topic 4:  Food, Rituals, and Cultural Identity
• The role of food in promoting social cohesion and reinforcing cultural 

values
• Food-related customs and rituals during Chinese festivals
• Regional cuisines

Topic 5: Class, Gender, and Cuisines  
• Food as a cultural and symbolic representation of class
• Food and the making of gender
• Food politics and power

Topic 6: Food and Social Change 
• Food and family relations
• Food, children, and social change in contemporary China
• The impact of McDonaldization on Chinese cuisine
• Accommodating and localizing the global food industry

Topic 7: Chinese Conceptions of Food and Health 
• Food as part of Traditional Chinese Medicine
• Contemporary concepts of food and health

Topic 8: Food Tourism, the Market, and Consumption Culture
• Street food and snacks
• Authenticity and contemporary culinary travel
• Restaurants, nostalgia, and social memory in Shanghai
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