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From Anatolia to the Yellow River Across the Two
Ends of Asia—A Turkish Professor in China

SC/BTARFRITE « BAANES - RH58A (By Atlihan Onat Karacali)
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Atlihan Onat Karajali,
Turkish national,
is a teacher at the
China campus of the
University of Central
Lancashire in the UK.
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Crossing a Continent

I did not simply relocate for a position; I crossed a
continent.

When the British university campus in China offered
me the opportunity to teach interior design in Baoding,
I accepted with professional enthusiasm and personal
curiosity. It would be my first sustained experience of
living abroad. For the past two and a half years, I have
inhabited a layered identity: a Turkish academic teaching
at a British institution located in northern China.

Asia—the largest continent on Earth—stretches
across vast, intricate terrain from Anatolia to the Yellow
River. My journey traced that span from west to east.
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100architects Office, Shanghai: Visiting contemporary

design studios in Shanghai allows me to connect studio
pedagogy with real-world spatial experimentation.
Professional dialogue beyond the classroom enriches

teaching and research alike.
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Tianjin Binhai Library: The Binhai Library
in Tianjin exemplifies how architecture
in China negotiates scale, spectacle,
and public engagement. Observing such
spaces reinforces the importance of

spatial experience in design education.
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What began as career mobility gradually evolved into
something deeper: a reconfiguration of perspective,
routine, and belonging.

Internationalisation, in academic discourse, is often
framed as a strategy—as a matter of partnerships,
rankings, and institutional reach. Living it daily
reveals its human dimension. It involves recalibrating
expectations, adjusting to new communication rhythms,
and negotiating different academic cultures. It demands
not only expertise, but attentiveness.

Being a Turkish professor teaching at a British
university campus in China situates one at a threefold
intersection. Conversations frequently shift across
cultural registers. Examples drawn from European
design traditions are interpreted within East Asian
contexts. Assumptions that once felt universal reveal
themselves as culturally situated. In this triangulation,
teaching becomes a dynamic negotiation rather than a
fixed transmission.

A City I Had Never Heard Of

Before arriving, I had never heard of Baoding. While
living in Istanbul—a city layered with empire and
memory—I did not know this northern Chinese city
existed. Today, however, it occupies a quiet but firm place
in my inner geography.

As one of the relatively few foreigners in certain
neighbourhoods, I occasionally walk through the streets
feeling like an accidental pop star. Curious glances are
often accompanied by warmth rather than distance.
The difference is visible, yet rarely uncomfortable. Over
time, the initial novelty of presence gives way to everyday
normality.

Language became another bridge. Chinese is the fifth
language I have attempted to learn in my life. Although
the vast number of written characters initially felt
intimidating, I quickly discovered the elegance and
practicality of spoken Mandarin. While I cannot yet
read or write with confidence, I can sustain everyday
conversations. Each exchange—whether ordering coffee,
discussing directions, or speaking with students outside
the studio—has gradually reduced the perceived distance
between foreignness and familiarity.
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What surprised me most was not the scale of the move,
but the gradual intimacy that followed. During winter
and summer breaks in Europe, I sometimes catch myself
longing for the modest routines of life in Baoding—my
small university apartment, the kitchen where I prepare
Mediterranean dishes, the electric scooter waiting
downstairs, and the campus bench that has quietly
become part of my thinking process during lunch breaks.

Belonging, I have learned, rarely announces itself in a
dramatic way. It accumulates through repetition.

Mobility, Ritual, and Reflection

When I first arrived, I navigated Baoding on a traditional
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C5 Building, Baoding Campus: The campus environment
in Baoding has become more than a workplace; it is a

landscape of intellectual formation and daily ritual.
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My Electric Scooter by Baoding Museum:
Mobility shapes perception. My electric
scooter has become both a practical
tool and a metaphor for navigating new

cultural terrains.
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bicycle. Later, I transitioned to an electric scooter—
a small but symbolic shift. The scooter expanded
my exploration radius and altered my perception of
distance. In a country frequently associated with rapid
transformation, mobility becomes both practical and
metaphorical.

Yet alongside this efficiency, I have cultivated
deliberate stillness.

In the evenings, after lectures conclude, I often ride
to Donghu Lake. I circle the water slowly, observing how
light changes across its surface, then sit with a coffee
and allow the day to settle. It is in these moments that
teaching experiences reorganise themselves into insight.
Ideas for future studio briefs take shape; research
questions gain clarity.

At midday, I return to the same bench on campus. Even
in colder seasons, sunlight becomes a companion. I sit
there, reviewing lecture sequences, drafting arguments
in my head, or simply observing students moving
between buildings. The repetition of this ritual anchors
me. China becomes not only a professional environment,
but a landscape of intellectual cultivation.

The narrative of modern China often emphasises
acceleration. My lived experience has been equally
shaped by an intentional pause.

Time Zones and Midnight Football

Living between continents reorganises the clock.

To call my family, I wait until the afternoon, when
their morning begins. Conversations that once occurred
spontaneously now require coordination. Likewise, when
I wish to follow European football matches, midnight
becomes prime time. Screens glow while much of the city
sleeps.

Geography reshapes daily rhythm, yet emotional
bonds remain intact. In adjusting to new temporal
structures, I have come to inhabit multiple time zones
simultaneously—physically anchored in East Asia,
emotionally connected to Europe. Distance does not
dilute attachment; it often clarifies it.

The Classroom: Designing Across Civilisations

As an interior design educator, my primary laboratory is



BT IRZIEIR 0% S B, B E]
HE MK RIS B (A4 dE s s
M, TEFE RO R R E R, RIGE S #E
RIEFEE, MAZEHE BT HATFAR LNRRS
=i,

AR, PR L8 RE THA AR TS
B, H—Tie gk, ZRiE LM 2
KIiZshBESHERR, B —FRER SRR
itk AR E T RETIREE X,
PUSE T SCH R B A T RER BRI 2N, &
SEMHERNZRIES?”

IX AR BT B XA AR, T2 5 ST U A 5 S
L% RRBOHE U085 AR SR B,
TR T IR FAENTREY =, S
FEABRREAZERY, TR EETE A,

MARXFEI M FAEEREE, EHDHE
(RZHR, AP BRI e mfEs —Le AR
Hh, WSE Y IR AN Tl “FHNXEER, TR
RO S, ATAZ, BIEFENRA
A H QR E AR, Bt AWt 5t
73, 2 B A AT TR IE SR,

T RANORZ], BB FF IR
R, TR A Z R R AT ER |, LAl
KIS

Yk ATAERZE R TR E

B EARRA LT IRE, JERAR R
HIMZR 2,

FEAL R, B L HA A W Lk 23 A HE
TH, FEPIIEE AR AR ENIRITR, BEERES
R, IEBA T P ERESL, RN
B A R AP SR AL S T A AT IE R 2
(B SR, e GLaUE 5 SRRt B0 A 1
AR R, AT,

b R 55— AT U5, B R
AR L [ A AR R 5 B IR AEAE R

WORKINCHINA BR7EHE | 2026-02

the studio. It is there that cultures meet most visibly.

From the outset, I was struck by my students'
respectful disposition. Their attentiveness and discipline
reminded me of aspects of my own upbringing.
Respect, however, does not equate to passivity. Within
the structured environment of the studio, I encourage
critique, speculation, and intellectual risk.

In recent years, I have integrated artificial intelligence
tools into design pedagogy. One recurring exercise
invites students to reinterpret a traditional Chinese
everyday object through the conceptual framework of
a Western art movement. If this object were imagined
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With My Students: Cross-cultural design education

thrives on dialogue. The studio remains the most

dynamic space where ideas travel between traditions.
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Graduation Ceremony: Academic life is
ultimately measured not in semesters,
but in shared milestones and collective

achievement.
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under Bauhaus functionalism, Surrealist abstraction, or
Deconstructivist fragmentation, what spatial language
might emerge?

The exercise is not stylistic imitation. It is a study in
translation—how forms migrate across cultural contexts
and acquire new meanings. Students learn to perceive
heritage not as static, but as dynamic and transformable.

Equally important is the culture of critique. In some
educational traditions, critique is confrontational; in
others, it is measured. Navigating these differences
requires sensitivity. Over time, I have witnessed students
grow more confident in articulating conceptual positions,
and I have learned to refine my feedback to align with
their communicative expectations.

Cross-cultural pedagogy, I have realised, is not
the export of knowledge. It is the co-construction of
understanding.

Cities as Spatial Laboratories

My engagement with China extends beyond the classroom
into urban observation.

In Beijing, I ask my students to research contemporary
interior design projects—retail spaces, cafés, museums—
and then I visit these sites myself. Teaching continues
within the city. Beijing's interiors often negotiate between
historical gravitas and forward-looking ambition.
Traditional motifs coexist with experimental materials
and digital interfaces.

Shanghai presents a different urban narrative. Its
spatial language frequently feels cosmopolitan and
globally conversant. Walking through its commercial
districts, I encountered design gestures reminiscent
of European metropolitan culture—yet distinctly
reinterpreted. It is not imitation; it is synthesis.

Xi'an, however, stirred something more personal.
As one of the Silk Road's historical origins, it carries
echoes of civilisational exchange. For a Turk—whose
cultural lineage traces back to Central Asia—Xi'an felt
less distant than anticipated. In its music, its flavours,
even its atmosphere, there were subtle reminders of
shared trajectories. Standing there, I found myself
reflecting on an unexpected symmetry: I had long lived
in Istanbul, often regarded as one of the Silk Road's
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final destinations. Now, I was walking through one of its
points of departure. Geography, in that moment, felt less
like separation and more like continuity.

As an architect, I do not experience these cities as
a tourist collecting monuments. I pay equal attention
to both ancient masterpieces and contemporary
achievements. Upon returning to campus, I share
photographs and reflections with my students.
Architecture becomes lived pedagogy rather than distant
theory.

I am also considering dedicating a season of my
publicly accessible podcast, Hodja on Architecture,
to China's ancient and contemporary architectural
landscapes. The dialogue between heritage and
innovation deserves sustained exploration.

A Digital Prelude

Long before I imagined living in China, I encountered it
in an unexpected form: through a computer game.

As T approach forty, I must confess that I am an old-
school gamer. Contemporary titles, often calibrated to the
rapid cognitive tempo of Generation Z, feel unfamiliar to
me. I frequently return to classics from earlier decades.
Among them is Sierra's Emperor: Rise of the Middle
Kingdom.

In that city-building simulation, I managed ancient
settlements, constructed pagodas, and encountered
mythological figures such as Nuwa, Shennong, and the
Monkey King. At the time, it was simply entertainment.
Only later did I realise that it had quietly introduced
me to fragments of Chinese cosmology and urban
imagination.

How could I have known that years later I would be
teaching design within the civilisation I once explored
through pixels? Perhaps certain intellectual fascinations
precede their material realisation.

Living in China allowed those early digital impressions
to re-anchor themselves in lived space.

Living in 2050

Friends in Europe often ask what daily life feels like here.
I sometimes joke that China feels as if it is already living
in 2050.

11
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Cashless transactions dominate everyday exchange. QR
codes replace banknotes. In university facilities, students
obtain coffee through facial recognition systems.
Upon moving into the university-provided apartment,
I discovered that climate systems were digitally
synchronised with wearable devices.

There is a historical irony in this evolution. The
civilisation that first introduced paper currency now
stands among those most willing to move beyond it.
Technological sophistication reshapes expectations and
habits with remarkable speed.

A Mediterranean Confession

Not all adaptations are seamless.

Despite a genuine effort, I have not fully assimilated
into Chinese culinary culture. As someone shaped by
the Mediterranean palate—shared in different forms by
Turks, Greeks, Italians, and Spaniards—I remain deeply
attached to certain flavours and textures.

Cultural integration allows continuity alongside
expansion. I continue to taste, to experiment, and
occasionally to struggle—with humour and gratitude.

Unexpected Belonging

It is when I travel that I most clearly perceive what
Baoding has become for me.

During winter holidays in Europe, walking through
cities I once called home, I sometimes find myself
missing the modest routines of life in China—the electric
scooter, the campus bench warmed by noon sunlight, the
quiet evenings beside Donghu Lake.

Years ago, I did not know that a city named Baoding
existed. Now, when I am away, its absence registers.

Belonging does not always arrive dramatically. It
accumulates between lectures, scooter rides, Al design
experiments, afternoon calls home, and midnight
football matches.

I crossed a continent to come here. I did not expect that
one day, I would miss it. China did not simply become the
place where I teach; it has become a place that continues
to teach me. To my Chinese colleagues, students, and
friends: thank you for allowing me not only to work in
China, but to think, teach, and grow within it.



