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At Home in China


[image: image] Welcome to the Middle Kingdom, as China calls itself. This is a land of ancient culture and modern progress, old ways and hip new styles, the proverbial yin and yang of contemporary Chinese life. This is a place where you’ll still see fields being plowed by oxen, but the farmer may be chatting on his mobile phone as he works. Executives in Armani suits dash between high-powered business meetings, yet spend their holidays with Nai Nai (Grandma) at her village home, where she keeps ducks, grows plum trees, and cooks spicy tofu in her kitchen wok over an open fire.

When we were offered the opportunity to take jobs in China, we had a comfortable Midwestern American lifestyle: a big house in the country where our twin two-year-olds chased our fat black cat. But when we got that call, it didn’t take much convincing to decide to trade the monotony of middle management for adventure in the Middle Kingdom.

Although we’d traveled in China on several occasions before, we were apprehensive about our move. We didn’t know what our apartment would look like, what the job would be like, if we would love living there, or if we’d be tempted to beat a hasty retreat. We were fond of our American amenities: central air-conditioning, long hot showers, a Maytag washer and dryer, plush carpeted floors, a minivan, and a local Target store. Of all the modern conveniences we had come to rely on, how many would China be able to offer? And how would we get along without them? We didn’t know if daily life in China would be as difficult to handle as we had always predicted, but we were willing to give it a try.
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As we made our preparations for the big move, our excitement grew. The thrill of experiencing a new culture and the opportunity to expose our boys to foreign worlds gradually overtook our fears of the unknown. We put our house on the market, got passports for the kids, and watched the movie Big Bird in China until we could sing along by heart.

We arrived in Shanghai on the eve of the Chinese New Year, watching exploding fireworks out the window of our new (and, thankfully, modern) apartment until we all drifted off to sleep. As we settled into our new life in China, we delightedly found that more often than not, life is actually easier in China. Without the hectic American do-all-you-can-do schedule, life slows down considerably. With this slower pace, we could make frequent forays beyond our city to discover China’s innumerable fascinating spots. We’ve had dusty days in Kashgar chatting with locals over juicy lamb kebabs, muggy days drifting along Hangzhou’s West Lake with icy green-tea Popsicles to cool us, and wintry days in Beijing laughing over snowball fights on the Great Wall.
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Granted, life in China isn’t all rosy. The language poses an especially difficult hurdle, and always getting the “foreigner’s markup” in prices gets old quickly, as does being openly stared at and talked about. But in our opinion the rewards far outweigh the hardships.

It’s from all these experiences that this book came about, and we hope that it will prepare you for what’s in store and paint a vivid picture of what your life in China may look like. So go ahead and begin your joyful exploration of the Middle Kingdom. We’ll get you started, but this is your adventure to create. Enjoy it!
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WHAT WE LOVE ABOUT CHINA

• Street food that’s convenient, cheap, and tasty. Stopping along the sidewalk for refreshing pineapple-on-a-stick in the summertime, hot roasted yams in the winter, and spicy lamb kebabs any time of the year.

• The popularity of Chinese games like mahjong and xiang qi (Chinese chess), and the delight you bring to the Chinese when you know how to play.

• Strange and wonderful forms of transportation, and bikes as valid substitutes for a car: wide bike lanes, bike parking lots, collapsible bike baskets, and even umbrella stands that attach to handlebars (sold in cities that get a lot of rain).

• The optimism, smiles, openness, and curiosity of the Chinese. Making new friends here is easy; chatting with strangers is always encouraged.

• Amusing potato chip flavors like Strawberry Cheetos, Grilled-Steak Bugles, and Lay’s chips in Finger Licking Braised Pork or Breezy Blueberry.

• The teahouse culture: chillax with friends over a good cup o’ cha (tea) in an environment oozing with traditional charm. And now plenty of coffee shops that play into that tradition with a stronger, sweeter brew.

• The celebrity status of foreigners. Being invited to participate in events or sought out by strangers for photos just because you’re a laowai.

• Chinese hair salons. Professional haircuts for less than $10 including a full upper body massage for free. Or skip the cut: It’s common to just get your hair washed, free massage included, for half the price.

• Easy customization. Getting shoes, bikes, clothing, or bags repaired or modified by the nearest sidewalk tailor or mechanic in traditional neighborhoods.

• Chinese menus, which are often giant tomes of dishes you’ve never tried before.

• Discovering new delicacies. Learning to like (and in time to love and crave) foods that you once thought too strange to be palatable.

• The challenge. The constant puzzle to figure out what’s going on in a place where you can’t read all the signs or understand everything that’s been spoken. The complexity of everyday life in a culture so different from your own.

• Each day is an adventure waiting to happen. No matter how long you’ve lived here, every day you can see, learn, or do something new.



WELCOME TO CHINA
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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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CHINA AND FOREIGNERS

China is a challenging land that is changing unbelievably fast. The poor have next to nothing, and the rich can have it all, yet both find their incomes rising every year. Futuristic skyscrapers tower over colorful old Buddhist temples, and bullet trains race past donkeys pulling their carts to market. China’s mounting economy is taking the world by storm. Educators around the world are hailing Mandarin as the language that will best prepare our kids for their global future. Individuals and businesses from every corner of the globe are coming here to ride the economic wave of growing prosperity.

Despite their development and modernization, the Chinese are still often an enigma to Westerners. They wear dress shoes to go hiking and two-piece suits to do construction, but put on pajamas to go shopping. They open the windows on the coldest winter days. They’d rather eat chicken feet than boneless chicken breast. They tell jokes that seem to have no punch line. But it is just this sense of mystery, this impression that this place is so very different from anything you’ve ever known, that makes people fall in love with China—and keeps them coming back for more.
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Is China right for you? Life in China can be both richly rewarding and incredibly frustrating. To live here for an extended period of time takes a great deal of flexibility and fortitude. If you are adventurous, if you genuinely like engaging people of other cultures even when there is a language barrier, and if you can handle roughing it when you need to, you may find your time in China to be one of the best times of your life. After all, we’re entering into what is being hailed as the China Century, and this might be a wave that you’ll want to ride.

On the other hand, if you get stressed or angry when things don’t meet your expectations, it would be better just to enjoy China as a short-term travel destination. If you are particular about ordering your life just the way you like it, China is simply not for you. You may have a rough time if you have special needs (such as wheelchair access, allergies, or a strict diet), if you have no intention of learning Chinese, or if you have high standards for cleanliness, service, and fairness. Don’t underestimate how much you may miss easy access to English books and magazines, your favorite foods, ice, drinkable tap water, Western medicine, and above all, the simple ability to understand what’s going on around you. One recent figure put the percentage of expats returning home early as high as 70 percent. These are people who come to China with grand expectations but leave disappointed and disillusioned.

Despite the difficulties, the good news is that you’ll come away from your time in China enriched with the knowledge of a new culture and language, with amazing stories to tell and pictures to show. You can expect to have a lot of fun, a lot of laughs, and a lot of new friends. Nothing is as rewarding as the friendships. We’ll never forget playing mahjong with coworkers until the wee hours of the morning. Or surprising the old men at the community park when we asked to join in their xiang qi (Chinese chess) games. Or spending countless hours on the basketball court with Kevin Garnett, Scottie Pippen, and Vince Carter . . . not the real stars, of course, just the chosen English names of our basketball-crazed students.

In the end, after living in China you can hold your head that much higher, knowing you’ve taken on the very difficult task of living in a new culture, and a complex one at that. As with so many difficulties life throws our way, the greater the challenge, the greater the reward.

The Lay of the Land

China is close to the same size as the United States, and is laid out in much the same way. Both have a cold rugged northeast, a humid south that speaks its own vernacular, a capital city close to the eastern seaboard, and an east coast lined with important cities. Both the western United States and western China have reputations as places for the independent-minded and the tough, places where you might ride your horse (or yak or motorcycle) to round up your herd. Both countries have important waterways along which key inland cities have sprung up.

The three most prominent economic areas are centered on the Bohai Sea to the north (Tianjin and nearby Beijing, Dalian, Qingdao), the Yangtze River Delta to the east (Shanghai, Suzhou, Nanjing, Hangzhou), and the Pearl River Delta in the south (Hong Kong, Shenzhen, Macau, Guangzhou, Zhuhai).

Northern China is marked by an ever-expanding desert, and northern cities struggle with sandstorms and dry, dusty conditions. Southern China, on the other hand, is a humid land of verdant greens and lush vegetation. Central China is graced with picturesque terraced hills of paddy fields and tea plantations. Eastern fields of neon-yellow rape flowers contrast with the barren lunar landscapes of the northwest. And in the southwest lie the piercing highlands of the Himalayas and the great Mt. Everest, the highest spot in the world. Though most people know the Himalayas have one foot in China, many don’t realize just how hilly and mountainous the rest of the country can be, with mountains long considered sacred to the Taoists and Buddhists scattered throughout the land.


HOW DOES CHINA COMPARE TO THE UNITED STATES?



	 
	United States of America
	People’s Republic of China



	Arable land
	18 percent
	15 percent



	Area
	9.8 million sq. km
	9.6 million sq. km



	Ethnic mix
	white 80 percent, black 13 percent, Asian 4 percent
	Han 92 percent



	GDP
	$15 trillion
	$11 trillion



	GDP per capita
	$49,800
	$8,400



	Infant mortality
	6 deaths / 1,000 live births
	15.6 deaths / 1,000 live births



	Life expectancy
	78 years
	75 years



	Literacy
	99 percent
	92 percent



	Median age
	37 years
	36 years



	People in poverty
	15 percent
	13 percent



	Population
	313.8 million
	1,343 million



	Urban population
	82 percent
	47 percent




Source: CIA World Fact Book



COUNTRY DIVISIONS

The People’s Republic of China (PRC) is divided into 22 provinces, four independent municipalities (Beijing, Tianjin, Shanghai, Chongqing), five autonomous regions, and two Special Administrative Regions, or SARs (Hong Kong and Macau—although the central government is trying to work out an agreement with Taiwan to join this list). Within each province and autonomous region there is a capital city, and further governmental powers are given to each municipality and county. Cities are broken down into districts, and some neighborhoods within a district have their own additional governing body.

Though the central government of the PRC has a historic reputation of ruling over the country with a strong hand, each autonomous region is allowed to create its own laws, within limits, based on the needs of the unique minority cultures in their region. The two SARs, Macau and Hong Kong, are allowed to keep their own governments in all areas except diplomatic relations and national defense.
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tea growing on a mountainside in Hangzhou



POPULATION DENSITY

China is the most populated country in the world, of course, with over 1.3 billion people, more than four times the population of the United States. Of the top 50 most populated cities around the globe, 20 percent are located in China. To grasp the density, imagine all 313 million Americans suddenly moving to Florida. The whole concept of population changes here. You’ll find yourself referring to a city of one million residents as a small town, and so-called villages might have a few hundred thousand residents. There are times you’ll feel the weight of this hefty city population, such as while you’re trying to push your way through the masses who are all shopping for Spring Holiday, or when the rush-hour crowd carries you through the subway door like a helpless stick in a river.

Ironically, though China’s cities are densely populated, the country as a whole is not. About half of its people are considered rural, a number that has been slowly decreasing over the past two decades. In addition, vast tracts of land are uninhabited due to natural environments too harsh to support communities.

Almost all of China’s premier cities line the coast along the eastern to southern seaboard, causing population maps to look like a bright sliver of a crescent centered on its southeastern shore. There are only a handful of key cities that are farther than a couple of hours’ drive from the sea. China’s wealth tends to follow that same crescent. As a general rule, the farther from the sea you go, the poorer the areas are. In the eastern province of Zhejiang many farming families are living large with colorful and ornate Barbie-style houses four or five stories tall, while those who live off the land in the poorest hinterlands barely scrape by, some in homes made from handmade brick or retrofitted caves.
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shopping among the masses at Yuyuan bazaar in Shanghai



WEATHER

In a country this vast, the weather can vary extremely from one side of the country to another. Except for its extreme mountainous corners, though, one thing’s for sure: When it’s summer in China, it’s hot. On the coast it’s hot and muggy. In Beijing it’s hot and dusty. Even in Tibet with its grand elevation, the sun beats down and will fry you to a crisp in no time if you’re not expecting it.

Winters, on the other hand, provide more diversity across the nation. Northeastern lands stay frozen and sparkling white for many months while the south doesn’t see a single snowflake. On tropical Hainan Island you can get a golden tan while blizzards rage across subarctic Inner Mongolia. Fall brings pleasant relief from summer’s intensity, and spring brings blossoms to Chinese gardens throughout the land, making these seasons the most pleasant times to be in the Middle Kingdom.

FLORA AND FAUNA

Flora

China’s vegetation is incredibly varied. Straight and narrow poplars and silvery aspens line the dusty roads of Xinjiang to the west, towering alpine firs cover snowy mountains in Heilongjiang to the north, and tropical palm trees sway in the breeze on the sunny beaches of the South China Sea. Bamboo forests, delicate orchids, and giant lotus floating on calm ponds uniquely symbolize China.

Agriculture and landscape play a leading role in Chinese culture. The peach and plum, strong symbols of Chinese mythology, bring out throngs of Chinese to walk the orchards when in spring bloom. Part of Chinese regionalism involves boasting of the agricultural products from your hometown, and the Chinese know what is grown where. Travel with a Chinese friend to the interior of Hainan Island and they will insist you try the five-finger greens that can only be found growing wild here; a trip to Turpan won’t be complete without sampling the dried apricots, mulberries, and raisins that prosper in this desert locale.
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a bamboo snack for two of China’s most lovable residents



Gardens also play a very important role in Chinese history and culture. We’re not talking about rows of lettuce and cucumbers, though there are plenty of those types too. Chinese gardens are ornate places filled with winding paths, arched bridges, rock sculptures, ponds with giant carp, and gorgeous flowers. Many of the Chinese gardens date back hundreds of years, though today the Chinese cultural priority for flowers and greenery is reflected in their amazing city landscaping. We were always amazed when a gorgeous design of annuals along Shanghai’s public walkways was dug up and replaced with bright new blooms before the old flowers had any chance to wilt.

Fauna

What would China be without its most lovable native and most popular mascot, the panda? Each Chinese region has its own famous beasts: majestic reindeer in northeastern mountains, double-humped camels in northwestern deserts, giant pandas in central bamboo forests, the rare freshwater dolphins of the Yangtze River, long-haired yaks in Tibetan villages. You’ll see China’s creatures at rest in city zoos or at work in fields and on roads, especially if you travel off the beaten path. You might even see some served at your dinner table, like it or not.


Social Climate


For the most part, Chinese society is quite harmonious. With the help of the present economic boom, most of the population have a general contentment about their lives and a positive outlook on their future. You will find pockets, however, that are less than content. When bulldozers roll in to tear down old homes and overtake farmland in the name of economic development, residents and farmers get angry. And when a Chinese Muslim walks into the 1,000-year-old mosque where his ancestors prayed to Allah for generations and finds a typical Han Chinese repairman smoking and spitting inside, there’s sure to be an ugly exchange. Although you’re not likely to hear about protests and demonstrations in China’s official media, they do happen all the time. The most famous recent incident involved mass protest by residents of the city of Xiamen concerning the location of a heavily polluting factory, which was one of the first times such protests proved successful.

The more time you spend in areas with high numbers of marginalized populations, such as minorities and some religious groups that resent government control, the more tension you’ll see in the local social climate. Even in the most modern cities, you’ll witness a subtle but ubiquitous disdain for migrant workers. For the most part, tensions in China’s social climate don’t play a significant role in the life of a foreigner in China unless you are in some way aligned with one of these less-accepted groups.

CHINA AND FOREIGNERS

China has a long history of being closed to outsiders, closely guarding its borders for centuries, uninterested in the outside world. In the years of colonialism and concessions, other nations courted China for a time before all were kicked out and the doors locked shut. But things have changed over the years. In the 1980s China slowly cracked the door open for a trickle of outsiders, and now has pushed the doors wide open and put out the welcome mat: “Foreigners welcome and wanted” (as long as they bring their bank book with them).

In many ways the Chinese are enamored with all things Western. Their pop culture is now a strong blend of Chinese culture with a Western twist. American movies and music are hugely popular in China; it is not uncommon to meet a local who has a more extensive collection of American DVDs than any Westerner would dream of. McDonald’s, KFC, Pizza Hut, and Starbucks are an ingrained part of life, as are U.S. sports heroes, especially NBA players. All of this adds to a general affinity for Westerners. While the attraction tends to be stronger toward Caucasian Westerners, the popularity of sports stars like Michael Jordan and Shaquille O’Neal has brought about a fascination for African Americans, especially tall male ones. Foreigners from other parts of the world will be treated well enough, although people from the Middle East, Latin America, or other Asian countries, especially the Japanese, might not get the same red-carpet treatment that Caucasians and blacks receive.

The Chinese are generally friendly and always very curious. They are often fascinated by foreigners, especially outside the key cities with high foreign populations. Strangers will want to take their picture with you, the foreigner. They’ll watch what you do and what you buy when you shop; they’ll have conversations with their friends about you right in front of you, examining you like a creature in a zoo. You’ll be sought out for English practice and asked for clarification on grammar rules. On our first trip to Shanghai in 1993, large crowds gathered to watch us when we stopped on the Bund to take a group photo. Nowadays Shanghai is too inundated with foreigners for the locals to care all that much—unless your group happens to include a number of cute little foreign kids.


DEFINING THE TERM EXPAT

The term expat, short for expatriate, simply refers to one who is residing away from his or her home country. This word can be used as a noun, as in “Will there be other expats at the karaoke bar?” or as an adjective, as in “This Irish pub is the main expat hangout in town.” The Chinese equivalent is technically waiguoren, (people from outside countries), though you’re more likely to hear the affectionate term laowai, (old outsider).



Foreign Population in China

Foreigners come to China for a number of reasons: some teach, some study, some do business, and some just roam. The number of foreigners living in China is difficult to determine, though some estimates put it higher than half a million. As an increasing number of firms open locations in China, the demand for expat professionals is on the rise. Foreign-student enrollment at China’s colleges is at an all-time high, fueled by China’s growing global importance as well as the relatively low cost of higher education. And foreign English teachers, once relegated to the university classroom, now teach at all grade levels in all types of schools. Of course the number of foreigners in China is just a drop in the bucket compared to China’s 1.3 billion, but in the few key cities where most foreign populations are concentrated, the ratio feels much higher. Many of China’s smaller cities have no more than a handful of foreign residents, though you’ll still see plenty of foreigners as you travel, attributed to the more than 130 million tourists who come every year.




HISTORY, GOVERNMENT, AND ECONOMY
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ECONOMIC ISSUES


To gain an understanding of modern China and its future, you first need to learn something about where this ancient nation has been. There are few countries in the world that have a history as long and rich as China’s. The Middle Kingdom has played its part in world history with pomp and circumstance, flair and fervor, from the colorful courts of Kublai Khan to the triumphs and tragedies of Chairman Mao’s Communist Revolution.


China’s ancient dynastic history is a story of emperors and warlords competing for control of an ever-expanding geography. China’s modern history is dominated by two stories: first, China’s difficulty engaging foreigners who are eager to trade and quick on their triggers; second, China’s painful rebuilding as an autonomous communist state free from foreign influence. Coming from a strongly totalitarian background, the Chinese government is showing more and more signs of political freedom, and Red China is now in many ways one of the most capitalistic countries in the world.
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History



Chinese history is typically organized according to dynastic periods. Like European historical eras (e.g., the Tudor period), Chinese dynasties are named after the royal family that ascended to power. This makes the study more memorable but paints a somewhat inaccurate picture of China as a single country ruled by a single emperor who passed leadership on to other strongmen once his dynastic clock had run out. In actuality, the geographic borders of China have varied across the centuries, as did the influence wielded by those in power.


THE CHINESE DYNASTIES


Xia and Shang Dynasties


The legendary birth of Chinese civilization begins with three mythological figures: Yan Di, the Fiery Emperor, ruler of the elements; Huang Di, the Yellow Emperor, ruler of the Yellow River valley; and Shang Di, the Heavenly Emperor, ruler of the spirit world. Together these three were responsible for human creation, and today some still consider them to be active in the affairs of humans. When Robert Morrison translated the Bible into Chinese in 1807 he chose the name Shang Di to refer to the Christian God.


The Xia Dynasty (20th-16th centuries BC) might be better regarded as mythology than history, because the Xia were believed to be direct descendants of Yan Di, Huang Di, and Shang Di. Textbooks describe the Xia Dynasty as the beginning of urban life in China, but little else is known about this era. Society was thought to be hierarchical with much of the population living in slavery, and the rulers were thought to practice human sacrifice as part of their worship.


The Shang Dynasty (16th-12th centuries BC) ruled a geographic area centered in modern-day Shandong Province. Archaeological evidence shows that they created a written pictographic language (the basis for modern Chinese characters) and developed organized religion based on communicating with dead ancestors. The Shang also had a wicked penchant for human sacrifice: When a king died, a hundred slaves (some beheaded, some still alive) would be buried with him. The technological development of bronze tools, weapons, and chariots empowered Shang warlords to extend their rule across an area about the size of five modern-day provinces.


Zhou Dynasty (1122-256 BC)


The Zhou family enlisted the support of neighboring tribes and eventually overthrew the Shang. They expanded geographically by conquering territory adjacent to the earlier Shang borders. These areas became more civilized, and the rule of law replaced the harsh rule of the Shang warlords. The Zhou developed a sophisticated bureaucracy that led to peaceful civilization and a rise in population. Consequently the Zhou Dynasty endured as the longest of all the dynasties. But with the development of iron came warfare, and the Zhou Dynasty eventually gave way to the Warring States period, characterized by small tyrant kingdoms fighting each other for over 200 years.


The warlords apparently had good military advice, because during this time Sun Tzu’s book The Art of War was released. A traveling scholar named Confucius also emerged, and he taught that harsh legalistic rule should be replaced by humanitarian leadership. Although wars were not eliminated, Confucian ideals of benevolent intellectual leadership and filial piety were widely embraced and have since been the model of leadership throughout Asia.
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Thousands of terra-cotta warriors were buried with Emperor Qin.





Qin Dynasty (221-206 BC)


Emperor Qin Shihuang ended the Warring States period by winning the wars and uniting the various tribes into a single Chinese empire. It is from the name “Qin” that outsiders first began calling the country “China.” Emperor Qin was not a big fan of Confucius’s ideals regarding scholarship and respect for authority, so he ordered the burning of all books and the execution of scholars. Paranoid about retribution in the afterlife, he constructed thousands of terra-cotta warriors to be buried with him. He was also worried about invaders from the north and started construction of the Great Wall. Although the Qin Dynasty was the shortest, no other dynasty did as much for modern-day tourism.


Han Dynasty (206 BC-AD 220)


In a trend later to be followed by Sun Yatsen and Mao Zedong, a peasant named Han grew angry at official abuses and incited a peasant uprising that dethroned the brutal Qin rulers. Han had the brilliant idea of replacing harsh rulers with intellectuals. He instituted a university system and selected bureaucrats based on their calligraphy skills, knowledge of Confucian texts, and other esoteric criteria. The Han made much progress in agriculture, textiles, paper, and warfare. Today the Han ethnic group comprises the majority of China’s population.


The Han Dynasty eventually fragmented into the so-called Period of Division, which lasted about 400 years. It was during this time of relaxed government rule that Buddhism came along the Silk Road from India. In response to this foreign competition, Taoists and Confucians stepped up their recruiting efforts as well, resulting in a renaissance of religion throughout Chinese society.


Sui and Tang Dynasties (AD 580-907)


The Sui Dynasty (580-618) briefly reunited China, but it was uneventfully succeeded by one of the most significant of all dynasties, the Tang, who extended the rule of China as far south as modern-day Vietnam and as far west as modern-day Uzbekistan. The Tang Dynasty made many advances in transportation and culture. Through diplomacy and military might, Silk Road trade expanded, and the Grand Canal emerged as a vibrant trade route between Beijing and Hangzhou. It is still used today by heavily laden sampan boats.


These transportation advances also facilitated cultural growth, especially in art, poetry, and music. Stringed musical instruments came along the Silk Road and have remained an important part of Chinese music ever since. Tang Dynasty art also reveals an improvement in women’s rights, status, and contributions to the state that would unfortunately not last long. Tang art is filled with active women, and the plump ones were considered the most attractive. Empress Wu of the Tang was the only woman ever to bear the title of Chinese Empress.


Song Dynasty (960-1279)


After the Tang Dynasty slowly lost its central control, the Song stepped in to reunify the nation. The Song Dynasty was a time of great economic development in China. To protect themselves from raiders and to facilitate transport, large ships called junks filled the harbors of China’s port cities. The junks functioned as floating Walmarts, and along with the advent of paper currency, rapid economic development and urbanization occurred. But women lost ground in the Song Dynasty as many were bought and sold as servants, concubines, and prostitutes. Ideas about female beauty changed, and men who preferred slender dainty women initiated the cruel practice of foot binding, which lasted until the Communist Revolution. Song Dynasty government officials allowed free commerce to flourish, focusing their attention on scholarly pursuits including literature and calligraphy. Even though the Chinese had just invented gunpowder, they were unprepared when the Mongols arrived at their door.


Yuan Dynasty (1279-1368)


China’s neighbors to the north, the Mongols, decided to invade after centuries of fighting among themselves. In 1279 Kublai Khan conquered Beijing and added China to the empire that his grandfather, Genghis Khan, had already established, stretching from Siberia to Hungary. China’s Empress Dowager Xie had built a large army, but they were no match for the Mongol hordes, and neither was the Great Wall, built to keep the Mongols out. Chinese historians named this era the Yuan Dynasty, which makes it sound like just another period of Chinese rule, taking away some of the sting of foreign occupation.


The Yuan Dynasty’s administration used the Mongol language and employed not Chinese but Mongolians, Central Asians, Arabs, and even one famous Italian—Marco Polo. The Mongols turned out to be much better at conquering than ruling, and they were eventually weakened by their own infighting. Perhaps they were too cozy in the Forbidden City that they built. After numerous attempts to overthrow the Mongols, a militia led by the Zhu family succeeded in driving them back to the northern steppes in 1368, thus establishing the Ming Dynasty.


Ming Dynasty (1368-1644)


During the Ming Dynasty, China’s navy and merchant ships brought numerous technological innovations into the country. Ming literally means “bright” or “clear,” which amply describes their cultural development. Movable type was invented, resulting in large-scale book production, including the classics Peony Pavilion and Journey to the West. Their fine arts renaissance is best represented by the famous Ming Dynasty blue-on-white porcelain. The Ming also took the good ideas of the Great Wall and the Forbidden City of previous dynasties and built them into the impressive structures that exist today (with a little help from reconstruction over the centuries). At this time China was the most advanced society on earth, but the inept leaders, known for being a bit lazy, crazy, and nasty, lacked the funds to finance a proper military. When foreign invaders from Manchuria attacked, the Chinese were once again conquered by outsiders.
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The Chinese say a man is not a man until he’s climbed the Great Wall.





Qing Dynasty (1644-1911)


During the Qing Dynasty, another period of rule by outsiders, Manchu rulers quickly imposed their will on the Chinese. Property was seized, and Chinese were prohibited from owning weapons and even bamboo, which could be fashioned into weaponry. Chinese men were required to adopt the Manchu hairstyle, the queue—the head shaved except for a long ponytail. Conservative values were enforced, and Qing rulers closed theaters and banned numerous books and dramas, although one of the most famous works of Chinese literature, Dream of Red Mansions, was written at this time. To pacify the powerful educated Chinese, the Qing restored the literati to an elevated position in society and encouraged educated men to serve in the imperial court, including foreign Jesuit missionaries. While Manchu rulers were busy extending the borders of the empire to include Xinjiang and Tibet, Western colonial powers had a keen eye on China’s natural resources, especially tea.


IMPERIALISM, OPIUM WARS, AND REBELLIONS


Spanish, Portuguese, and Dutch trade ships had been visiting China’s port cities since the Ming Dynasty. By the 19th century, trade was dominated by the British government-owned East India Company, which was impatient with the Ming rulers’ reluctance to adopt European trading practices. By this time, Europeans had developed an appetite for Chinese silk, porcelain, and tea. To expand their trading operations, the Brits produced opium in India and imported it to China to trade for Chinese goods, especially tea.


Chinese officials weren’t thrilled that their people were becoming addicted to the drug, so they complained to the Queen of England. The Portuguese also objected to British trade practices and banished them from their colony of Macau, forcing the Brits to settle in the uninhabited muddy islands of Hong Kong. The political situation deteriorated and resulted in the first Opium War (1840-1842). The Chinese were outgunned, and the war was resolved with the first of many aptly named unequal treaties. Among other things, the treaties required exorbitant silver payments from the Chinese and the establishment of foreign “concessions,” geographic areas where foreigners were immune from Chinese law, in port cities like Shanghai, Guangzhou, Tianjin, and Qingdao.


The Taiping Rebellion


Qing Dynasty rulers also had their own internal threats to put up with, the most notorious of which was the Taiping Rebellion. A peasant named Hong Xiuquan believed he was the brother of Jesus Christ, and he thought he had been given a heavenly mandate to establish a kingdom on earth. Although Taiping literally means “heavenly peace,” Hong’s plan was to establish his kingdom through brute military force. From their base in Nanjing, Hong and his pals conquered territory in 16 provinces, resulting in the deaths of over 20 million people before the Qing rulers finally shut them down.


The Boxer Rebellion


From 1861 to 1911 the Manchu Dynasty was controlled by a wickedly selfish woman, the Empress Dowager Cixi. In 1898 she encouraged ignorant young men from the countryside to attack foreign businesses, missionaries, and locals who had converted to Christianity. In their spare time the young men practiced boxing and other martial arts, and this event was known as the Boxer Rebellion. The Boxers spread their violence beyond Beijing to other cities, and after two years the foreigners had had enough. In June 1900 an army of 20,000 troops was assembled from numerous Western powers, and within two months the Boxer Rebellion was squashed and China fell victim to another unfair treaty. With better equipment the Chinese military might have mounted a better defense, but Cixi had already squandered state resources. In one infamous incident, Cixi took funds that were allocated to build warships for the navy and instead spent them on the construction of an immobile marble ship (which you can still see today at the Summer Palace in Beijing) for her entertainment.


Rise of Nationalism


After decades of diplomatic failures and disillusionment with the Manchu rulers, the masses eventually backed a revolution led by a Western-trained doctor named Sun Yatsen. Sun recruited the help of military generals and secret societies who functioned like the Italian mafia. As seen in the movie The Last Emperor, the Qing Dynasty child emperor was dethroned, and power-hungry generals, warlords, and gangsters fought with each other, giving the masses little hope that the country would be improved. Consequently, the period from 1912 to 1928 is referred to as the Warlord Period. Although Sun failed to create a new society, his success in ending centuries of rule by aloof emperors earned him the nickname “the father of modern China”—a Chinese George Washington.
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Cultural Revolution kitsch





During this time the May 4th Movement occurred. In reaction to the failure of Allied Forces to make good on their treaty promise to return foreign concessions to the Chinese, 3,000 students gathered in Beijing to protest on May 4, 1919. Under the former Qing rule, there was little patriotism among the people or unification of a spirit of being Chinese. This rallying event, therefore, remains significant as the inauguration of China’s first nationalist movement.


When Sun Yatsen died of cancer, Chiang Kai-Shek took over Sun’s Nationalist Party. This group, also known as the Kuomintang, successfully recruited urban factory workers who were tired of being exploited by the factory owners, many of whom were British or Japanese. Chiang also enlisted support from the underworld, including Shanghai’s powerful Green Gang.


CIVIL WAR


In 1921 the Chinese Communist Party was founded and, with the bold leadership of Mao Zedong, quickly gained a wide following, especially among the rural peasants who were attracted by Mao’s promises of equality, prosperity, and freedom from oppressive landlords. Although Sun Yatsen had initially forged an alliance with the fledgling communist group before he died, Chiang Kai-Shek turned on them and launched a massacre that started a long struggle for control of China’s future between the Nationalists and the Communists.


In 1934 Nationalist troops encircled the outgunned Communist troops around Hunan Province and nearly wiped them out before the Communists slipped away. In their legendary escape, known as the Long March, Communist troops traveled 6,000 miles on foot to a new base in Shaanxi. Of the 80,000 troops who began the arduous yearlong journey, only 6,000 made it to Shaanxi.


During this time Japan seized the territories of Taiwan and Manchuria from China. They tried provoking China into an all-out war in 1937 by launching a full-scale invasion and conquering major cities. Both Beijing and Shanghai were besieged, but no city suffered worse than Nanjing. The “Rape of Nanjing” lasted seven bitter weeks in the winter of 1937. Japanese soldiers committed every imaginable cruelty, including torture, more than 80,000 rapes, 300,000 murders, and horrific medical experiments. If you can stomach it, the Massacre Museum in Nanjing today serves as a sad reminder of this dark time.


The saying that “there is no better bond of friendship than a common enemy” proved true in China as the Nationalists and Communists formed an alliance to drive out the Japanese. With the help of the American military, their efforts were successful, as the Japanese had no fight left in them after the atomic bombs were dropped on Japan in 1945.


After rousting the Japanese, the United States urged the Communists and Nationalists to put their guns down and start anew with a two-party system, but neither side liked the idea, and civil war broke out from 1947 to 1949. Despite being better armed, the Nationalists were disorganized and lost favor with the people due to corruption and infighting. Rather than suffer a certain military defeat, they fled the mainland and settled in Taiwan. Mao’s Communists quickly filled the vacuum, marking October 1, 1949, as the official birth date of the People’s Republic of China. To this day, the Republic of China (Taiwan) considers itself a sovereign nation, but Beijing sees it as a breakaway province that should be reunited with the mainland.


COMMUNIST RULE


The Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution


The new government ended the opium trade, improved infrastructure, and advanced women’s rights. But it also cut ties with foreign businesses, seized all land and buildings, ended diplomatic ties to the West, persecuted the religious, and harshly punished those bold enough to oppose it. In Mao’s Great Leap Forward all agriculture was organized into giant collectives, and millions of peasants were put to work building bridges, roads, and other worthy infrastructure projects. But the central planners in Beijing were incapable of managing the complexities of such a grand project, and the Great Leap ended with the Three Bitter Years (1959-1962) of famine, resulting in 30 million deaths.


Without a doubt the most infamous failure of communism under Mao was the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976). Fearing the loss of power to influential political rivals, Mao induced impressionable youths to join a new pseudomilitary group called the Red Guards. The Red Guards terrorized society’s most productive members, especially doctors and intellectuals. Many were forced to work on farms and labor camps, while their jobs were filled by unskilled peasants. (Imagine having a serious medical problem and instead of seeing a trained professional being examined by the local turnip farmer!) Few people dared criticize Mao’s policy failures, but as soon as he died in 1976, government officials quickly punished Mao’s closest allies, the “Gang of Four,” including Mao’s wife, who was sentenced to death but instead committed suicide.


Reform, the Open Door, and Deng Xiaoping


Though Mao made considerable contributions by uniting China and freeing its citizens from foreign domination, much of what makes China great today should be attributed to the work of Mao’s successor, Deng Xiaoping. Deng’s sensible reforms transformed a backward agricultural country into a global superpower. Deng’s success can be traced to his drive to liberalize government policies. After Deng took the reigns, China opened up to foreign businesses, foreign investment, and privatization of state-run business and industry.


Government


China is one of the five remaining nations led by Communists along with Laos, Vietnam, North Korea, and Cuba. Chinese political affairs are dominated by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), the People’s Liberation Army (PLA), and the national government headed by the president. In the past, there was little distinction between the party, the state, and the army, but in recent years they have grown independent of each other. Local government has considerably more impact on the average Chinese resident than the national government, in part because it is at the local level that the greatest amount of government corruption exists.


GOVERNMENT STRUCTURE


The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) determines all policy from the national down to the local level. A Party Congress is held every five years to elect new leaders. Unlike the glory days of the revolution when the masses eagerly joined the party, today a mere 5 percent of the population belongs to the party. Since China is moving further toward a market economy, the advantages of being a party member are diminishing. Eight other token political parties exist but exert no real influence. The national government is headed by the National People’s Congress, which is the legislative body that meets once a year to enact the policies that have already been predetermined by the Party. Each province and city also has its own local government officials who form and enforce policies for their respective regions.


The People’s Liberation Army (PLA) includes the army, navy, and air force. With well over two million members, it is the largest military in the world. Although historically the PLA has been used to defend China from invaders (i.e., Japanese), in many ways the PLA functions more as police than as soldiers. It is primarily the role of the PLA to restore peace in standoffs with separatists and unruly protest groups, as well as the more popular tasks of assisting with domestic emergency relief and economic construction.


To accommodate its minority groups, China has given some regions a level of self-rule. This applies to the autonomous regions of Xinjiang, Tibet, Ningxia Hui, Guangxi Zhuang, and Inner Mongolia. The Special Administrative Regions (SARs) of Macau and Hong Kong are also governed differently from the mainland. When the colonial powers returned these lands back to Chinese rule, much of the former political and economic systems were left intact. While both SARs are responsible for their own domestic affairs, Beijing holds the reigns of their national defense and diplomatic relations.


CHANGING EXPECTATIONS OF GOVERNMENT


Unlike other regimes that ruled China as a group of elites, the Communists desired to govern according to peasant values. The unequal distribution of wealth that plagued the dynasties was to be eliminated. People were to be kept safe from alien invaders and local gangs, but most important, people were to have equal incomes, property, housing, education, and daily needs. The “iron rice bowl” policy was instituted, which guaranteed lifetime employment.


Today the Chinese have lowered expectations of their government. Under the economic reforms instituted by Deng Xiaoping, much of the burden of providing for people’s daily needs shifted to employers. Under the model of pure communism, these companies were state-owned, so the government was the employer. People now must take responsibility for their own needs, including housing, health care, and retirement, unless they work for the state or for large companies. In some ways, large companies have taken over the state’s socialist role, providing generous benefits such as on-site housing and even schools for employees’ children, although the law no longer requires it. Just as in the West, most residents of China have grown somewhat apathetic about national government and see it as mostly irrelevant to their daily lives.


GOVERNMENT AND EXPATS


Every Westerner who has accepted a job in China faces interrogation—by his family members before he leaves! “What are you going to eat? Don’t they eat dog there? What about your safety? Aren’t you worried about living in a communist country?” In many stories about China that foreigners hear, the government is the villain. The reality is that unless you are an entrepreneur or a journalist, chances are you’ll have little interaction with Chinese government officials. After the customs agent stamps your entry visa, and you register with your friendly neighborhood PSB, you may have no more interaction with your Big Red Brother.


Economy


No country has ever experienced the level of economic growth that China is currently enjoying. After growing 8-10 percent annually for 30 years, China has the second-largest national economy after the United States. It’s currently the second-largest importer and exporter, and has by far the largest foreign exchange reserves and current account surplus. China now enjoys the status of one of the world’s three global economic superpowers, along with the United States and the European Union.


In the past 20 years more than 250 million Chinese residents have been lifted out of poverty, a staggering accomplishment unheard of throughout world history. Today the middle and upper classes are growing by leaps and bounds, and although the income gap is getting wider, the underprivileged have considerable faith in greater prosperity for their future. The worldwide financial crisis of 2008 drastically impacted the Chinese economy, especially manufacturing for export, but rising domestic consumption has helped lessen the losses. Despite worldwide economic woes, China’s economy is continuing to grow, albeit at a less fiery pace than before 2008.
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China’s many micro-businesses hint at how capitalistic the system has become.





IS IT REALLY COMMUNIST?


Within an hour of your arrival to “communist” China, you’re bound to encounter capitalistic street vendors selling everything from mobile phones to haircuts to chou doufu (stinky tofu). In no time it will be obvious that the government can’t possibly control such a vast economy. And when the big Hummer or shiny black Cadillac runs the stinky-tofu vendor’s oversize tricycle off the road, it will be apparent that there is an unequal distribution of wealth. So, on a practical level, this whole “communist” label seems to be a misnomer.


The Chinese prefer to describe their system as a socialist market economy system, or more fondly, “socialism with Chinese characteristics.” The socialist label means that all central government plans are designed with the best interests of the people as the focus, while the “market” label refers to increased freedom for businesses to produce the goods and services that are desired in the Chinese market and abroad. This blend of control and freedom is often called a “mixed economy,” and compared to the massive government intervention in Western countries, the differences are not that great. The central government used to own all of the large companies, but most have been sold off to the highest bidder. Generally speaking, the only enterprises still owned by the government are in the heavy industries, media, telecommunications, tourism, and tobacco, and definitely not stinky-tofu vendors.


BLACK CAT, WHITE CAT


“Poverty is not socialism; to be rich is glorious,” declared Deng Xiaoping as he broke from Mao’s socialist ideals and implemented capitalistic reforms in 1970s China. He explained, “It doesn’t matter if a cat is black or white, so long as it catches mice.” Mao freed China’s economy from the colonial powers and, looking to the Soviet Union for inspiration, started the country on the fast track to industrialization. The failures of the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution revealed the soft underbelly of communism, setting the stage for Deng Xiaoping’s free market reforms in the 1970s and 1980s. Deng’s policies changed the system from a centrally planned economy to a mixed economy, which helped China become the main economic powerhouse of the East. The reforms were incremental and can be thought of in three distinct eras: Opening Up, Rapid Development, and Deep Reform.


In the Opening Up period, agricultural collectives were disbanded and farmers were freed to make their own decisions about what to produce. The “iron rice bowl” ended, and people went to work for private companies. Special Economic Zones (SEZs) were established in Shanghai, Shenzhen, Zhuhai, and Xiamen that attracted foreign companies with their tax breaks, cheap labor, and other incentives. Most of the foreign firms taking advantage of this new open-door policy entered into joint ventures with Chinese companies, many of them state-owned.


In the Rapid Development period of the 1980s, Deng privatized many of the large state-owned businesses and eliminated price and wage controls. Previously the government determined all price and wage rates, but now both were allowed to fluctuate based on supply and demand. In the Deep Reform period, from 1992 to the present, financial and educational systems have been modernized to follow standards in Western countries. Sustainable-development measures have been put in place in attempts to harmonize business interests with the environment. Significant efforts have also been made to continue development of the western regions, including Tibet and especially Xinjiang with its precious oil reserves. Significant land reforms were enacted in 2008, giving farmers greater control over land. Every year sees new reforms, making it difficult to stay up-to-date on ever-changing regulations but continually providing new opportunities for business.


GLOBAL BUSINESS


For decades, global businesses have set up manufacturing sites in China to take advantage of the cheap labor costs for exporting products abroad. Foreign manufacturing firms can be found in every major Chinese city, but Shanghai is the top location for foreign firms’ headquarters as well as research and development sites. In addition to using China as a supply and manufacturing base, businesses from all over the globe have flocked to China believing the old marketing adage that if you could capture just 1 percent of the Chinese market, you’d be rich. Whether exporting their goods from abroad (such as the popular Washington State apples) or setting up production facilities within China (and avoiding Chinese import tariffs), sales to the exploding Chinese consumer market have been good. In fact, many transnational firms concede that their sales within China have kept their firms afloat during difficult financial times in their primary North American and European markets, especially for luxury brands. Many of the world’s top businesses recognize the importance of the growing Chinese consumer market as a primary and central directive of their long-term global strategy.


ECONOMIC ISSUES


China’s increased integration into the world economy has not been without struggles. Some of the major economic issues have included intellectual property violations, poor work conditions, income inequality, environmental pollution, currency manipulation, the underground economy, and tainted product manufacturing.
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Coca-Cola in China





Intellectual Property Rights


Foreigners and locals flock to China’s famous markets, which are loaded with counterfeit goods such as fake Gucci purses, Nike shoes, Microsoft software, and Hollywood DVDs. There will occasionally be a token crackdown by the police, but the penalties are not severe enough to keep the vendors off the streets—the next day after a bust you might see the same cops browsing the DVDs with you. Some companies such as Nintendo have opted out of the Chinese market altogether because they don’t want to lose profit to the IPR pirates. Foreign companies who are not being compensated for their intellectual property just don’t have enough influence to get the Chinese to effectively prosecute intellectual property violations. However, as Chinese businesses are gaining in the sophistication of their own products that are then being copied by their countrymen, more strict enforcement of the law is expected.


Poor Working Conditions


The Western media has been very critical of working conditions in Chinese factories, labeling them “sweatshops” and arguing that the employees are forced to work too many hours and are paid too little. The Chinese business managers counter that they are providing jobs for people who otherwise wouldn’t have the opportunity to earn money. Young men and women from the countryside move to the cities in a desperate search for work, and choose employment in sweatshops to earn quick money. The more hours they work in a given week, the sooner they get home. Chinese managers also argue that they can’t afford to pay higher wages because the foreign retailers they ship to (such as Walmart, Target, and others) demand the low prices that are a result of cheap labor.


Income Inequality


In a booming economy, incomes rise faster for the rich than for the lower classes. Many of China’s nouveaux riches got that way because of guanxi, connections to government officials and/or investors. The opening-up policies have been very good to them, but those without connections or skills have not reaped as many rewards from China’s economic boom. Most Chinese are experiencing rising standards of living, but when the income gap between rich and poor grows, the poor get restless. Every year the official number of recorded public demonstrations has increased, and many of these protests are prompted by the discontentment of the underprivileged. It is ironic that the unequal distribution of wealth that Mao attempted to eliminate through communism has rebounded, bringing the People’s Republic of China in some ways right back to where it started in 1949.






CHINA’S ONE-CHILD POLICY
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happy baby, proud father





Chinese officials aren’t necessarily pleased that their country is the most populous nation in the world. Along with masses of people come the problems of providing for those masses. In an attempt to curb rapid population growth, the government enacted its infamous one-child policy back in 1979, allowing only one baby for each family. Abortions, forced birth control, and steep fines for subsequent pregnancies help to keep the Chinese in compliance, though most Chinese approach the law with a sense of patriotism and duty. A strong memory of ridiculously crowded train stations and the fierce competition for limited spots in good schools help bolster citizens’ continued commitment to the policy.


You’ve probably heard about this policy already, but you may not be aware of just how many exceptions there are to the rule. Minorities of the autonomous regions are not required to follow the policy, and rural farmers have fewer rules concerning the number of children they’re allowed. For wealthy families who can afford to pay the fines, having more than one child becomes something of a status symbol. Expensive private schools for China’s upper-class citizens boast much higher numbers of siblings than the general population. Recent reforms to the policy allow two children for parents who were both only children in an attempt to save the lineages that would disappear if the third-generation child were to die young. On the other hand, couples that faithfully abide by the one-child policy get an extra stipend in their retirement years, and an even higher amount if their only child is a girl.





The Environment


In the past most of China’s considerable pollution has been caused by industrial effluence and coal-burning power plants, though in recent years the greenhouse gas emissions from the mounting number of cars on the road have become a significant source of concern. Damage to the environment is especially worrisome in China because only a small part of its land can be used productively. Geographically, China is the fourth-largest country in the world, but only about 15 percent of the land is arable; the rest is dominated by the Himalayas, the Tibetan plateau, the Taklamakan Desert, and the Gobi Desert. It is typical for developing nations to pay greater attention to economic growth than environmental protection, but China is now reaching the point where environmental concerns are necessarily gaining momentum. Fortunately a sustainable-growth movement appears to be gaining considerable influence, and government regulations concerning pollution are becoming more stringent and more regularly enforced, though there’s still quite a long way to go.
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Diamonds and dust: The rich and the poor share the same Shanghai streets.





Currency Manipulation


The central government no longer manipulates prices, but they do manipulate the currency. Most countries allow their currency to “float” with an exchange rate that fluctuates based on market conditions around the world. For close to 10 years, China opted for a “pegged” system, where one U.S. dollar was worth 8.28 yuan regardless of conditions in international markets. In 2005 China pegged the yuan to a basket of foreign currencies, and the exchange rate dropped as low as 6.5. The result of this currency manipulation is that the yuan is kept artificially weak. This is bad news for foreign businesses whose products become too expensive for Chinese consumers, but good news for Chinese companies whose goods remain affordable for foreigners. This is also good news for expats living in China. A weak yuan means a strong dollar, so your dollars will buy more.


Tainted Products


In early 2007 tainted pet food manufactured in China caused the death of hundreds of pets worldwide. In late 2007 Mattel Inc. recalled nearly 20 million toys made in China due to dangerous lead-based paints and hazardous strong magnets. In 2008 Chinese baby formula tainted with melamine caused 300,000 infants to become sick, including six deaths. Every few months some new tainted product scandal of one kind or another makes the Chinese news headlines. “Made in China” has gained a bad name due to these serious scares. Investigations often lead to a government official who was bribed to allow the tainted product to pass inspections. The Chinese central government does not take such infractions lightly; corrupt officials can be publicly executed. Time will tell if Chinese manufacturing can put these unethical practices behind them and rebuild worldwide trust among consumers.





PEOPLE AND CULTURE
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There are few countries as culturally rich and diverse as China: ancient, colorful, and altogether different from the West. It’s often the rich cultural experience that draws foreigners to want to live in China in the first place, and when the culture shock hits, it’s what makes some rush home with a newfound appreciation for their native land. At times frustrating and at times utterly delightful, Chinese culture is nothing if not thoroughly unique.


China is well known for its cultural icons: chopsticks, painted opera faces, elegant scrolls of calligraphy, ornate temples, acrobatic martial arts. An elderly man puts on his old blue Mao suit to play mahjong at the park. A young businesswoman buttons the high collar of her qi pao (traditional dress) that’s made from modern pinstriped suiting rather than shiny silk. A Buddhist monk tightens the sash around his mustard-colored robes as he rises from his prayers. A Mongolian couple puts on pointy felt boots to check on their herd of sheep. Each of these people, in their own way, represents a tiny piece of the grand puzzle of Chinese culture.
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The Chinese also have a unique social culture. Conformity is valued over independence; elders are to be treated with the utmost honor. Relationships are supreme, and preserving the social balance is more important than asserting one’s rights. In China it’s not what you know but whom you know and what you do to build those associations. It takes years to learn the intricacies of Chinese social culture, which means that no matter whether you stay in China for one month or one decade, you’ll always be learning something new.


The People


ETHNICITY


What does it mean to be Chinese? The majority of the Chinese population, nearly 92 percent, belong to the Han ethnic group. When most people picture a Chinese person, they visualize a Han. But the remaining 8 percent of the population consists of 55 different national minorities that total well over 100 million people—more than the entire population of Mexico. Most have their own customs, costumes, architecture, arts, culinary specialties, religion, and language. Social customs are often the most distinguishing feature of minorities because differences in physical attributes from the Han are not often discernible. Most of these minorities live along China’s borders, such as the Mongolians in the north, the Uighurs of the northwest, the Tibetans of the Himalayas, and a large and diverse variety of groups along the southwestern borderlands. Increasingly you’ll find them working in China’s major cities; it is no longer unusual to see Muslim Chinese, with pillbox hats or head scarves, walking down the cosmopolitan streets of Shanghai.


Chinese minority groups are given a fair amount of autonomy, including exclusion from the one-child policy. Five of China’s provinces are actually autonomous regions (Guangxi, Tibet, Ningxia, Xinjiang, and Inner Mongolia) where the minority residents are allowed self-governance, with limits. As for their religions, such as Tibetan Buddhism, the same rules apply as any other worship in the nation—no foreign leadership, no secret meetings, and every gathering must be registered with the government.


Although the customs of some nationalities have suffered persecution under Communist rule, the PRC has also helped to preserve their heritage, such as creating writing systems for groups that previously only had a spoken language. Today the government even grants affirmative-action perks for minority individuals, such as preference for government positions and university placement.


CLASS


China has the bright distinction of bringing more of its people out of poverty than any other nation in the history of the world. A new middle class is emerging across China. In fact, the majority of city dwellers consider themselves middle class even if their income doesn’t meet the official mark. While the growing economy continues to raise the standard of living for all Chinese, unfortunately the gap is getting larger between the haves and the have-nots. In other words, what communism originally tried so hard to eradicate—class distinction—is coming back with a vengeance. To make matters worse, the newly wealthy tend to flaunt their wealth, driving luxury cars, sending their kids to prestigious private schools, and filling their closets with Gucci and Versace (the real kind, not knockoffs). On the other hand, China’s poor are still very poor, with many migrant workers and farmers making barely enough to scrape by.
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Not everyone is rich in Shanghai.





PATRIOTISM, REGIONALISM, AND DISCRIMINATION


On average the people of China tend to be quite patriotic, vehemently defending the actions of their government against the accusations and rebuffs of outsiders. In their patriotism, they have a tendency to consider themselves a little better than other Asian nations (especially the Japanese), although these attitudes don’t often show up in personal relationships. Due to this patriotism the Chinese typically shun conversations that involve government criticism or other disparaging remarks about their homeland. Open dialogues about national issues must, therefore, be approached with great sensitivity.


There is also a strong focus on regionalism within China. The Chinese have always strongly identified with the province, and even the village, they originally hail from, which is intensified by the many local dialects and cuisines that distinguish one area from another. This regionalism is due in part to the historical belief in ancestor worship, which tied a person to their ancestral hometown where the spirits, who could bring both pleasure and pain if not properly worshipped, dwelled. Like patriotism, regionalism in China can lead to an attitude of superiority toward those from other areas within the country. In addition, some Han Chinese are quick to stereotype minorities as troublemakers and criminals.




THE AVERAGE ZHOU


There are fewer than 450 family names in China, and 90 percent of the population shares the top 100 most common names, including Zhou (pronounced “Joe”), Zhao, Sun, Li, Wang, Qian, and Zhang. Lao bai xing, literally “old hundred surnames,” is a term that refers to the general population and is translated simply as “people.” More individuals share the top three most popular Chinese names (Li, Wang, and Zhang) than the entire population of the United States.






Social Values



ETIQUETTE


While it’s always important to avoid offending one’s hosts when abroad, in China you might frequently find yourself feeling offended as well. Many Western etiquette principles—such as don’t stare, don’t point, don’t talk with your mouth full, don’t spit, don’t pee in public places, don’t push, don’t cut in line, don’t take so much for yourself that those after you won’t get any, don’t ask inappropriate questions—aren’t valued in China. You’ll have to have a flexible attitude to take the Western taboo-breaking in stride, and before long you’ll hardly notice when your business partner in her designer suit dribbles shrimp shells out of the side of her mouth as she talks during lunch.


While the Chinese may not follow the same etiquette rules that Westerners do, there are a few things that they find incredibly rude that we are often unaware of. For example, you should use both hands to receive a business card. Showing respect to elders and superiors is also very important to the Chinese. You should always allow them (insist, even) to enter or exit a door before you, and be sure to address them with the correct term of respect depending on their age in relation to yours. Touching the rim of your glass below theirs during a toast shows respect as well. Chinese people will expect these gestures and feel slighted when ignorant Westerners fail to show proper respect.


At banquets the most honored seat is the one that faces the door, followed by the seat on either side of the most honored. You should always wait for your host to tell you where to sit. Always offer to fill others’ beverage glasses before you fill your own, and wait for the honored guest or the host to start the special dishes before you fill your plate. If you’ve been invited to someone’s home, always remember to remove your shoes before entering the home; many hosts will provide slippers for their guests’ use.


GIFT-GIVING


While some Chinese customs will confound you, others may delight you, like the tradition of gift-giving. We were always particularly fond of the custom of giving away wedding chocolates; our kids appreciate the custom of giving children hong bao (red envelopes) full of cash on the holidays. Gift-giving is a central part of social life in Chinese culture, and it is one area where it is easy to offend if you don’t know what’s expected of you.


Hong bao are colorful red and gold packets filled with cash and given at holidays and special occasions. The amount inside is typically an even number but never a 4, which is a homonym for death. Hong bao are given at weddings to the happy couple, at Chinese New Year to kids of all ages, as an extra token of security for good service to doctors, and on the negative side, as bribery to government officials. Older generations give them to the younger, the married to the unmarried, and unless you’re attending a wedding, don’t give one to a peer or you’ll risk offending them. If your child gets a red envelope from an adult who has their own children, you must give a similar gift to the original giver’s kids to keep things even between the families.


All gifts, invitations, and the like should be refused at least twice before you accept. A present that is wrapped should be opened later in private unless the giver insists you open it immediately. A token gift of fresh flowers, fresh fruit, an item from your hometown, or a tin of high-quality tea is an appropriate gesture for a host, regardless of where you are meeting or for what purpose (a formal business visit, a meal with someone you haven’t seen in some time, staying at someone’s home overnight, etc.).
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Lucky red and gold hong bao, filled with money, are given as holiday gifts.





DINING CUSTOMS


The best way to look more like a local is to learn how to act like one at a restaurant. When you are seated, your table will be given just one menu for the entire group. If you are the host of a large group that covers more than one table, it is customary for whatever you order to be multiplied by the number of tables in your group, so that every table gets exactly the same dishes.


You’ll be expected to pick one starch, or what the Chinese would refer to as a main food, which includes rice, dumplings, steamed buns, savory pancakes, or noodles. Although in the United States we can’t imagine eating Chinese food that isn’t piled on top of rice, the Chinese custom is to eat rice after you’ve finished all other dishes, just to fill up.


Many restaurants in China have aquariums and tubs filled with your potential dinner swimming and slithering about. If you order a meal with one of these delicacies, you may be required to either pick the one you want, or at the very least verify that the creature is still alive and healthy before the chef hacks into him. We found this out the hard way when we were encouraged to look into a plastic bag our waiter gingerly brought to our table and saw a very angry and very large snake hissing back at us. If they show you your critter before they cook him, control your urge to gasp and just give a quick nod to show your approval.


A shared meal in China is always very literally shared. All food will be delivered to the middle of the table and everyone will help themselves, using their own chopsticks to delve into the communal dishes time and again. If you are extremely cautious about the spread of germs, you can request serving spoons, although it is not the traditional Chinese way.




[image: image]


Dining out in China is always family-style.





If you struggle with using chopsticks, it is perfectly acceptable to hold a bowl up close to your mouth as you eat from it. Similarly, soup can be drunk from the bowl. Chinese soup spoons are a ubiquitous option for the chopstick-impaired; few restaurants have forks, and knives are never used at the table. If the food comes too big to take in one bite, you are expected to hold it with your chopsticks and nibble off bite-size pieces. Gristle, bones, and shells can be quietly dropped onto the table next to your plate or into an unused bowl. Never leave your chopsticks sticking straight up in your food—this symbolizes death.


Concerning drinks, many restaurants provide a complimentary pot of hot tea before the meal. Tea is considered an appetite stimulator, not refreshment, so expect the teapot and the cups to disappear when your food arrives. At cafeterias, you are expected to use your soup as a drink. Glasses of water are not provided with meals, and ice is rare, although chilled soft drinks, beer, and bottled water are always readily available. The beer is often cheapest (unless it’s imported), but you’ll have to request it bing de (cold) if that’s how you like it, since many Chinese still prefer their drinks at room temperature. If you order water, you may get a cup of hot water—a common drink in cold northern climates. Requesting bing de bai kai shui will get you a free glass of cold water that’s safe to drink.


The cry of gan bei! is a toast that signifies everyone should drink down whatever alcohol is left in his or her glass. You can politely refuse to do so and just take a sip, though your companions may chide you. The Chinese find it incredibly funny to get a foreigner drunk, especially if you’re their boss, so watch out—their bai jiu (hard liquor) is rather potent!


Banquets are times to impress, and that means the most exotic foods. You may be treated to duck’s tongue, baby pigeon, fish-head soup, chicken feet, cow’s lung, pig intestines, scorpions, squid, and a whole lot more. Take only a very small amount of each dish, because you won’t believe how much food they will keep bringing. You’ll know the meal is over when the complimentary slices of fruit arrive. You will have to ask for mai dan (the check) when you are ready to leave.






CHINA’S KITCHEN


[image: image]


Would you prefer rotten meat, ants on a tree, or just the same tasty dish?





China’s many cuisines are categorized by the provinces and cities where the culinary style was first developed. Restaurants in China typically choose one regional cuisine to specialize in, though they will add some of the most common dishes from other regions as well. Here are a few broad categories that you will run across most frequently.


NORTH: BEIJING, MONGOLIAN, AND DONGBEI


Northern foods have a reputation for being bland but filling, based more on wheat-based breads, noodles, and dumplings than the rice-based diet of the south, and relying heavily on cabbage, garlic, leeks, and onions. The most famous foods from northern China are Beijing duck (sliced roasted duck served on thin pancakes with spring onions and plum sauce) and Mongolian hot-pot (order several raw ingredients and a pot of hot broth will be placed at your table; drop in the ingredients yourself, then fish them out when they are done). Dongbei (northeast) food has a Korean influence, including their taste for dog meat.


EAST: ZHEJIANG PROVINCE AND SHANGHAI


The fish of Hangzhou’s West Lake, Shanghai’s hairy crabs and xiaolongbao dumplings, Shaoxing’s stinky tofu and yellow wine—these are just a few of the diverse dishes from the eastern coastlands. Known for fresh ingredients (especially seafood), simple seasonings, and fancy presentations, this regional cuisine is considered the oldest—and most refined—in China. Shanghai in particular is known for its sweet tooth, adding a little more sugar to its dishes than other cuisines.


SOUTH: CANTONESE AND DIM SUM


The Cantonese (residents of Guangdong Province) are infamously known for “eating everything that has legs except the kitchen table.” In the deep south you may be served rat, dog, insects, or even an endangered species, as well as lots of interesting animal parts that you never knew were edible. On a more palatable note, the Cantonese are also known for their dim sum. In traditional dim sum restaurants, carts are wheeled around for you to choose from their variety of small plates and bamboo steamers filled with shrimp dumplings, spring rolls, custards, and other two-bite delicacies.


SOUTHWEST: SICHUAN AND YUNNAN


The climate of the southwestern provinces, especially Sichuan, is particularly hospitable to growing chili peppers. Sichuan cuisine (“Szechwan” in the States) loads every dish with hundreds of chili-pepper pieces, making the predominant color a deep, intense red. Yunnanese restaurants, on the other hand, take their inspiration from neighboring Vietnam and Thailand with specialties like pineapple-fried rice, fried bananas, and exotic mushrooms.


XINJIANG AND THE NORTHWEST


At northwest-style restaurants (Xinjiang, Ningxia, and Lanzhou) you’ll find Muslim-influenced cuisine of hand-pulled noodles, savory rice pilaf, round flat breads, and a predominance of lamb—by the leg, on a stick, grilled, fried, or roasted. You may also find dancers and musicians performing their art in Middle Eastern style, which makes for a very festive atmosphere.





In China, whoever does the inviting is the one who also does the ordering and the paying. Splitting the cost of a meal is rude by Chinese custom, though Chinese who are familiar with foreign ways may be open to it. Instead, the accounts are balanced when your guests later invite you out for a meal.


If it’s your birthday, you’re expected to treat your friends to a meal rather than being treated. We discovered this early on when we invited out a large group of Chinese coworkers to celebrate the birthday of a newly arrived fellow American, who was incidentally quite low on cash at the time. Lots of people came—and ate—without offering to pitch in a single jiao (dime), much to our unexpected chagrin.


SAVING FACE


It is of utmost importance to the Chinese never to cause another to look down on you, never to look ignorant or incompetent, and always to be completely respectable and respected. While Westerners also value not losing face, it is nowhere nearly as significant as it is to a typical Chinese person. For this reason, 9 times out of 10 a Chinese individual would rather give you a wrong answer than admit he doesn’t know the answer, or will avoid answering a question if the answer might upset you.


Saving face plays an important role in the nitty-gritty confrontations of everyday life. Direct confrontation and challenge is not the Chinese way and will deeply offend and humiliate, no matter how simple the issue is. This can be counterintuitive to us Westerners, who are used to demanding what we believe we deserve. A direct challenge may get you what you want, but in the end the damage to the relationship could prove to be insurmountable. Often the way the Chinese avoid this is to make up excuses or tell little white lies rather than being direct, in order to prevent a loss of face for either party.


There are times when you can use the Chinese value of “saving face” to your advantage. Foreign teachers find it the most productive way to discipline a young Chinese classroom. One round of the song “Lee and Lilly sitting in a tree, k-i-s-s-i-n-g . . .” will bring naughty little Lee and Lilly to tears—but they’ll be better behaved than they ever have been before.






CHINA’S REGIONAL CUISINES


AN INTERVIEW WITH FOOD WRITER FUCHSIA DUNLOP


[image: image]


Fuchsia Dunlop





Fuchsia Dunlop, London-based cookbook author and restaurant consultant, specializes in authentic Chinese cuisine and spends much of her time in China doing food research and leading gastronomic tours. Her acclaimed autobiographical book, Shark’s Fin and Sichuan Pepper: A Sweet-Sour Memoir of Eating in China, tells of her time as a culinary student in China and her subsequent travels in search of new Chinese culinary techniques, ingredients, and flavors.


What first inspired your passion for China and its regional cuisines?


I became fascinated by China while working as a subeditor for the BBC and, after a thrilling trip to Hong Kong and the mainland, started taking Mandarin classes in London. Soon afterward I won a British Council scholarship to study in China and chose to go to Sichuan University in Chengdu, partly, I must admit, because of the reputation of Sichuanese cuisine and because I’d eaten so well there on my first visit to the city. I wasn’t disappointed. The food in Chengdu was unlike any I’d encountered in Britain, and utterly delicious.


I started begging friends and restaurant owners to let me into their kitchens and then, with a German friend, took a few private cooking classes at the famous Sichuan Institute of Higher Cuisine. A few months later, after the end of my scholarship, the cooking school invited me to enroll as a regular student on a professional course, which I did. It was a challenge being the only foreigner and one of only three women in a class of 50 young Sichuanese, but I loved my time there. And of course it completely changed the direction of my life.


What are your impressions of living in Chengdu?


Living in Chengdu in the mid-1990s was a constant pleasure. People were welcoming, the atmosphere of the city was laid-back and charming, and it didn’t cost much to live extremely well. Chengdu at that time was an old city, where street vendors touted for business in the winding lanes, people sat around all day chatting in teahouses, and there was a bustling street market in every neighborhood. I just adored it, like most of my foreign classmates at Sichuan University. Of course the appearance of the city has dramatically altered since then, and I’ve been sad to see the destruction of all the old streets. But people there are as much fun as ever, and the atmosphere is as congenial.


In all your travels throughout China, is there a place you would call your favorite?


I’ll always feel a very deep affection for Chengdu, which was my first love in terms of Chinese places, but I’ve also had unforgettable adventures in other parts of the country. The places that have particular resonance for me include the Tibetan and Uighur areas of the west and northwest, with their stunning scenery and distinctive cultures; western Hunan, where I traveled with my friend Sansan; inland Fujian, with its beautiful mountains and tea plantations; and more recently, Hangzhou and Yangzhou. But the thing that is so incredible about China is that there is always more to explore.


What do you most love about Chinese food?


I find the subject of Chinese food endlessly interesting. Chinese cuisines themselves are far more diverse and sophisticated than most people in the West realize; after more than a decade of research I’m still learning new things on a daily, if not hourly, basis whenever I’m in China. And Chinese culinary culture can be a lens for viewing China in general: its history, customs, social structures, philosophies, religious practices, medicinal tradition, and so on.


What drives me is the excitement of writing on a subject that has in the past been relatively unexplored and misunderstood by people in the West. It’s such a rich territory, and I don’t think I’d be able to write about any other cuisine that would give me the same kick, the same thrill of discovery. I hope that my work does something toward promoting appreciation of what is arguably the world’s greatest culinary tradition. It’s about time the outside world gave it the recognition it deserves.
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