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At Home in Beijing


[image: image] Welcome to one of the most populous cities in the world. Beijing is an exhilarating mélange of the exotic and the international, of tradition and modernity. There’s a constant energy here, a buzz of excitement and optimism about what’s to come next. Stroll along the streets at night and you’ll hear it bubbling out of restaurants, bars, and cafés—the cacophony of chatting, laughing, and shouting, what the Chinese proudly describe as rènao. You’ll sense it as you cram onto local buses and subways with throngs of other commuters, and again after dark as entertainment quarters pump out music from sun up to sun down.

Yet despite this energy, Beijing has never developed the frenzied, chaotic feel of many other parts of Asia. Its orderly tree-lined streets are wide, dispersing the intensity, and its apartments generous. Outside of rush hour, it’s easy to forget that there are millions of people going about life around you.
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Language barriers, pollution, and traffic are fixtures of life, and everyone has the odd “China Day,” a day of frustration that ignites longings for home. One moment you’ll be pushed and shoved, lose your place in the queue, and have near misses with arrogant drivers who take the right of way over pedestrians. But in the next moment you will suddenly fall in love again after tasting the most incredible barbecued meat or succulent Peking duck.
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Your life here will be what you make it or are willing to shoulder. The gains you’ll make by immersing yourself in this fascinating culture are well worth the occasional hassles. The key to getting the most out of Beijing is to throw yourself in head first. You may find yourself staying here far longer than you initially intended.
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WHAT I LOVE ABOUT BEIJING

• The sense that if you’re not currently doing something great then that opportunity is just around the corner.

• The feeling of freedom. Living in a modern communist country does not curtail your lifestyle one bit.

• How safe I feel walking home alone along a quiet, dark street at 3am.

• Perfectly flat terrain, wide bike lanes, and electric scooters that you can park anywhere you like.

• Beijing Duck (no one calls it Peking Duck here).

• The abundant but short-lived mass of blossoms in spring.

• The constant change. Things you want may not be here now, but wait a couple of months and they probably will be.

• Next-to-free public transport. An average trip in a taxi will be the equivalent of US$4.75 (RMB30); a subway ride US$0.32 (RMB2); and the average bus ride US$0.15 (RMB1).

• The exhilaration of going to one of the many fresh-food markets, which stock everything from freshly roasted sesame oil to hand-made noodles, to shockingly cheap avocados.

• The enthusiasm with which locals accept foreigners, whether they speak a word of Chinese or not.

• Extremely wide roads that seem to make the city far less intense and populated than it really is.

• The infinite and ever-expanding number of restaurants and bars.

• The fact that you can go out for a fine meal for about a quarter of the price that you’d pay in the States.

• Free home delivery–for almost anything.

• The constantly surprising diversity of Chinese people living here.

• Streets and markets that dedicate themselves to one thing, whether it’s photographic equipment, musical instruments, or trophies.

• The fact that going for a massage doesn’t have to be a luxury.

• Free Wi-Fi in virtually every café and bar.

• The endless social and networking opportunities for expats.
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WELCOME TO BEIJING
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Please note!  This book contains Mandarin characters. If these characters do not show up on your device, make sure "Publisher Defaults" are turned on.
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BEIJING AND FOREIGNERS

China is one of the most economically and politically influential countries in the world, and Beijing is the driving seat. A city of almost 20 million people, it is also one of the country’s most populated cities, and you’re moving here to be part of it all.

Beijing has been the capital of China off and on for hundreds of years, and its name has changed almost as many times as its title. It’s been Khanbaliq, Yanjing, Zhongdu, Peiping, and, of course, at various periods of history, Beijing.

That’s a lot of change, and possibly a very difficult grounding on which to form a strong identity. But this has always been the way and, in fact, seems to be just part of its nature. For thousands of years it has been an important place for trade, business, and politics, and so has attracted a diverse variety of residents. Today it continues to be regarded as the political, educational, and cultural heart of the entire country, and, as such, it also offers incoming expats an amazing and life-changing experience.

For university students, life has a culture of its own very different to that on the east side of the city. The western side of town is relatively new. Not too many years ago, villages stood here, but now they’ve all been torn down and replaced by soulless shopping malls and digital markets. It lacks the refinement of the east and can feel a little chaotic, but it’s a fun and easygoing place to be if you’re a student. Many come to study Mandarin (generally referred to here simply as Chinese), but an increasing number of internationally respected, non-language-related courses are also available (taught in English).
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Entrepreneurs will also find a wealth of opportunities in Beijing. It might be the capital of the world’s second biggest economy, but there are still many gaps in services and trade that a pair of foreign eyes might quickly spot and take advantage of. In recent years, the government has eased some of its regulations on foreign investment, so doing business here can be a little easier than in former years. There are still huge challenges for the foreign businessperson, however. You’ll likely find that the work culture, business ethics, and bureaucracy vary radically from what you’re accustomed to, and for some, this can be too difficult to endure.

The Beijing workplace is definitely still a Chinese-dominant environment, and if you’ve spent time in Hong Kong you might be shocked by the difference. If you don’t speak Chinese, it can be hard to find a job in a field that doesn’t relate explicitly to using English, be it an English teacher or writer for a local expat magazine, and rarely do these kinds of jobs promise to bring you wealth. Beijingers frequently work long hours, and you’ll be expected to, too. If you work late one night you’ll still be required to turn up at 8 or 9 the following morning. In smaller towns of China, a workday might begin at 10am, break at noon for a long lunch, and then conclude at around 4:30 or 5pm. But in Beijing, there’s no such luck. A typical Beijing day starts at 9am, people clog the elevators at 12 sharp to get out for their half-hour lunch break, then are back to the office, where they stay until possibly 7pm.

Outside of work and study, Beijing holds an ever-changing array of attractions and things to fall in love with. Almost any night of the week you can meet your friends for a relaxed, cheap dinner close to home, and no one will think of the need to turn it into a big night. Any night of the week you can go out for a cocktail or two, and again, you don’t have to spend an arm and a leg. Eating and drinking here is an extremely casual affair.

You can visit the 798 Art District, where former factories have been repurposed into an almost endless collection of progressive art galleries. You can bar-hop between rooftop bars that sit amid historic courtyard houses and overhanging trees. You can skate or ice-bicycle around the frozen Houhai lake in winter. And you can spend your time in one of the many beautiful parks doing tai chi or kung fu with the locals.

Admittedly, adjusting to Beijing life when you first arrive can be a little awkward, and everything seems like a hassle. Even after six months it can feel like living in a bunker, where nothing is available and nothing works. Just simply going to the bank or buying household goods can send your blood pressure skyrocketing. But, over time, as you work your way into the city, and discover its ways of doing things, you’ll start to wonder how you’ll readjust to life back home. You won’t always find that life is cheap here, but when you master how to live it, you’ll find it addictively convenient.


BEIJING OR PEKING?

Many people ask the question, “When did Peking change its name to Beijing?” But really, the question should actually be, “When did the spelling of Peking change to Beijing?” because for those living in Beijing and who spoke the standard Mandarin dialect (pǔtōnghuà), it has always been Beijing, or at least 北京. It wasn’t until foreigners came in and tried to romanize the language (to make it intelligible for themselves) that it took on the form of Pékin and Peking.

Various theories account for the Pékin and Peking spellings, but invariably the point at which confusion occurs is regarding what’s called “aspiration” and how that is coded on paper. Essentially, aspiration is the hissy air that comes out when you produce sounds like “t” and “p,” compared, respectively, to the sounds “d” and “b.” Some argue that early linguists to China used phonetic coding such as the old postal system to romanize what they heard. This system would have given the written form of “peking.” Other theorists blame the mixup on the traveling Jesuit priests of the time, who typically came from countries speaking romance languages, such as French, Spanish, Italian, or Portuguese. In these languages, sounds such as “p” and “t” are not aspirated, so, to the priests’ ears, the unaspirated sound at the start of Beijing would have sounded just like a “p.” They wrote it down, and the rest of us adopted it. (As to why many Westerners like to use a French-style “j” sound rather than a clear crisp “j” sound as the Chinese do is less clear.)

The Chinese government decreed in the 1970s that the capital’s name should be spelled “Beijing,” in line with what had become the official phonetic system, pīnyīn or Pinyin. It wasn’t until the late 1980s, however, that it was really taken onboard. Today a few countries around the world continue to drag the chain, and even Beijing itself seems to have been remiss on few points of correction. One of the city’s biggest universities, Běijīng Dàxué (or Běi Dà for short) is still referred to as Peking University when dealing with foreigners, and you’re just as likely to hear Peking opera said as you are Beijing opera. But you can definitely leave your Peking duck at home—here it’s Běijīngkǎoyā (Beijing roast duck), every time, without fail.



The Lay of the Land

While Italy is clearly a boot, China is lovingly thought by its people to resemble a chicken, and Beijing sits right in the middle of the chicken’s neck. It’s neither lapped by a sea nor threaded by any river worthy of note. Instead, it’s a dry and increasingly dusty land-locked domain. So with no port or any major body of water to its name, how did it become the capital of this vast country?

Despite its portless existence, Beijing’s development and history has in reality been greatly influenced by its geography. It covers a total area of 16,801 square kilometers (6,487 square miles), making its size somewhere between that of Connecticut and New Jersey. It sits at the northern point of the North China Plain, a far-reaching territory that, overall, also takes in much of Hebei, Henan, Anhui, Jiangsu, and Shandong provinces, as well as the city of Tianjin. The plain’s southern border extends to the Huai River, still a good distance north of Shanghai. In the east it reaches out to the Yellow Sea and to the Bohai Sea in the northeast. The North China Plain is a large stretch of flat, fertile land, uninterrupted by mountains or rivers, and so, in ancient times, it made a perfect environment for communities to thrive and interact. The terrain made for quick and easy horseback movement, farming yielded bumper crops, and communication was relatively unimpeded. This also meant that languages within these areas remained relatively similar—unlike, for example, the Shanghainese or Cantonese dialects farther south in the country. Its relative flatness, however, made it vulnerable to intruders from the northern steppes, and so came the Great Wall.

Beijing’s center sits at just 44 meters (146 feet) above sea level, and its northwestern corner is only 10 meters (33 feet) higher than its southeastern corner. The northern and western limits are, however, bounded by mountain ranges that rise to an average of 1,000-1,500 meters (3,281-4,921 feet) in height. Beijing’s highest mountain, Ling Shan, reaches up to 2,303 meters (7,556 feet). On a clear day, the Western Mountains (part of the Taihang range, which extends into Beijing from Hebei) are surprisingly visible. Have a drink at the top of Park Hyatt or the Shangri-La’s Summit Wing in Guomao and you’ll enjoy a full view of them. University students up in Haidian have them as a constant backdrop.

Beijing is not part of a province but is a municipality directly governed by the national government. In China, there are three other such cities—Shanghai, Tianjin, and Chongqing. Beijing is completely surrounded by Hebei province, except for Tianjin, which sits at its southeastern corner. The actual urban area of Beijing, which covers approximately 1,000 square kilometers (about 386 square miles), is concentrated down in the southern central part of the municipality.

This urban area is largely circumscribed by a set of five ring roads, numbered two to six (the absent First Ring Road is a bygone of the 1920s). For the large part, life goes on inside the Fifth Ring Road, which runs for 98 kilometers (61 miles), sits at an average distance of about 10 kilometers (6 miles) from the city center, and encompasses just five of the districts. The remaining areas beyond this point are dramatically less populated and predominantly rural—although this is rapidly altering with farmlands seized for construction and flashy golf courses for the wealthy.

BEIJING’S DIVISIONS

To help with the administration of the city, Beijing is broken up into 14 districts and two counties. Until fairly recently, there were 16 districts, but in July 2010, the government merged the four innermost districts into two—Chongwen district was absorbed into its larger, more powerful northern neighbor, Dongcheng district, and, likewise, Xuanwu district became part of Xicheng. Together, these particular districts formed the old city, which was once surrounded by a city wall, of which remnants can be seen along the southeast section of the Line 2 subway route. The wall had nine gates in total, and today many neighborhoods sitting along this line still bear the word “men” (门, gate) at the end of their names, such as Dongzhimen and Qianmen.

For most expats, life exists in only a handful of districts. Chaoyang district is, by far, home to the greatest population of expats, and so has developed a strong international character. Other areas that are also typically worked in, lived in, studied in, or shopped in by foreigners include: Dongcheng, Haidian, Xicheng, and the suburban Shunyi.

The other suburban areas that surround the city’s core include: Changping, Tongzhou, Daxing, Fangshan, and Mentougou districts; and to the north of these are the rural areas of Yanqing county, Huairou district, Miyun county, and Pinggu district. If you choose to live out here, you’ll definitely impress the locals, not to mention fellow expats, who typically venture out this far for recreation only—a day of hiking, a walk on the Great Wall, or a spot of skiing in winter. Drives out here from the city center can take 1-3 hours. For example, a trip to the Nanshan Ski Resort in Miyun county takes about an hour (thanks to the fantastic highway out to the area); a visit to Simatai, a more remote, less refurbished section of the Great Wall close to the Hebei border, will require about 2.5 hours of driving.
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WEATHER

Beijing has a continental monsoon climate, with moderate humidity. In summer, temperatures generally climb to an average of 26°C (79°F) in July, but days can definitely hover in the 30s and spike into the 40s. The humidity can indeed get a little sticky at this time, but the rest of the year generally feels very dry—unlike Shanghai, and completely incomparable to Hong Kong. A testament to this is the almost total absence of clothes dryers in homes. Hang your clothes up at night and they’re dry in the morning.

In winter, temperatures plunge to an average of -4°C (25°F) in January. It’s not unusual to have a week or two straight where days top out at -5°C (23°F) or less and get down to -15°C (5°F) at night. Add a nice Siberian wind to that and things get really chilly.

Despite these unpleasant temperatures, however, homes in Beijing are typically extremely well insulated against the outside elements. In winter, most homes around the city are centrally heated by the government. Around November 15, the city’s thermal managers turn on the coal, radiator, and other heating systems. This date can be moved forward if temperatures fall below 5°C (41°F) for five consecutive days. On March 15, give or take a few days, they turn them off—an exercise that not only has environmental consequences but which is estimated to cost around RMB1.913 billion (US$300 million) every year. Fortunately the government is taking serious steps to improve this situation, and is initiating more environmentally friendly and cost-effective methods for heating the city.

Spring temperatures are perfect, and the city bursts to life with an explosion of blossoms. The downside of this season is the wind. This is definitely the windy season. A lot is made of the sand or dust storms that come in from the encroaching Gobi desert in the northwest. Prior to the year 2000, they were a serious problem, frequently coating the city in thick yellow dust and exacerbating health problems. After a particularly serious sandstorm on April 1, 2000, the government rallied to launch a massive reforestation project, referred to as the Beijing Tianjin Anti Dust Storm Project. The storms do still happen—perhaps two to four times in a given spring—but they’re far less severe than they once were. Far from being like a scene from The Mummy, they’re more like a yellowish version of a highly polluted day. A more intrusive problem you’ll face on a more frequent basis is the general dust and dirt that gets swept up on any windy day. Extensive construction work, littering, and dryness give gusts plenty to throw at you. Don’t be afraid to don a face mask, which can be readily found at any convenience store. Another downside to spring is that some years it can seem to come and go in the blink of an eye. You’ll feel like you’re just starting to savor the outdoors again when you need to retreat back in to escape the heat.
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Icy Beijing winters require complete covering up.



Hands down, fall is the best season. Winds are minimal, temperatures feel luxurious, and the autumn colors that paint the city are stunning. At this time hordes of locals head out to Xiang Shan (Fragrant Hill) in the city’s far northwest to see the red leaves on the mountains. A well-timed walk along Dongzhimenwai Dajie, close to Sanlitun, however, will leave you with photos of a street densely lined with brilliant golden leaves.

Beijing’s average rainfall is 630 millimeters (25 inches), with most of this occurring in July and August. The downfalls are usually fairly short-lived and rarely interrupt your plans for the day, and other than the disappearing trick the rain seems to play on the taxis, it’s usually a welcome way to freshen up the stuffy, polluted air. Winter is much drier, and there may be no more than two to four snowfalls, and seldom anything worth getting your skis out for.

FLORA AND FAUNA

Flora

If humanity had not stamped a big heavy footprint on Beijing, the city would today sit in the midst of a deciduous, broad-leafed forest. Unfortunately, the foliage—both type and quantity—that covers the land here today is very different from how it once was. Over the centuries, much of the native flora of the area has been taken over by introduced species, destroyed by wars or land clearing, or flattened by farmlands, orchards, villages, and other by-products of urbanization. Even in the more remote rural areas, a high proportion of the native species have been replaced by oak, aspen, and birch. By the time 1949 rolled around, Beijing had been stripped to just 3.2 percent of forest coverage.

For the last 60 years, however, the city has been trying to rectify the problem. Mao Zedong appreciated greenery, and in the 1950s he took it upon himself to initiate a campaign to promote tree and flower growing across the country. In 1981, the fourth session of the Fifth National People’s Congress put in place a resolution that stipulated that every able-bodied citizen between the ages of 11 and 60 needed to “volunteer” to plant three to five trees every year. This doesn’t necessarily mean the citizens are personally heading out with shovels and seeds to do a bit of gardening. Instead, they can pay a small amount to an approved tree service to plant trees on their behalf. Today, the Beijing Tianjin Anti Dust Storm Project continues the push. In truth, there are many sandstorm belts around China, but Beijing, being the capital, had the privilege of being chosen to be the guinea pig for this radical reforestation scheme. Consequently, over the last several decades, billions of trees have been planted; grasslands, watercourses, and ecological parks are being managed; and around 500,000 residents farming on eroded land have been relocated. Green cover has now reached more than 26 percent in the municipality. In addition to this, the government has also put in place regulations to protect urban trees—cut down a tree that’s “larger than a building” or older than 100 years of age without prior permission from your district planting bureau and you could cop a fine of around RMB500.
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the flora of Jingshan Park



Today, Beijing’s plant life can be extraordinarily beautiful, especially in spring and fall. If you’re really keen to see the flora up close, it’s best to head out to Mentougou, Huairou, Miyun, Fangshan, or Yanqing. Not so far out, Haidian also has a lot of stunning plants and trees in places such as the Summer Palace and the Old Summer Palace (Yuan Ming Yuan, Gardens of Perfect Brightness). Closer to the Central Business District, there is a multitude of parks filled with luscious cultivated plants, particularly all manner of cherry blossoms. In spring some of the best places to visit to see these include Longtan Park in southern Dongcheng (a must-see), Beihai Park in Xicheng district, and Zhongshan Park, just to west of the Forbidden City. But really, almost any park will put on a flashy show for you at this time of year.

Around town, typical tree species lining the streets include aspen, juniper, Japanese pagoda, and locust. The city also has many wonderful rare and historic trees, such as Chinese arborvitae, Chinese juniper, and Chinese pine, which are typically found in temples and parks. Thousands of them are more than 100 years old, and some are more than 1,000 years of age.

Fauna

It’s hard to believe, especially when living in among the high-rises of Beijing, that the municipality is home to hundreds of species of wildlife. China has the greatest number of animal species in the world, and Beijing got its fair share of them. Birds alone account for more than 400 species.

Despite the massive ongoing development of the city, these numbers have actually been increasing in recent years. This is due not only to the general reforestation efforts but also to the focus these projects have had on native plants and landscapes. The Olympic Forest Park, for example, has been designed with a natural ecosystem in mind—it has marshlands, grasslands, woodlands, and a lake. This and other such eco-friendly parks have dramatically increased the potential habitats for wildlife.

Typical birds that can now be seen around the municipality—beside the dominant sparrows and magpies—include the beautiful nuthatches and azure-winged magpies, herons, swifts, swallows, mandarin ducks, and cranes. Mammals, such as hog badgers and macaque monkeys, are also increasing in number. Around your apartment in the city, you might also spot a weasel, particularly if you live around the hútòng (alleys) or Dongzhimen. If you do see one, locals will tell you it’s good luck. For some serious wildlife watching, you can also head to Beijing Botanical Garden or farther afield to Chenjiapu valley (although, theoretically, here you would have crossed from Yanqing county over into Hebei).

Beijing’s wildlife still faces many challenges, however, and not all species are increasing in number. Pollution is still an issue, as is the ever-expanding urban girth. Many of the eco-parks are not only isolated from each other but they’re also manicured for human appreciation rather than animal—short grass, tidy foliage, walkways for the increasing numbers of tourists. Even the new sleek apartment complexes in the city lack the nesting potential of the eaved buildings of earlier years. Additionally, Beijing residents are still not particularly savvy about how to treat wildlife when they encounter it. There may be an increasing understanding of and love for pet dogs, but when it comes to wildlife many people don’t understand the impact that touching or feeding has on the animals and their existence. All these factors have led to a recent decline in the numbers of many species. Grass-roots associations, such as the Beijing Birdwatching Society, are trying to tackle many of these issues through education and research.

On another aspect of the wildlife topic, if you have nightmares of seeing unusual species spiced up on Beijing menus, there’s no need to worry. This is really a preference of southerners, and so, unless you’re a guest at a designed-to-impress business dinner at a traditional imperial restaurant, the most “exotic” thing you might see is donkey or bullfrog. Beijingers are not partial to dog, and snakes, scorpions, and bugs on sticks tend to be limited to the “nobody goes there but tourists” Donghuamen Night Market by Wangfujing.

Social Climate

Beijing is a hard city to define. Whenever you think you’ve nailed your understanding of one aspect of life here, someone puts a chink in your theory. There are currently close to 20 million people, and more than 7 million of these are migrants who’ve come to the capital for work and to study. It’s a huge mixing bowl of Chinese ethnicities, of people who have different interests, fashion and food tastes, values, and ethics.

CULTURE OF MATERIALSIM

There is a distinctive atmosphere of ambition. After centuries of hardship, wars, famine, and now fierce modernization where homes can be torn down one day and replaced with a shopping center the next, there is a general feeling of insecurity. The costs of living are skyrocketing, while competition for jobs only gets harder with every additional migrant entering the city. There is little room for dreams of a hippy existential existence. Many will tell you that Chinese are practical first, idealistic second. Before they can dream they need to acquire the hallmarks of stability—a secure job, a car, a home, marriage, and a child, and often in that order.

Ambition in Beijing means striving for one of two things—money or a position of power. Locals refer to such people as quánguì, quán meaning to have power or rights, and guì referring to having money. Either can go a long way toward lubricating the path of life in Beijing. Officially, workers within the government don’t earn much money, but when you’re standing at the top of the ladder of power and your coffer is overflowing with rénmài (networks and contacts), you might well as be a millionaire.

Despite a history of socialism and religions such as Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism, the city is increasingly materialistic. And when you’ve got it, you flaunt it. The Chinese still have a deeply embedded concept of “face,” and in many ways these days, face is coded by a monetary value. SUVs and luxury cars, designer goods, multiple apartments, multiple children, and oversized pedigree dogs are prized symbols of wealth. Even when they can’t afford it, many feel obligated to spend lavish amounts of money on ostentatious gifts or dinners, just to “give face” to their boss or important connections.

Fortunately, not everyone is like this, but unfortunately the wealthy and their glittering goods can shine such a blinding light on the day-to-day life that you sometimes find yourself looking at the city through glasses that are anything but rose-colored. Rather than seeing the good, it becomes easy to see greed and arrogance. Step out to cross a road and a black Audi muscles its way past you; suddenly all your blissful thoughts burst like soap bubbles. Breathe deeply, and think back to your lovely Chinese teacher or your charming colleague.

An easy way to access the warm spirit of Beijing is to spend some time within the Second Ring Road, where hútòng life is still strong and the sense of community apparent. The majority of people here are Beijingers who have been in the city for generations. Folks sit around in large groups late into the summer nights and are extremely neighborly, sharing food they’ve cooked or brought back from the market, or jumping to help when a problem arises. They’re extremely proud of their heritage, and will spend an hour telling you all about their culture and traditions if you give them an ear. Sadly, this flavor of life begins to disperse as you leave the limits of the Second Ring and is almost nonexistent between the Third and Fifth. In the older apartment communities, resident retirees will say hello as you come and go, and keep an eye on your bicycle for you. In the newer, flashier complexes, life is anonymous. Get in the elevator of your apartment complex on your way to work in the morning and your neighbors may be more likely to stand preening themselves in the mirror on the way down than to say hello.

CULTURAL ATTITUDES

The Chinese pride themselves on being hardworking, and in your time here you’ll meet people who will validate this idea in every regard, and others who will blot it from your mind entirely; you’ll encounter people who’ll go to extraordinary, selfless efforts to help you, and others who won’t lift a finger or simply raise a suggestion if your issue strays even slightly from their immediate area of concern. It’s this constant stream of contradictions that keeps Beijing intriguing. There are those who are fiercely nationalistic and those who try feverishly to assimilate to Western ways; there are many who look down on physical risk-taking as an insult to their parents who gave them their body, while others play chicken with cars and buses while riding their scooters. Some value beauty above any other quality, and some dress for work like they had planned to spend the day at home on the couch. There are twenty-somethings who giggle with embarrassment when you ask them if they have a boyfriend and others who use abortion as a regular form of contraception. Some are extraordinarily thrifty and frugal with their money, and some throw it about like confetti in a ticker-tape parade. Beijing is mercurial and resistant to definition.
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Get to know your neighbors by joining in a game of Chinese checkers.



Many years ago, Beijingers were a pretty conservative lot, but this is quickly changing. Change is just a way of life these days, and many embrace it or, when it’s unpleasant, quietly accept it without protest. Today, many once-taboo behaviors no longer turn heads. An increasing number of people live together before they get married; the lesbian and gay community has an ever-more-obvious presence (the transgender crowd is still a little bit too out there), and dramatic body piercings and tattoos are the trend du jour. A well-regarded expression used to be “the nail that stands out gets hammered down,” but if you visit the university area of Haidian or simply ride the subway, you’ll see this is an endangered notion.

EDUCATION AND EMPLOYMENT

One area that does have unwavering diligence, however, is education. In Beijing, education is the be-all and end-all of life as a teenager knows it. And the pinnacle of this the Gao Kao, the high school examination that opens or locks the gateway into university. From the time children begin primary school to the time they sit the Gao Kao, their lives are dominated by study, often from 7am to 11pm. Without a good result, they’re unlikely to get into a good university; if they don’t get into a good university, their chances of securing a good job are drastically reduced; without a good job they are set for a life of struggle that will affect their ability to support themselves and their aging parents and grandparents. Even if they do get into university, many youths have no choice about what major they do and end up spending a lifetime in a profession that they have no interest in. It’s a dismal view and one that places extreme pressure on Beijing’s young people.

According to the Beijing Municipal Bureau of Statistics, Beijing’s registered urban unemployment rate in 2011 was 1.39 percent, a figure that is relatively low compared to many other cities (the national rate at the time was 4.1 percent, according to the National Bureau of Statistics of China). The figure is possibly a little overly inspiring, however. Of this 1.39 percent, approximately 38 percent are under the age of 35, and many people, in order to save face, actually refuse to register themselves as unemployed and so don’t get factored into this figure. Additionally, many who do have jobs, such as waiters or street cleaners, earn as little as RMB800-1,500 per month, an amount that falls far below the average monthly rental price in the city. Even well-educated people can find themselves stuck in jobs earning less than RMB3,000 a month. Beijing life is far from the slums of India or the favelas of Brazil, but you’ll often hear it referred to as hěn kùnnan (tough and full of hardship).

English is frequently seen as the panacea to this bleak situation. Private English schools are massive money spinners in Beijing, feeding into the belief that English will snag them a high-paying job. Students can spend RMB30,000-100,000 on courses that promise fluent spoken English. Every year, thousands of students flock abroad to obtain a foreign education in America, Australia, England, Canada, or New Zealand. Unfortunately, taking such steps doesn’t always guarantee a more lucrative future. Even a hǎiguī (a student returning from abroad) may not get a look at anything over RMB5,000 a month.

FAMILY

Aside from education, one other aspect of life in Beijing that remains relatively unaltered is respect for the family. Those of the 1980s generation, and the kids of thereafter, are often described as being increasingly selfish and egocentric, thanks to the one-child policy and its decisive effect of focusing the attention and affection of both parents and two sets of grandparents on a single child. (Bear in mind, not every young person fits this modern-day emperor profile—there are a good many lovely, generous youths.) Yet despite this sharp change of culture and the growing devotion to materialism, the family still strongly influences an individual’s life. Several generations continue to live contentedly together under one roof, and come vacation time, young people will join the exodus of people from Beijing back to their hometowns to share their few days of annual leave with their families. Even when their children are fully grown adults, parents can have a lot of input into their choices and lifestyle. It’s a quick lesson many expats will learn if they embark on a relationship with a local.

BEIJING AND FOREIGNERS

Beijing’s early history with foreigners wasn’t particularly harmonious. Merchant brothers Nicolo and Matteo Polo visited the city in 1261, at which time the city was the place of Kublai Khan’s Mongolian empire, and referred to as Khanbaliq. They actually did okay. It’s thought that these were the first white people the khan had ever seen. A few years later they returned with Marco, Nicolo’s son, and again it was a reportedly cheerful experience.

For the next 600 years or so, however, relationships between the East and West went downhill. Westerners didn’t really find their way back to China until the time of the Ming dynasty in the 14th century, and at that time the Chinese weren’t interested in relationships of any sort, including trade. When the West tried again in the 18th century, they met with a race that was firmly convinced of being the center of power. The arrogance and ignorance of both sides sparked new tension and conflict. Such was the distaste for foreigners that they weren’t even allowed to live in the city until the 1860s, and this came only after a messy end to the second Opium War. At this time foreigners were given the right to set up legations, and a handful of diplomats from various countries lived a sheltered life inside their walled compound. Given that these foreigners were there to garner concessions rather than provide any real benefit for the Chinese, it left a bad taste in the locals’ mouths, and by 1900, the locals had had enough and laid siege to Legation Quarter. In 1919 on May 4, thousands of students set about protesting the Treaty of Versailles and condemning the influence of the West on their country.

So much has changed since then. There is still the obvious puffing of international chests, but on a daily basis life is extremely cordial. In contrast to the turbulent past, there now possibly might not be another city in the world where foreigners are generally so easily accepted by the locals. As long as you tick all the boxes at the visa office, life here goes relatively smoothly. Sure, on the rare occasion you’ll encounter an individual with a racist comment to make—but which country is without such people? It certainly isn’t the general feeling that you’ll have as you go about your day, and the doors that are open to the common person are generally open to foreigners, too. In fact, there are many instances where you’ll feel you have comparably more liberties, such as the freedom to take your holiday when you choose rather than at the same time as the rest of the country or the lack of obligation to follow certain cultural mores.

One of the first things you’ll notice when you move to Beijing is the curiosity of the locals for foreign faces. There might be certain sections of the city, such as Sanlitun, Lido, or Guomao, where people won’t look twice at you. But if you live or work outside these areas then inevitably you’re going to run into one of the millions of migrant workers who are new to the city and its strange inhabitants. Get on the subway or bus and it’s unlikely that you won’t be stared at by somebody. If you have blonde hair, or particularly children with blonde hair, then you’ll cause an even greater stir. It can be a hard thing to adapt to when you come from a country where staring at a stranger is considered rude or even hazardous. It can also interfere with one’s dating radar, as women, men, young, and old can all stare at you with the same prolonged blank expression. You’ll soon get used to hearing the term lǎowài or wàiguórén (foreigner) said by children and even adults as you walk past.

In a dramatic reversal of the 1919 student uprising, many young people today have a strong attraction to the West and its influences. Steve Jobs gained iconic status, and an almost nationwide sense of mourning ensued when he died in 2011. KFC, which set up its first shop just near Tian’anmen Square in 1987, is not only often considered a flash place to take a date, but now competes with the hundreds of outlets of McDonald’s, Starbucks, and Pizza Hut that have spread over the city. Unfortunately, such places have come to define “Western food,” and for those who love the intricacies of their own country’s cuisine, it will be painful to constantly hear the locals say they “hate Western food.”
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Many young locals think the KFC near Tian’anmen Square is the ideal place for a first date.



Chinese people do like to generalize. If you’re proud about your cultural heritage, for example if you’re Canadian and hate to be mistaken for American, or a New Zealander and hate to be mistaken for an Australian, or have any such notion of personal identity, throw it in the trash now. If you have a white face, your nationality is “foreigner.” Be ready to hurdle assumptions that you can’t eat spicy food or won’t nibble on any variety of offal; get ready to combat presuppositions that you can’t understand a single word of Chinese, let alone read it; you might even want to tackle to presumptions that all foreigners shower in the morning or that all foreigners are lazy. On the upside, this pervasive homogenization of the West and its people does often give you the element of surprise, which can be highly entertaining. If you have an Asian face but are Western-born, then your experience will be very different. You might not get gawked at on a general basis, but should you suddenly start speaking perfect, unfaltering English on your cell phone while on the subway, then you’ll find that all eyes are on you.

One previously held assumption that has done a bit of a backflip in recent years is the belief that all foreigners are wealthy. This attitude still seems to hold some value at tourist hot spots, such as the Silk Markets, but it appears to be losing ground as the Chinese gain confidence in their own financial position. Previously, foreigners were typically employed on padded salaries and substantial packages, which led to negative vibes and didn’t do much for relationships with the poorly paid locals in the same office. Today, unless you’re being brought in by an international company, the sun has all but set on those heydays.

It’s not difficult to make friends here, and the Chinese are extremely friendly and welcoming. You’ll be invited out to lunch or dinner, or KTV (the local term for karaoke). Their curiosity creates an avenue to chats or interaction, and in many cases language barriers can be overcome by food or copious drinking. (Letting yourself get drunk in front of them can earn big bonding points.) Expats do tend to gel together quite readily, and it’s highly likely that your closest friends will be fellow expats, but it’s rarely such a black and white “us” and “them” situation. Go out to the bars of Gulou, Houhai, Wudaokou, or Sanlitun and you’ll see mixed groups everywhere, enjoying regular friendships as well as culture.
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BEIJING’S INDUSTRY


If you find it hard to pin Beijing down into a particular category of culture, don’t accuse yourself of a lack of insight. The city has been in constant flux ever since people set foot in it. It’s had countless name changes and has been ruled under almost as many different systems. While China’s major ethnic group is Han, Beijing has for much of its history been ruled by other cultures, predominantly those from the north, such as the Mongols and Manchurians. It has experienced war and peace, has been both built up and razed, was held by the Japanese, and been attacked by Europeans. The last 50 years have perhaps been some of the most stable of its entire history, politically and economically.


Beijingers are a mixed bunch. Many are extraordinarily honest, friendly, and helpful; others will lie through their teeth to make a buck. To get your head around the diversity of the city and its people, it’s important to know how it got here.
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History



PRE-IMPERIAL BEIJING


Across hundreds of thousands of years, Beijing has been a suitable place to live and farm. Separated by millennia and, eventually, by layers of soil, various groups have made it their home.


The first group that appears to have lived here were our predecessors, a species of Homo erectus locally referred to as Peking Man. They lived in the southwest of modern Beijing in the area of Zhoukoudian, in Fangshan district. In the 1920s and ’30s an international team of archaeologists started digging around in the caves of Zhoukoudian, after having heard reports of unusual bones being found in the area by local villagers. Often working in freezing conditions down 40-meter-deep crevasses, they uncovered more than 200 bone fragments, including skullcaps. The unearthed fossils indicated that at least 40 people had lived at the site around 200,000-750,000 years ago. Unfortunately, during the Sino-Japanese war (1937-1945), there was a bit of a slipup, and in an effort to safely keep the relics away from the occupying Japanese, someone actually lost them. Sadly, the pieces have never been found, and rumors as to their whereabouts are colorful and inconclusive—some say they are buried under a tree in Ritan Park (tree found—no relics); others say they sank with the MV Awa Maru, a Red Cross relief ship that was mistakenly torpedoed in 1945 by the American submarine USS Queenfish (the wreck was found after a five-year, multimillion-dollar search by China—no relics). Digging at Zhoukoudian resumed after the war, but the discoveries later made were far less impressive than those of the previous excavations. You can now visit the Zhoukoudian Peking Man Museum to try to get an insight into this people’s existence. However, thanks to the signature pieces going walkabout, you might feel a little nonplussed about having made the hour-or-so journey to get there.


The next group of people found to have moved into the area couldn’t have gotten much closer to where the center of the city now sits. In 1996, workers excavating the ground to build the Oriental Plaza on the corner of Chang’an Jie and Wangfujing Dajie (about 700 meters from the Forbidden City) uncovered a large collection of stone age tools and bones. These were somewhat younger than those of the Peking Man clan, being a mere 24,000-25,000 years old, but impressive nonetheless. Rather than flattening the site with the construction, however, the owners paused for about six months to examine the fossils carefully, then built around it. So now, below ground, wedged between one of Beijing’s ritziest shopping malls and the Wangfujing subway station on Line 1 is the Beijing Wangfujing Paleolithic Museum, housing the remains of people who lived not by shopping but by hunting on what was then a place of verdant plains.


Other such discoveries around the municipality point to Beijing’s continuous suitability for habitation. In Changping district in the north and Fangshan district in the southwest, for example, implements of other ancient settlements have been found, showing that farming was popular here even just 6,000-7,000 years ago.


THE BEGINNING OF THE DYNASTIES


Evidence of China’s dynastic past begins around 4,000 years ago with the Xia dynasty reportedly kicking things off in about 2070 BC. This dynasty established itself farther south in the country, however, and Beijing doesn’t really get a mention in history books until about 1046 BC, when the Zhou dynasty put paid to the Shang.
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Gates of the former ancient city wall can still be found around the city and continue to provide important geographical landmarks.





At this time, King Wu of the Zhou dynasty took it upon himself to dish out parcels of land to his friends and family. Two of these were in the Beijing area. The first was Ji, a walled city, which would have been situated in today’s southwest area of Guang’anmen, in Xicheng district. Ji sat just north of Beijing’s largest waterway, the Yongding River, and along an important trading route between the south and north. It also had the advantage of being close to the ready supply of water that came from Lotus Pond. The pond still exists today in Lianhuachi Park (Lotus Pond Park), just near Beijing West Railway Station, and gives a brilliant display of flowers for much of the year.


The other area was the state of Yan, farther south, which depended more on the ebb and flow of the Liuli River. It’s thought that this is one of the major reasons that Yan, as it expanded, moved its capital to Ji. Consequently, Beijing has also been referred to as Yanjing (燕京, Yan Capital), and hence the name of one of the city’s most widely consumed beers.


The Zhou dynasty continued to rule in various forms for roughly the next 800 years, being one of the longest-surviving dynasties of China’s history, but in 221 BC it was outmatched by the mighty Qin empire, which had already expanded from its homeland in the west and had now conquered all other six states in China. This was the first time all of China had been united under a single empire and leader. He was Qin Shihuang, China’s first emperor.


IMPERIAL CHINA


Qin Shihuang was partial to China’s west, Xi’an in particular, so Beijing didn’t immediately assume the position of capital. Instead it remained just a provincial city for much of China’s first 1,000 years of imperial rule. Time and time again over this period, the emperors reconfigured the country like pieces of a puzzle. At one point, Han emperor Wudi sliced up the country into 13 provinces, and the surrounding territory of Beijing became the province of You, or Youzhou (幽州), and Ji remained its capital. But then under the Western Jin dynasty (AD 265-316), Yan’s capital moved to a city that was farther west and Ji was downgraded to a mere county seat.
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Ancient temples, such as Dongyue Temple on Chaoyangmenwai Dajie, can be found scattered throughout the city.





After the Western Jin dynasty was overtaken by people from the northern steppes in around AD 304, things got a little messy for several years with a succession of short-lived kingdoms controlling various places at various times, and again splitting the country into north and south. Eventually, the Northern Wei regime took control of northern China and reasserted Ji as the capital city of Youzhou. There was another problem, however. Another prefecture had been created to the east, laying the foundation for what would one day be known as Tianjin. It was called Jizhou, and it soon took the name Ji for its county seat. The original city of Ji then simply took up the name of Youzhou.


Thankfully, a major identity crisis in Youzhou was averted and this name somehow stuck for roughly the next 500 years until almost the end of the Tang dynasty. The Tang dynasty did dabble with another name change, though. They had broken up the country into smaller pieces to help administer it more easily. Instead of prefectures, there were now 300 commandaries, so in 742 Youzhou became Fanyang commandary. This lasted for about 16 years before it reverted once again back to its former name of Youzhou.


While many of China’s early dynasties favored the west over Youzhou for their capital, to the nomads from the north it was a valuable entry point into the fertile land south beyond the mountains, and worth squabbling over. The northern nomadic Liao dynasty (also known as the Khitan empire) took over northern China in around 936 and made Beijing a secondary capital. They called their new city Nanjing (南点，, Southern Capital).


The Song dynasty, which was ruling China in the south, wasn’t too happy about the northern competition, so they asked the Jin dynasty (or the Jurchen people), another group of nomads from the north, to help them oust the Liao dynasty. The Song didn’t expect that these northern wanderers would be strong enough to pose any threat to them in this agreement. The Jin, however, were powerful. They convincingly annihilated the Liao, then took Nanjing for the Song and renamed it Yanjing. They were on a roll, however, and set themselves on a southward course to defeat the Song. A 10-year struggle ensued, and finally the Song were brought to their knees. In a desperate move to secure peace, they conceded all of northern China to the Jin. The Jin dynasty then decided to move its capital, which had been up in Huining Fu in northern Manchuria (south of today’s Harbin), down to Beijing. So doing they gave the city yet another name, Zhongdu (中都, Central Capital). This was situated in the southwestern area of Beijing, around what is now Xuanwumen and Beijing West Railway Station. The Niu Jie Mosque, built by the Liao and situated on Niu Jie (牛街, Ox Street), is one of the relics from this period and is still worshipped in today.


The problem that seemed to face all these northern conquerors was that once they made it down into the plains of northern China, they settled in, they sinicized, they became Chinese. No longer needing to maintain the vigilance of a nomadic life but enjoying the southern lifestyle, they became sedentary and, like those before them, became vulnerable to new encroachers from the north.
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Guo Shoujing (1231-1316) was a celebrated scientist and astronomer during the Yuan dynasty.





From the early 1200s, a new wave of Mongols began to make its push for Beijing, and this time it was truly a force to be reckoned with. In 1214-1215 Genghis Khan led his Mongol forces into Zhongdu, sacking it first and finally, after a protracted and bitter battle, making it his province. He again restored the name of Yanjing and pushed the Jin to the south.


Following through almost 50 years later, his grandson, Kublai Khan, took his turn with the city. In 1271 he proclaimed the birth of the Yuan dynasty and claimed Yanjing as its capital. At first he had envisaged his new capital to be by the Luan River in Xanadu, in present-day Inner Mongolia, but in the end, like others, he thought Yanjing ideally situated between his northern homeland steppes and the sweeping North China Plain in the south. It was only natural that another name change was in order, and Yanjing now became Dadu (大都, Great Capital) in Chinese or Khanbaliq in Turkic. It seemed that this young khan had a penchant for town planning and began a lot of things that gave modern Beijing its current orientation. When he arrived in the city, much of it was still in ruin thanks to Granddad, so he set about making some improvements. He moved the center of the city northeast, and so established present-day Beijing’s vertical axis. The Drum Tower (Gulou) was built in 1272, marking the city center; he also expanded the size of the city and erected a wall around it. Much of this was incorporated into the later city walls of the Ming and Qing dynasties. Hútòng, the narrow alleyways that seem to define “authentic Beijing,” came out of the Yuan period, their crisscross pattern imprinting the city’s core. The 12 parallel hútòng—Dongsiyitiao (1) to Dongsishi’ertiao (12), including the famous Dongsishitiao (10)—that still score inner Dongcheng district today are some lingering examples. Likewise, the six “seas” of Beijing, a connected series of lakes, were dominant features of Kublai Khan’s capital. Starting just from Jishuitan (near the northwest corner of Line 2), Xihai (West Sea), Houhai (Back Sea), and Qianhai (Front Sea) collectively are known as Shichahai but, more often than not, simply get called Houhai. The string of lakes continues south with Beihai (North Sea) and Zhongnanhai (Middle and South Sea), which sit just to the west side of the Forbidden City. Though the lakes came from the Jin dynasty, they became a key point of commerce during the Yuan dynasty. Xihai was the starting point of the Grand Canal, a major trade route that joined Beijing to Hangzhou in southern Zhejiang province by a 1,776-kilometer-long (1,104-mile-long) series of natural and manmade waterways. The canal’s entry point at Xihai meant that the area became a bustling place of business. (These days the Grand Canal is functional only between Hangzhou and Jining in the south of Shandong province.) The whole lake area is still a major hub of activity in the 21st century, but the form of trade is a little different. Today it’s surrounded by cafés, restaurants, and terrible karaoke bars—perhaps not something Kublai Khan would have envisaged for his beautiful lakes.


Dadu’s trade-route position as well as its increased water supply meant that the city quickly prospered and grew in size, population, and status. Despite the strong position that Kublai Khan established, however, the city was taken almost 100 years later in 1368 by the northward-bound Ming dynasty. Again, a name change felt needed, and Dadu now became Beiping (北平, Northern Peace). At the time, Nanjing in Jiangsu province (just above Shanghai) was serving as the Ming capital. Not known for being warm and fuzzy, the Ming set about making some dramatic changes. The first Ming emperor, Hongwu, was decidedly suspicious of anyone with an education, such as the courtiers, so he led with a strong authoritarian fist. He abolished many of the vital ministries and surrounded himself with a sort of secret service of eunuchs, who were apparently trustworthy because of the lack of a penis. Hongwu did, however, have the extreme generosity to give his then 10-year-old son, Zhu Di, a spectacular gift—the city of Beiping. Hongwu outlived his three oldest sons, so when he died in 1398 his title was passed not to Zhu Di, but to his grandson Zhu Yuwen, the son of the late crown prince. The new emperor was a little bitter over his uncle’s power up in Beiping, so he sought to minimize it. Uncle Zhu Di, however, proved to be the mightier of the two, and after a four-year civil war he took Nanjing and boldly declared himself to be the Yongle (永乐, Eternal Happiness) Emperor.


Finally, in 1403, Beijing took on its modern-day name for the first time. It wasn’t yet the capital, but it was raised to a position of power similar to that of Nanjing. The Yongle Emperor wanted to do a bit of renovating before he decreed it his capital. So over the next roughly 20 years he boosted the city with a massive reconstruction program. It’s thanks to Yongle that Beijing took on much of its present-day structure. The inner city wall was completed, which, though torn down more than 500 years later in 1965, greatly determined how the city would develop to this very day.


During this time the Forbidden City was also constructed, as was the Imperial City, an extension of the Forbidden City. This took in the lakes and gardens immediately surrounding the Forbidden City and gave the royal set exclusive use of the best recreational areas to be had in all of Beijing. In 1420 Yongle also bequeathed the Temple of Heaven (Tiantan Park) to the city. Large sections of the Great Wall were also constructed during Yongle’s time. Finally, in 1421, Yongle seemed content with his city and decreed it the capital of China.


Part of Yongle’s reasoning behind moving the capital to Beijing was to better protect his dynasty against those marauding steppelanders. Not long after his death, however, incursions from the north began once again. So to further fortify the city, the city wall was extended in the south in 1553. This section protected the southern suburbs and the Temple of Heaven. Like the inner city wall, this was also torn down in the 1960s, to make way for the Second Ring Road.


While the Ming dynasty was definitely a time of growth and development, it was also a particular time of destruction. Winter has always been harsh in Beijing, and the residents at the time logged the surrounding forests for firewood until they were all but barren. When the trees ran out, people turned to coal. The impact on the environment would have severe long-lasting effects on the city.


The Ming dynasty was also hit with a host of epidemics, including various forms of the plague. The epidemics killed hundreds of thousands of people and left the city badly weakened. This, and a protracted period of disorder, banditry and rebellion, eventually left the regime open to defeat. The Manchu Qing dynasty seized on the opportunity, maneuvered its way into the city, and in 1644 commenced China’s last dynastic reign.


While many thought the Qing dynasty to be a time of laziness and stagnation, it was also a time of great revival and opulence. Though the Qing were Manchus, holding dominion over a country of a predominantly different ethnicity, they managed to maintain power for almost 300 years. It’s thought that some of this was through authoritarian weight throwing, but also by sinicizing. They took on Chinese characteristics, ensured the people were adequately fed, and fostered the arts. They became protectors of the Chinese culture. It was in this period that art forms such as Peking opera were born.


They did, however, do a lot to hold on to their own identity. In fact, their bias toward their own people greatly influenced the geographical distribution of Beijing’s wealth. Many of the Han Chinese were moved to the south of the city, to the former districts of Xuanwu and Chongwen. Here the streets developed in a more laissez-faire fashion, their alignment in a not-so-heavenly north-south-east-west orientation. North of Chang’an Jie, however, the Manchu nobles and military groups enjoyed the more manicured environment. Palatial gardens were created up here, including the Summer Palace and Yuan Ming Yuan (the Old Summer Palace).


The Qing dynasty also had more influence from abroad than any other dynasty—both constructively and destructively. They fought a series of battles with British and French troops, and on most occasions were soundly beaten and required to concede territory. After the first Opium War (1839-1842), China was forced to cede Hong Kong to Britain; then during the second Opium War (1858-1860), the Anglo-French forces burned and looted Yuan Ming Yuan to take revenge for the treatment of Western troops. Other reparations included Beijing ceding territory just south of Tian’anmen Square to establish the Legation Quarter (now a fine-dining precinct), an area for foreign embassies. This later became the target of the Boxer Rebellion, in which a Chinese group referred to as Boxers, angered by foreign influence and concessions in China, took siege on the complex. Again, after foreign powers sent in troops to defend the Legation Quarter and its hundreds of occupants, China was forced to make reparations, this time in the form of silver. The costs of the reparations badly damaged the strength of the Qing regime and of the Chinese’s confidence in it.


Foreign influences over the Qing period weren’t all bad, though. Foreign input assisted developments in many areas of life, including policing, education, medical practices, banking, and rail. And, for better or for worse, this also had an influence on the city’s architecture.


THE REPUBLICS OF CHINA


As the 19th century tipped into the 20th, things continued to unravel for the Qing dynasty, and China’s 2,000-plus-year dynastic way of life rushed to a close. In 1911 it was faced with the Xinhai Revolution. This was a series of uprisings and rebellions from both visible and underground anti-Qing groups, such as Sun Yat-sen’s Tongmenghui (Chinese United League). Sun Yat-sen had spent years gathering funds and anti-Qing supporters in order to topple the Qing regime. At the critical moment, however, to avoid civil war he handed the presidency of the new Republic of China to the rebellious Qing general Yuan Shikai, who had somehow managed to force the abdication of the emperor. Sun Yat-sen’s Tongmenghui joined with several other parties to form the Chinese Nationalist Party (the Guomindang or the Kuomintang) and established a system for voting. When the first Chinese elections were held 1912-1913, the Nationalist Party won convincingly. Yuan, however, didn’t like the idea of sharing his place in the sun, and took extreme measures to ensure that it didn’t happen. It was fast becoming clear that the man had tendencies for megalomania.


Sun Yat-sen was aware of this and rebelled. He tried to spark a second revolution, but instead ended up fleeing into exile to save his skin. Yuan tightened his grip on the leadership by taking over the presidency of the National Assembly. Following this he ousted the Nationalists, dissolved the party and the constitution, and moved to found a new dynasty, naturally with himself as the new emperor. Of course, having just gotten rid of their last emperor, the locals weren’t too happy with this, so within a year Yuan had been forced down from his heavenly position, and within months of that, in June 1916, he died. What ensued was more than a decade of confusion and fighting across China. The country tumbled into an unstable position where warlords squabbled for power, and a successive chain of presidents attempted to establish control.


The discontent was highlighted in 1919 during the May 4 Movement. Students, angered by terms of the Treaty of Versailles (areas of China that had previously been conceded to Germany were, instead of being returned to their motherland, handed over to Japan), began an uprising. The protests included a demonstration at Tian’anmen Square, where more than 3,000 students gathered.





[image: image]



reminders of the Communist Party’s rise to power at Tian’anmen Square





Amid the mess, in 1921 the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) found its feet. Its founding members included Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai. The party’s rise to supreme power, however, would be slow and painful, not truly taking the lead position for another 28 years. Before that, the country was still to be ruled first by the warlords of the Beiyang regime, and then by Sun Yat-sen’s successor, Chiang Kai-shek, and his Nationalist party. When Kai-shek did seize power in 1928, he moved the capital back to Nanjing, and poor Beijing, yet again, took back the name of Beiping and was relegated to simply being the capital city of Hebei province. Consequently, it was suddenly deprived of the funds for development that it had enjoyed under the Beiyang leadership.


The CCP and the Nationalists had joined forces to successfully defeat the Beiyang warlords, but at this point, the Communists had a change of heart and decided to turn on the Nationalists. This was a bad move. Chiang Kai-shek and his forces viciously suppressed their opponents. Thousands were killed, including Mao’s second wife, Yang Kaihui, and Chiang went into full-scale attack mode against the Communists.


The Communist Red Army at that time was predominantly stationed in Fujian and Jiangxi provinces in the south, and it was these latter troops that met with particular trouble. Chiang’s soldiers’ initial tactic was to corner and starve them. At first, the Communists put up a fight, but, after great losses, made a decision to flee. And so, in 1934, the Long March began. Setting off on a circular route to the north and west, crossing some of the harshest terrain and mountain ranges in China, they evaded their enemy. It’s alleged that the Red Army walked 12,500 kilometers (8,000 miles) in just over a year and that thousands died along the way. Around 87,000 soldiers had set off from Jiangxi, but fewer than 10,000 made it to their final destination of Yan’an in Shaanxi province. But through all of this, Mao at last began to firm his position at the top of the Communist ladder.


The Long March demonstrated the hatred the two parties had for each other, and yet, at the end of it, they saw the Japanese as more repulsive than each other. Ever since the early 1930s, Japan had been encroaching on northern China (Manchuria). They had already taken the Great Wall and were threatening Beiping’s security. After an exchange of fire between Japanese and Chinese soldiers down at Marco Polo Bridge (also known as Lugou Bridge, about 15 kilometers southwest of Tian’anmen Square), war was declared. So, once again, the two parties joined forces to wage the second Sino-Japanese war (1937-1945). Japan, however, quickly took control of Beiping. They proclaimed it the capital of northern China and revived the name Beijing, yet again.


The city remained under Japanese control for eight years. Compared to other Chinese cities, however, the Japanese handled it with a fairly soft hand. Historic structures were generally preserved, the economy grew, and many locals worked in Japanese companies. As part of the overall plan to humiliate and destroy the confidence of the Chinese people, however, Japan did decide to attack China’s institutes of higher learning. Peking University, one of China’s proudest places of learning, was shut down, and some of its buildings were even transformed into brothels and bars for the Japanese soldiers. Many of China’s other cities, particularly the southern capital, weren’t so “lucky.” Nanjing was gruesomely attacked in what has become known as the Rape of Nanjing (often called the Rape of Nanking). An estimated 300,000-plus Chinese were killed, many savagely raped and tortured, and it has been argued that this was perhaps the single most atrocious act of genocide in the World War II period. It has left long-term scars on the entire country. Many Chinese today, even those born long after the carnage, openly despise the Japanese. Relationships are gradually improving, however. In Beijing today, there are many bustling Japanese restaurants, and you’ll find the occasional young Chinese person who looks not to the West for cultural inspiration but to Japan.


By the end of the war in 1945, tensions flared again between the Nationalists and the CCP. Though together their efforts eventually led to Japan’s surrender in 1945, it had not brought them any newfound unity. And where the Nationalists had by that time driven the country to near bankruptcy, the CCP had instead garnered a strong national following.


On October 1, 1949, Mao at last took center stage, and upon a podium at Tian’anmen Square he declared the People’s Republic of China and Beijing its capital.


The first 5-7 years of Mao’s leadership were some of his best. Land was redistributed and the economy showed signs of improvement. In 1956, however, people got a taste of what was to come. Mao launched the Hundred Flowers Campaign, in which people were asked to express their opinions about the government. Those who did raise an objection, however, were promptly incarcerated. People quickly learned their place, and Mao laid the foundation for a healthy respect for obedience.


The next challenge to fall on the people’s shoulders was the Great Leap Forward of 1958-1960, part of Mao’s second Five Year Plan, which aimed to modernize the country. It was at this time that China really began to set its sights on matching itself with the West (a goal that is still blatantly apparent today). Mao believed China was capable of surpassing the economy of the United Kingdom in 15 years and of the United States in 20-30 years. He believed grain and steel production would be the yardsticks with which to judge this by, so he set about redistributing land into large communes, and “encouraged” people everywhere to turn their backyards into furnaces. It’s estimated there were about 60,000 such furnaces around the country. Being run by people who had absolutely no idea about steel production, however, meant that almost everything they produced was unusable. When Mao would make his tours of the country to inspect the progress, people would jump to impress him. Furnaces and transported crops were fashioned alongside his train route just ahead of him so that he could see the bountiful gains of his plans. The true result, however, was utter devastation. Many of the able-bodied people had been sent off to work on steel, so there was no one left to work the land, and even if there was, they often had no tools to work with, as these had been melted down or destroyed for steel production. Even many of the crops that were successfully harvested were sent to Russia rather than fed to the starving Chinese people who had produced them. China was billions of rénmínbì in debt to Russia, and Mao stubbornly wanted to prove the country’s strength by paying it all back in an agreed period of time. In 1959 China was hit by severe drought, tipping the country into catastrophe. Crops failed and millions died from starvation. Those who opposed were punished, and often killed. Figures of those who died from famine or militant killings range from around 14 million to more than 40 million. Historians such as Yang Jishen (author of banned book Tombstone, one of the most respected accounts of the Great Chinese Famine) suggests 36 million individuals. Author and producer of China History Podcast Laszlo Montgomery compares that figure to the total population of the states of Alabama, Alaska, Arizona, Arkansas, Colorado, Massachusetts, and Washington, D.C.—every single person dead within three years, thanks to one man’s bad policies, which were compounded by a year of inclement weather. It was the worst famine in the world’s recorded history.


Following the disaster of the Great Leap Forward, the government lost confidence in Mao, and he was forced to resign from his position as Head of State (though he still got to keep his powerful position of Party Chairman). Moderates Liu Shaoqi, Zhou Enlai, and Deng Xiaoping then took over the running of the country, and, in late 1960, the Great Leap Forward was abandoned.


Like a cat with nine lives, however, Mao made a comeback in 1966, and this time it was with an attack on what he believed were growing capitalist elements within the party and country. It became known as the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, and it ran from 1966 to roughly the time of his death in 1976. The revolution’s goal was to impose Maoist theory and socialism on society. So-called “revisionists” were to be removed, through violence if necessary. China’s youths rallied to the cause and responded by forming the Red Guard. The Red Guard went around attacking anything or anyone that represented the West, capitalism, religion, or old traditions. Any rivals were purged from the political system, and the country’s medical and educational systems were destroyed, along with its culture and many of its religious and historical relics. An intense and pervasive sense of distrust developed among the people. People were “outed” for alleged anti-socialist behaviors, and millions were abused, tortured, publicly humiliated, and displaced.



AFTER MAO



Stability within China didn’t really begin to take shape until two years after Mao’s death, when Deng Xiaoping took control in 1978. In 1980 he began a process of “reform and opening up.” Though he never officially held office as the head of state, head of government, or the general secretary of the CCP, Deng was the country’s paramount leader until 1992 and is greatly respected for the gains that he brought to the nation.


One smear on his glowing career, however, came in 1989, when the country was reminded that things were not yet completely open. For seven weeks, starting April 15, thousands of students gathered at Tian’anmen Square, calling for economic reform, freedom of the press, accountability of officials, and political liberalization. The government at first offered some concessions, but when students wouldn’t budge the military was called in and on June 4 brutally suppressed the demonstration. No official figures were released, but reports of the numbers killed range from many hundreds to several thousand, and even more wounded. Today the topic is strictly taboo on the mainland, website content relating to the issue is blocked (except for official versions of the incident), and many young people have no knowledge of the event at all. People are acutely aware, however, of the risk of gathering in large groups. At the hint of any protest, the government cracks down on Internet activity, potential gathering sites, and on known activists and dissidents. And there is no city in China that is more closely monitored by the government than Beijing.
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A larger-than-life portrait of Mao Zedong hangs over the gate of the Forbidden City.





When Mao took power, he began a “generation” system of leadership. Together with Zhou Enlai, Liu Shaoqi, and Zhu De, he represented the first generation, from 1949 to 1976. Deng Xiaoping was of the second generation (1976-1992). It was under Deng Xiaoping that the one-child policy was introduced in 1979 to try to stem the unsustainable population growth. The third generation (1992-2003) was led by Jiang Zemin at its core. The fourth generation (2003-2013) had Hu Jintao at the helm, with the grand collection of titles of general secretary of the Communist Party of China, president of the People’s Republic of China, and chairman of the Central Military Commission; Wen Jiabao served as prime minister. China’s newly sworn-in group represents the fifth generation, with Xi Jinping as the general secretary of the Communist Party Central Committee, chairman of the Central Military Commission, president of the People’s Republic of China, and chairman of the Central Military Commission, followed by Li Keqiang as the premier of the State Council.


In general, since the time of the second generation, the city of Beijing has prospered and developed at a mind-boggling pace. In this time there have been many major events that have signaled its entry onto the world stage. The 2008 Olympics were a tremendous success and catapulted the city forward in its international status, and the opening of the T3 Beijing Capital Airport, designed by British architect Norman Foster, at last gave it a terminal worthy of global travel. It may have taken much longer to get to this position than Mao anticipated, and required slightly more humanistic approaches, but Beijing seems to now be nearing a relatively level playing field with the West.


Government


Beijing is one for four special kinds of cities in China. Like Shanghai, Tianjin, and Chongqing, it’s a top-tier, freestanding municipality, autonomous in that it doesn’t answer to its surrounding province (in Beijing’s case Hebei) but directly to the national government. These cities have the same political, jurisdictional, and economic rights as a province.


To try to better manage Beijing and its millions of people, the government has broken the municipality up into 14 districts (Dongcheng, Xicheng, Chaoyang, Haidian, Fengtai, Shijingshan, Tongzhou, Shunyi, Changping, Daxing, Mentougou, Fangshan, Pinggu, and Huairou) and two counties (Miyun and Yanqing). Each of these districts and counties is led by its own local government and an elected mayor. Overseeing them all is the Beijing People’s Congress, Beijing’s top legislative body. Representing the People’s Congress is the mayor of Beijing, the municipality’s highest-ranking government official. Since 2012, that man has been Wang Anshun. As the Beijing mayor, Wang has the same level of power as the provincial governors, so when it comes to the city’s taxes, budgets, and administration duties, Wang is the man.


The Chinese Communist Party (CCP), however, always remains the supreme body. Wang, therefore, is still outranked by the secretary of the Beijing committee of the CCP. That honor goes to Liu Qi, who, in that role, had the pride of being president of the Beijing Olympics Organizing Committee in 2008.


Being the capital, Beijing is home to most of China’s top organs of power, including the National People’s Congress (NPC), the State Council, the Central Military Commission (which is in charge of the People’s Liberation Army, or PLA), and, most importantly, the headquarters of the CCP. Together with the grand structures that house these and other political bodies in the city, the government has a very clear and commanding presence in the city.


CHINA’S POLITICAL SYSTEM


China is divided into 22 provinces (it likes to call Taiwan its 23rd province; Taiwan likes to think differently); five autonomous regions (Guangxi, Inner Mongolia, Ningxia, Xinjiang, and Tibet); four municipalities; and two Special Administrative Regions (SARs), these being Hong Kong and Macau.


The political system that rules these divisions is made up of three main arms—the party, the army, and the state—and these do not have equal power. The party is the paramount body, and the army (i.e., the PLA) and the state answer to it.


The party, that being the Chinese Communist Party (CCP; or the Communist Party of China, CPC), is strictly controlled and very organized. Through a lengthy, highly selective approval process, people become members of the party. Once they become members, there are strict laws within the party that they must abide by. Despite the arduous vetting process, there are still around 80 million CCP members, making it the world’s largest political party. Every five years the CCP holds a National Party Congress (not to be confused with the state-level National People’s Congress). At the National Party Congress the two main objectives are to inform people of any important changes to the party’s ideology and to elect new members. The last National Party Congress, the 18th, was held in October 2012, and it was there that Xi Jinping and Li Keqiang were officially “elected” as the new president and premier, respectively (in reality the decision had been made well ahead of this event).


Of course, not every party member can have a major position, so the 80 million get whittled down into a finely pointed cone of command. Of the general collection of members, around 2,000 attend the National Party Congress. From this, around 200 elite members form the Central Committee. These people are selected from far and wide—ministers, high-ranking military men, even CEOs from state-owned companies. The Central Committee is where the real power really starts to kick in. Around 25 men are then extracted from the Central Committee to form the Politburo (short for political bureau) and, from there, the elite of the elite, the nine-member Politburo Standing Committee, which makes all the heavyweight decisions. To sharpen the nib even further, these select men are numbered from one to nine—number one being the top of the Chinese Communist Party, the general secretary of the Central Committee; i.e., Xi Jinping.


The more practical matters for running the country happen at the level of the state. The state works around a People’s Congress system, and it too is distinctly hierarchical, whereby the lower levels elect the higher levels. This means that the district- and county-level governments of each province or municipality elect the members of their respective People’s Congress, and all the People’s Congresses then elect the members of the National People’s Congress (NPC). The governor or mayor of each region also gets a seat at the NPC. The NPC, being the highest organ of power, has the power to then elect or depose the top names in the Supreme People’s Court and the Supreme People’s Procuratorate (the country’s top body for prosecution and investigation). Towering above all of this is the CCP.


Some compare the NPC to the U.S. Congress. The NPC’s deputies, however, far outnumber the U.S. congressmen and -women, with a representation of close to 3,000 people, each elected for a five-year term. About two-thirds of these are also members of the Communist Party. The other third is made up largely of non-Communist representatives. Contrary to how it may seem, China does actually have a multi-party system. There are eight other legally recognized non-Communist parties, such as the China Democratic League and the Revolutionary Committee of the Guomindang. The election and approval process, however, barely makes it possible for members to rise above the lowest level of congress, and added to that, China has no provision for non-Communist parties to establish themselves as a company, so they have no legal way to build funds. Despite their presence at the NPC, however, the Communist Party has the final yea or nay on any decisions made. So, in practice, yes, the system is basically Communist.


There seems to be very little the NPC can’t do. It can elect the head of state, namely the president; approve the appointment of the premier of the State Council; interpret the constitution and supervise how it’s enforced; enact or alter laws relating to crimes, civil affairs, and state organizations; oversee the country’s economic and social plans; supervise the performance of the State Council, the Supreme People’s Court, and other such bodies; draw up state laws; manage treaties with other nations; and much more. It does all this just once a year in a two-week-long plenary session. In reality, many of the decisions have actually already been made over the year by the NPC Standing Committee and the Politburo, and the meeting on the whole simply serves to ratify those decisions.


The congress is held every March in the magnificent Great Hall of the People beside Tian’anmen Square, and it coincides with the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC). Both the NPC and the CPPCC are often referred to as the Two Meetings. While neither meeting truly has much independent power, together they create a media frenzy. The Two Meetings provide forums where China’s current concerns and plans can be put forth, as well as an opportunity with which to try to groom public opinion.


The NPC’s leading man is the president (Xi Jinping), and though this position is more ceremonial than functional, he can appoint the head of the State Council (or the State Government). This is where all the ministers and ministries reside. The head of the State Council is the premier, and since March 2013 this has been Li Keqiang.


How do the premier and the State Council fit into the political structure? Well, while it’s the party that issues the directives for how they want the country to be modified as per party ideals, it’s the responsibility of the State Council to make sure these turn into a reality. It’s the State Council that creates the actual working laws and administers and enforces them. It covers everything from the environment and housing to banking and finance. Of course, the State Council must answer to the party, but as the premier is also the number three man on the Politburo Standing Committee, it’s potentially a fairly tight relationship.


For now China’s political system is still highly controlled and socialist. Figures such as former president Wen Jiabao have pledged to allow more democracy and pluralism into the mechanisms of society, but with censorship and a highly government-controlled legal system, progress here as yet remains limited. Where Xi Jinping and Li Keqiang will take China in the next five years, we’re just beginning to see.



Economy



CHINA’S ECONOMY


For the last 30 years, China has been one of the world’s fastest growing economies, averaging at about 10 percent growth per year. Of course, this staggering figure can’t be discussed without mentioning Deng Xiaoping, who, against great resistance, managed to transform the country out of near devastation to one that was highly productive, organized, and market-driven.


The time of Deng is referred to as the period of reform and opening up. He developed a whole new way of thinking for the Communists. Though a proponent of Leninism and Marxism, he devised “socialism with Chinese characteristics”—a mixture of state-owned enterprises with a market economy. Deng could see the errors of Mao; however, he took a diplomatic approach and refrained from trashing his former leader’s name. Mao was “seven parts good, three parts bad,” Deng said and advised that Mao’s “accomplishments must be considered before his mistakes.” So, respecting the people’s lingering loyalty for Mao, Deng pushed forward with profound economic and social changes. He removed class barriers. Those of the old landlord class, who had suffered severely during Mao’s regime, were again allowed to find work, and even capitalists could join the Communist Party. The massive ineffective farming communes were broken up and peasants were permitted to earn a profit. China’s market was opened up to foreign trade, and companies such as Boeing and Coca-Cola soon began to develop relationships with China. Deng also improved relations with the United States, Japan, Singapore, and Britain, and successfully negotiated the return of both Macau and Hong Kong from Portugal and Britain, respectively.


In his time, Deng stipulated three bold financial goals, and he came close to achieving all three within his own lifetime. The first was to double the 1980 gross national product (GNP) so as to ensure the Chinese could actually clothe and feed themselves; he did this in 10 years. The second was to double this number again before the year 2000. He accomplished this five years ahead of schedule. The third, due for a completion check in 2050 and clearly well on its way, was to raise the GNP level per capita to a level equal to that of medium-developed countries.


Deng had a strong influence on the government long after he stepped down from any official roles, and even after his death in 1997, his policies have continued to help succeeding leaders drive the economy. In 2001 China entered the World Trade Organization, resulting in further economic liberalization and deregulation.


Figures from the World Bank highlight various impressive gains made by China over the last few decades. In 2004 those living below the poverty line in China accounted for 2.8 percent of the population—down from 6 percent in 1996—while gross national income (GNI) per capita was at US$4,930 in 2011, up from US$1,100 in 2002. At the end of Mao’s reign the GDP was at about US$152 billion. Deng’s reforms took a while to kick in, but by 1990 the GDP had risen to US$357 billion, and just eight years later it hit the trillion mark. In 2011 China’s GDP was at US$7.298 trillion, about US$7.8 trillion behind the United States.


At the end of 2012, there were some signs of China’s economy beginning to slow down. Some have argued that this was due to the government pushing excessive investment in earlier years. The Chinese government, however, argues that the GDP contraction was in line with its plans. The government is currently into its 12th Five Year Guideline, running 2011-2015. The Five Year Guidelines (previously called Five Year Plans, and still frequently referred to as such) are the economic and social goals outlined by the government for a given five-year period. The current guideline, if achieved, will radically change China’s economy. Just some of its goals include: expanding domestic consumption while maintaining stable economic development; modernizing agriculture to create the new socialist rural villages; and promoting energy savings and environmental protection.


BEIJING AND ITS FORTUNES


While China’s economic success seems impressive enough, Beijing’s success is astounding. It’s often been said that Shanghai is China’s key hub for business, and that Hong Kong is the cutthroat domain of capitalism, yet from many perspectives they both seem to pale in comparison to Beijing. Perhaps one figure that highlights Beijing’s economic domination is its number of Fortune Global 500 companies. In 2012, China had 73 of the Fortune Global 500 companies, second only to the United States with its stash of 132 Fortune 500s, and a smidgeon ahead of Japan’s 68. After that, the closest countries are France and Germany, both with 32 companies each.


Beijing alone claims 44 of China’s 73 Fortune Global 500 companies. This puts it ahead of not only France and Germany, but leagues ahead of any other Chinese city, including Hong Kong, which has only four, and Shanghai, which does mildly better with six. On top of this, list king Forbes also has China down for nine companies in the top 100 of its 2012 “The World’s Biggest Companies” list, seven of which are situated in Beijing.


Where other parts of China seem to be contracting, Beijing is relatively robust. The city’s GDP reached RMB1.6 trillion (US$253.3 billion) in 2011, up 8.1 percent from 2010, and according to the Beijing Municipal Bureau of Statistics, the capital’s GDP again increased by 7.2 percent year-on-year in the first half of 2012.


The average salary in Beijing is likewise rising dramatically. Far above the average earnings of their fellow countrymen and women, Beijingers each enjoyed an average GDP of RMB80,394 (US$12,447) in 2011, which the Beijing Municipal Bureau of Statistics said was close to the levels of developed countries. Even adjusting for the slight difference in GNI, this figure still put Beijing into the World Bank’s category of a “high income” economy.


Take away taxes and the like, however, and Beijingers have an average disposable income that’s a little less comfortable, just RMB32,903 (US$5,170). This is about 40 percent of GDP per capita, which is still about 10 percent lower than many developed countries. In April of 2012 official figures put Beijing’s inflation rate (CPI) at 3.5 percent (0.3 percent above the national average). When living a life in downtown Beijing, however, this might sometimes feel a little off. It’s not unusual to hear stories of rent being jacked up by 20 percent between lease periods. Gasoline prices at the pump went up by around 50 percent between 2009 and 2012, and food seems to constantly be more expensive than the last time you bought it. Professor Patrick Chovanec of Tsinghua University’s School of Economics and Management ran his own Beijing-based “KFC index” experiment to illustrate. Over a period of two years and eight months, between 2009 and 2012, his standard meal—large popcorn chicken, small fries, and a large Coke—went up by 53.5 percent, from RMB21.50 to RMB33.00. This was somewhat higher than official figures, which put food inflation at 5.6 percent in July 2012.


In 2011, the unemployment figure in Beijing was 1.39 percent, a relatively low number when compared to other Chinese cities. Those under the age of 35 accounted for 38 percent of the unemployed population. Additionally, the city is still in need of skilled staff for various industries, including IT, manufacturing, avionics, transportation, and agricultural development.


DEVELOPMENT OF THE SUBWAY AND INFRASTRUCTURE


Over the last several decades, the government has made massive investments to boost Beijing’s development. The Olympics alone led to a major injection into infrastructure, yet the rapid expansion didn’t end with the closing ceremony. Since 2008 alone, 11 subway lines have been added, with plans for a total of 19 by 2015. This will mean an estimated total investment of around RMB200 billion (US$29.2 billion). It has also encouraged new and increased concentrations of companies around transport-rich areas. It will also free up many of heavily congested roads in Beijing—theoretically. A second airport is also in the pipeline, this one to be located 46 kilometers (29 miles) from the city’s center in southern Daxing district. Due for completion in 2017, this will connect Beijing even more strongly with port city Tianjin (already connected by high-speed train) and surrounding Hebei province.


Another key contribution to Beijing’s economic rise is the development of major commercial hubs. Just some of the major financial development zones include the Beijing Central Business District (CBD), centered around Guomao in Chaoyang district; Wangfujing in Dongcheng district; Xidan and Financial Street (Jinbao Jie) in Xicheng district; Tianzhu Airport Industrial Zone in Shunyi district; Yongle Economic Development Area in Tongzhou district; and Zhongguancun Science Park in Haidian district. There are dozens more and most have highly concentrated mixtures of business, residential, and lifestyle facilities.


BEIJING’S INDUSTRY


While China’s two dominant sectors are industry and agriculture, Beijing’s major revenue spinner is the tertiary industry. In fact, in 2011, the service industry accounted for about 75 percent of GDP, with a contribution of RMB1.2 trillion to the total figure. Finance, information technology, and scientific research, such as the pharmaceutical industry, were the key contributors to that percentage.


The banking sector is almighty in Beijing, and typically generates more than RMB126 billion a year. In 2012 that added up to around 15 percent of Beijing’s total GDP. While the Chinese can surprise you with their ability to pay massive amounts upfront in cash, lending is a significant part of the banks’ business. In 2012 Beijing banks had accumulated RMB4.2 trillion in outstanding loans, RMB3.55 trillion of which was in local currency (a 12.4 percent increase on RMB loans from 2011), along with RMB650 billion in foreign currencies.


It seems that some of that might be from the real estate industry, which is another phenomenally successful sector in the municipality, and which after a cooling in 2011 was back on fire in 2012. The Beijing Municipal Bureau of Statistics reported that the total commercial housing sales in Beijing in August 2012 were 31.2 percent higher than they were the previous year, despite new policies being imposed in 2011 that set limits on the number of residential properties people could buy.




AVERAGE MONTHLY SALARIES IN BEIJING


Accountant: RMB10,000-15,000+


Brand marketing manager: RMB20,000-28,000


CEO of an advertising agency: RMB70,000-100,000


English teacher*: RMB5,000-16,000


Executive secretary/personal assistant: RMB13,000-21,000


Finance director: RMB65,000+


HR manager: RMB20,000-35,000+


IT programmer: RMB5,000-9,000


Legal secretary: RMB6,000-5,000


Marketing executive: RMB6,000-12,000


Mechanical engineer: RMB10,000-16,000


News editor: RMB5,000-8,500


Office assistant: RMB7,000-10,000


Public relations manager: RMB20,000-30,000


Project manager: RMB24,000-40,000


Quality-control manager: RMB14,000-24,000


Regional sales manager: RMB26,000-36,000+


Senior architect: RMB25,000-45,000


Translator: RMB8,000-18,000+


Web editor: RMB6,000-19,000+


*Added by author.


Source: Survey of salaries in Beijing, Shanghai, Shenzhen and Guangzhou in 2012 Q1, by recruitment firm J.M. Gemini. Current surveys are available via www.imsinasia.com.





Beijing is currently placing emphasis on the development of high-tech industries and modern services, such as outsourcing, and cultural and creative industries. In 2010, the value-added output of the cultural and creative industry grew by 13.6 percent, resulting in a fat contribution of RMB169.2 billion to the city’s GDP.


Other major industries in the city include tourism, telecommunications equipment, transportation equipment, chemicals, machinery, metallurgy, and food processing. Foreign trade also plays an important role in the economy, with major exports including mechanical and electronic products, vessels, and clothing. In agriculture, wheat and corn are the key crops.


Finally, the people in Beijing are big spenders. Beijing’s consumption increase is thanks not only to the higher incomes of the residents but to the millions of tourists that flock to the city year on year. In particular, residents like to spend their money on housing, cars, and communication devices. Previously, Wangfujing and Xidan were the locally favored places to spend money, but these days major shopping districts are cropping up everywhere. Guomao, Sanlitun, Haidian, Chongwenmen, Chaoyangmen, Dongzhimen, and Fuxingmen are just some of the places boasting impressive collections of shopping malls. Foreign-invested stores, such as Carrefour, Ito Yokado, Ikea, Muji, Apple, and many others, have also spurred on development in the local market.
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Tourists and the money they spend are an important part of Beijing’s economy.





Finally, while many of Beijing’s companies are state-owned, the private sector has been rapidly developing. By the end of 2010, there were approximately 496,000 private enterprises, an increase of more than 200 percent in less than 10 years.





PEOPLE AND CULTURE



Ethnicity and Nationality


Communism and Class


Customs and Social Values


DINING ETIQUETTE


FACE


GIFT GIVING


Gender Roles


GAY AND LESBIAN CULTURE


Religion


The Arts


ART


FILM


MUSIC


Community


MEETING THE LOCALS


WHERE TO MEET PEOPLE


After a history of instability, turmoil, and famine, personal security is a major concern to Beijing families. This is exacerbated by the constant pressure of living in a heavily overpopulated city with intense employment and marital competition.


Beijing is a place of paradoxes, and you’ll fail abysmally if you try to box people into a single definition. While many will squash themselves into a hot sweaty bus to save a single yuán, others will flaunt their new Maserati outside nightclubs. Some will quaff cocktails of traditional and Western medication to maintain optimal health while others chain-smoke chemically dubious cigarettes. Many passionately embrace traditions, while others are bewitched by anything shiny and new.


Given a long and not-too-distant history of famine and turmoil, people here prioritize personal security over spiritual things such as love. Marriage is paramount, and it’s the men who have the pressure of having to provide a dowry of a car, apartment, and stable job.


For the most part, the people of Beijing are warm and open to change. They’re forgiving of those who don’t speak Chinese and often even embarrassed if they’re unable to speak English themselves. Rather than racing to be adults, they’re young at heart and playful well into their 30s. They love to laugh, to go hiking in spring, to sit around for hours eating communal meals, and, above all, to share their pride in their country.
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Ethnicity and Nationality



By the end of 2012, Beijing’s population had reached 20.69 million people, and every year, more and more people continue to squeeze into the capital. Fortunately, figures over recent years suggest that the rate at which the city is getting more crowded is finally beginning to slow.


China has 56 ethnic groups, and they are all represented in Beijing. The Hans are the largest group by far, accounting for more than 95 percent of all Chinese people. The next most populous ethnicities include the Hui, Manchus, and Mongolians. Expats make up around 120,000 of Beijing’s population, just 0.006 percent.


What characterizes Beijing, however, isn’t its ethnic groups, but the blend of Beijingers and non-Beijingers or, rather, the migrants coming in from other provinces and cities to work or study. Around 400,000 migrants arrive in Beijing every year, and currently they make up about 36 percent of the city’s population. Approximately one in every three Chinese people you’ll meet will have come from somewhere like Hebei, Hubei, Inner Mongolia, Sichuan, and so on. The migration has its benefits. You couldn’t be in a much better city for authentic, ethnically diverse cuisine. Demographically it evens out the age distribution problem (making the ticking time bomb of the aging population look subtly better, at least on paper). It also evens out the gender imbalance. Beyond that, the migrants contribute greatly to Beijing’s growth at both labor and management levels. Beijing’s manufacturing industry relies heavily on migrants, with these non-locals making up around 40 percent of Beijing’s manufacturing staff.


The mass migration also has obvious consequences and is putting serious strains on the city’s infrastructure. This places the government in a difficult position. On one hand it needs to control Beijing’s population, which some experts say is already beyond approved levels, while on the other hand it needs migrants to maintain the prosperity of the city. Its main tool for managing this is the hùkǒu system (residential status). In the capital, having a Beijing hùkǒu is like gold.


Communism and Class


Communism is something of a mixed bag in Beijing. There is perhaps no other city in China where its presence is so palpable. Imposing government buildings abut residential neighborhoods and tower over common thoroughfares. Bodies of troupes march the streets, and from time to time full-pomp military displays demonstrate the party’s might and rouse the national spirit. Even uniforms of anything from a hairdresser to a security guard can be confusingly military looking. Red banners hung from walls or railings by party community groups impel people with Communist slogans of social unity, and Mao’s portrait forever hangs imperiously over the entrance to the Forbidden City. Businesses will also readily feel the hand of the government at work. Bureaucracy is an art form here—you’ll need to stand in more queues, sign more pieces of flimsy paper, and go to more separate government offices to have something approved than you’ve ever experienced elsewhere, and then at the government’s whim, you may need to do it all again because of a change in policy. Locals can wake up one day to find a red 拆 (chāi, demolition) character painted on their door and, no matter how passionate their resistance, be relocated the next, all in the name of progress.


From a more day-to-day perspective, however, Communism, especially in its fundamental concepts of comradeship and equality of wealth and power, seems to be more of a veneer. In reality, Beijing is fiercely capitalistic and competitive. The government’s “socialism with Chinese characteristics” ideology has allowed them to pursue capitalist ideals while maintaining socialist control, without loss of face. Money is both the worshipped idol and the all-powerful motivator of society, and there is a flagrant, increasing gap between the haves and have-nots. Where once the motto of life was “the nail that sticks out gets hammered down,” ever more people fight tooth and nail to be the shiniest star on the stage. Luxury items become badges of status, and success in life is measured not by love or contribution to society, but by ticks on a socially mandated checklist: car, apartment, spouse, secure job with potential to climb—even fashionable furniture is starting to become mandatory. While the poor remain vulnerable, the rich are threateningly powerful. The luxury goods market in Beijing is flourishing, and the wealthy segregate themselves ever farther away from the stragglers, secluding themselves in private clubs, in VIP rooms at bars, or in simulacra of Western-style gated communities, such as the notorious Orange County development near the airport.


Not everyone is consumed by desire for money and possessions, but with the media devouring and regurgitating an image of opulence, and with stories of bribery and corruption arising in close succession, your collective image can get a little tainted.


According to the 2012 Hurun Report, Beijing is now home to most of China’s wealthy, with 179,000 millionaires (defined as those with RMB10 million/US$1.6 million or more) and 10,500 super-rich (those with RMB100 million/US$16 million or more). Yet, breathing the same air are workers who get by on a few dollars a day, making a living by collecting used boxes, carting coal, or manufacturing the goods that have made the rich rich. Migrant workers, many with university degrees earned years ago, sleep in crammed dormitory-like accommodations, often on the outskirts of town, and work in dangerous conditions with minimal to no protection. Beijing may not have the slums of India or the favelas of Brazil, but it certainly is very conscious of its blue collars (监领, lánlǐng), white collars (白领, báilǐng), and gold collars (金领, jīnlǐng).


Customs and Social Values


Given Beijing’s ethnic makeup and migrant population, the local culture is far from homogenous and is difficult to define. You’ll see all kinds of behavior here—some that will endear the city to you, others that will downright repulse you. Yes, people spit, so get used to it. You’ll see worse. Many in Beijing are well traveled and educated overseas, and have begun to blend Western social values with their own. Others have had essentially no real exposure to Western life, and live by a more distinct, traditional set of Chinese ideals.


Within a family, circle of friends, or work group people are considerate, generous, and wonderfully warm. Expect to be invited to frequent dinners or have people willing to help you at the instant a problem arises. There is, however, often little consideration for anything outside one’s personal sphere. People cough and sneeze without covering their mouths, dump rubbish outside their front door, shout into cell phones in the subway, and jump the queue if there’s the slightest hint of a gap. And in a country of more than 1.35 billion people, no matter where the person comes from, there is no strong concept of personal space. If you pay too much attention to the things that irk you, you’ll give yourself ulcers. This is China, not the West, and values are different.
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A mother and son stroll in Ritan Park.





To live a more Zen-ful, less agitated life here, abandon your own Western notions of public courtesy. Do not expect anyone to hold a door open for you—in fact, expect them to let it slam in your face; do not expect people to let you out of the elevator or a vehicle before they scramble in; do not expect a car to give way to you even if you have a green light; and, if you’re planning to drive, repress the idea that the thank you wave ever existed. Without any such expectations, you will cruise through life much more agreeably, and no doubt at times even be pleasantly surprised.


Trying to understand how culture and etiquette have evolved in Beijing can help you better appreciate why people have the values they do. Some of it has been influenced by religion and Communism, but much of it has also been forged by a relatively recent history of severe poverty, famine, and the unrelenting daily competition created by living in the most populated country in the world. Though the general standard of life has improved dramatically, there is still a survival-of-the-fittest mentality. In recent years a lot has been made in the media regarding lack of compassion of the Chinese, with stories of people walking past injured people on the street. Unfortunately, it’s not that simple. Not only is knowledge of first aid all but nonexistent, but those who do help are often accused by the injured of being involved and forced by the police to pay out large sums of money. No proof required. People have become rightly scared to offer a helping hand. Getting involved in someone else’s accident is something even you should think twice about doing when here.


There are other distinctive aspects relating to culture in Beijing. Two of the most important are guānxi (关系), or relationships, and rénmài (人脉), or contacts. These are deeply valued here and are a fundamental part of life, particularly when doing business. Having friends, family, or business relationships that can help you is much more important than in the West.


There is a strong sense of hierarchy in China, particularly in the workplace. Bosses are rarely addressed by their first name but by their position. Criticisms or disagreements are given indirectly in order to save face. This can make getting to the core of an issue or resolving a problem tedious and time consuming. On the other hand, some comments can be frightfully frank. “Wow, you’ve put on weight!” is not something people are shy about saying. In many cases, this is really just a way of showing their intimacy to you, showing that they know you well enough to notice small changes. If you pay attention, they’ll probably be just as quick to tell you you’ve lost weight, too (“Nǐ shòu le!”). It’s often said that Chinese people will openly ask you how much you earn, but from personal experience this really doesn’t get asked that much these days. Instead, people definitely will very freely ask you how much something you bought cost. Again, to them, this isn’t being rude. In part it’s pure curiosity, as they like to be up to date with what’s happening, but it can also be because they care about you and don’t want you to have been ripped off. To avoid answering a question that you think is too personal, simply tell them “Wǒ wàng le” (“I forget”).


If you’re looking for Western examples of politeness, you might not see what you want to see. But there are in fact many niceties routinely practiced here, things that Westerners would probably be quite ambivalent about. For example, gifts are frequently given for no apparent reason, hosts regularly offer food or drinks to guests, and in business situations people often stand up when someone new enters a room. People may not say thank you quite as often as is almost habitual in Western culture, particularly between close friends or to service people such as shop attendants. Saying “thanks” to a close friend can even sometimes be felt to distance your relationship because the obligation to do things for each other is already inherent in the relationship. A person will also detect your respect or politeness by the way you address them—shīfu for a taxi driver, āyí for a woman who’s older than you, fúwùyuán for a waiter, or lǎobǎn for a male in charge of a shop or stall. The list goes on, but it’s helpful to have a few of the common ones in your repertoire.


DINING ETIQUETTE


For day-to-day dining, Chinese people are generally pretty easygoing when it comes to etiquette. There are no obvious rules about eating with your mouth closed or talking with your mouth full, about putting elbows on the table or slurping your soup. Dining etiquette is more about the mechanics of the meal than about the way that you eat.


Unless dining at a Western restaurant, you’ll find eating is almost always family style, with dishes put in the center of a round table and everyone helping themselves. It can often appear that people order gluttonously, and that at the end of the meal there is an excess of leftovers. Some of this comes from the goal to ensure one’s guests are well fed. Rather than an empty plate being seen as compliments to the chef, it can actually be interpreted as having under catered and leads to a loss of face for the host. Fortunately, there is a healthy habit of asking for a doggy bag and taking home any uneaten food.


In more formal circumstances, such as at business dinners or family gatherings, there are a few rules you should know about. The seat farthest from the entrance is reserved for the guest of honor, and then the level of hierarchy decreases as you go around the table, with the lowest on the ladder seated closest to the door. Ladies first doesn’t apply here. The guest of honor is the first person to dig in, and this then gives everyone else the green light. You’ll need to get used to the one menu per table custom. Traditionally the person taking care of the bill also does all the ordering. It’s best to leave it this way in formal situations and happily be surprised by the parade of dishes that then ensues. For casual dinners amongst friends, however, it is acceptable (especially in expat hubs) to prompt the waiter to bring you additional menus.
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Chinese people love to eat out in large groups, and hotpot is one of the most popular ways to do that.





Paying for the bill is perhaps the most obvious point of difference. These days, in purely social situations, younger people occasionally like to go Dutch, which they call AA-zhi (AA制), but it’s still not the norm. More often one person will take responsibility for both ordering the entire meal and paying the bill, and this is usually the person who initiated the dinner. If this hasn’t been made clear from the start, an ostentatious display of determination to pay the bill can often take place at the end of the meal, occasionally with people yelling and semi-wrestling in front of the patiently waiting waiter. It can actually be seen as impolite not to offer to pay the bill, even if you’re the invited guest. Those wishing to avoid the bill scene at the end of the meal can discreetly pay the bill by making a bogus bathroom dash. If you do end up being the recipient of the meal, it’s quietly expected that you’ll even things out with a counter invitation at a restaurant of similar or higher standing in the near future.
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