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TO BEGIN WITH



Before embarking on this book, I leafed through my first book about China, published in 1988—Mureneva muuri: Vuosi kiinalaisena (The Crumbling Wall: One Year as a Chinese). It brought back fond memories of the wonderful year I spent studying Chinese in Beijing and then teaching English in Jinan. But I was also aghast. Where had I found the courage—or chutzpah—to write a book based on a single year? Now, after ten years in China, I am far more humble. The more I know about China, the more complexity I discover in this vast country of nearly 1.3 billion people. There is no one truth about any country. In China there are at least a million truths.


This book does not pretend to sum up all of China, or even all of my experiences there. A single volume cannot possibly encompass the research and observations of a decade. Many important topics, such as environmental problems or the fate of the country’s minorities, are mentioned only in passing. Several proposed chapters, such as “Honking the Horn for a Thousand Miles,” which my colleague John Lee and I talked through on a long car trip to Northeastern China, did not end up in the final version.


After my first year in China (1987–1988), I returned to Beijing for two more years (1989–91) to continue Chinese-language studies and research. In December 1992 the leading Finnish newsmagazine, Suomen Kuvalehti, sent me to Beijing as their Far East correspondent. For the next four and a half years, I learned to view China through a new prism. A foreign journalist’s life is very different from that of a teacher or researcher, for reasons I explain in the introduction.


The Finnish version of this book was written in 1997 while I was still living in China. I had long hoped to rewrite the book in English, but would never have dared to take the plunge without the encouragement and support of my friend, Jim McEnteer. Ever since we were fellow Fellows at the Shorenstein Center on Press, Politics, and Public Policy at Harvard University in 1990, Jim—a writer, world-traveler, and occasional university professor—has offered to help me with an English-language version of my next China book. Though I have spoken English with my mother, Marilyn, since childhood, and attended school from age six to thirteen in Pelham, New York, this English edition would not have been possible without help. I am deeply grateful to Jim, who worked tirelessly with me on the English manuscript, despite his other preoccupations. His wife, Tina, gave birth to their first child a few weeks before my manuscript’s deadline. Jim and Tina and I will never forget the drama of our late-night drive through the rainy Pennsylvania countryside on March 3, 1998, when little Nicolas decided to arrive in the midst of our editorial labors.


I am also very indebted to my other stoic English-language polisher, Nancy Hearst, who pruned my manuscript with a red pen and the meticulous eye for which she is famous. Nancy, the Librarian at the Fairbank Center on East Asian Research at Harvard University, first took me under her wing in 1996, when I spent a month in the library doing research for the Finnish version of the book.


Many others helped me make it to the end of this dual-language book project in one piece—to all of whom I offer my warm-hearted thanks: My father, Max, and Marja “Magi” Sarvimäki, my friend of over twenty years, each read several drafts of the original book and offered invaluable comments; Susan Lawrence, friend and colleague, has been a source of enormous support throughout my years as correspondent. I also want to pay tribute to my friend, the late Topi Honkavaara, who unwaveringly encouraged me to adapt a historical perspective in order to probe more deeply into all facets of Chinese society.


Edie Holway and Crystal Leslie each provided me with homes in Boston, as did Matthew Watkins in Hong Kong, various research and editing visits. John Lee graciously gave me some of his best photograghs, taken during our many trips across China together, as a farewell present. My former Beijing colleagues, Kathy Chen, Peter Hannam, Steve Hucheon, and Mia Turner, patiently answered my frantic e-mail queries regarding misplaced statistics or names. The Nordic Institute of Asian Studies (NIAS) in Copenhagen awarded me a guest fellowship to rewrite the last chapter of this English edition. And Jan Wong put me in touch with my agent, Michael Cohn, who introduced me to my publisher, George de Kay, President of M. Evans and Company. I am very grateful to all of them, including everyone at M. Evans for admirably managing this transatlantic publishing project!


My most profound thanks go to my Chinese friends to whom I will be forever indebted. It is they who have made these past ten years so memorable. However, despite liberalization and the loosening of official controls at the grass-roots level, friendship with a foreign journalist is still not risk-free for a citizen of the People’s Republic. Consequently, nearly all of my friends asked to be identified by pseudonyms. But China is changing even in this respect—a few friends insisted that I use their real names. Naturally, an individual’s own status in society has a bearing on the extent of the dangers of knowing a foreign journalist.


A Million Truths: Ten Years in China is dedicated to my parents, Marilyn and Max, with love and gratitude for their wholehearted support during the long process of fulfilling my dream to write a book about China in English.


Linda Jakobson
Helsinki, July 1, 1998
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My brother David and my goddaughter Tongtong taking a break at the Beijing Amusement Park in the summer of 1995. (Photo: Yaoyao’s father)
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	TEN CHINESE YEARS








	It’s Not Easy Being a Godmother and Journalist








I had spent an exhausting day with my goddaughter Tongtong and her cousin Yaoyao at Beijing’s new amusement park.* It was time to think about dinner. “We’re going to McDonald’s, aren’t we?” five-year-old Tongtong chirped.


“No, we’re not,” I cut her off. “Chinese food is ten times tastier. And healthier.”


Eleven-year-old Yaoyao also had his heart set on hamburgers. “Haven’t you seen the advertisement on television?” he said, with a puzzled look. “McDonald’s promises every child a gift. It’s part of a series you can collect.”


“And I have only two parts, and Gege already has three,” Tongtong explained.


I should have guessed. Whether I am in Helsinki with my nieces or in Beijing with these two, it is the same story.


Tongtong calls her cousin Gege, which means elder brother. The children live in the same apartment. Tongtong, Yaoyao, and their parents share three rooms and a kitchen. The children’s fathers are brothers.


At McDonald’s, I told Tongtong that there was not a single place like this in China when she was born in the autumn of 1991; that was five years earlier. She looked at me in disbelief until Yaoyao saved the day by recalling that he had heard about Beijing’s first McDonald’s from a classmate. He had just started school that year (1992).


“And now there are already twenty McDonald’s in Beijing, and soon there will be thirty,” Yaoyao mimicked the ad on television.


The children went into fits of giggles when I listed the other things that did not exist five years ago. The amusement park, which even my spoiled Western nieces loved when they visited me in China, had not yet been built, nor any of the huge shopping complexes which have sprung up all over the capital. Television advertising was still a novelty at that time, and Yaoyao was content to play in a nearby park on weekends.


“And there weren’t any miandi-cabs. Your father took your mother to the hospital on a tricycle-wagon when you were about to be born,” I told my goddaughter.


“Are you sure?” the little girl questioned. I could tell by her astonished look that this was definitely something she was going to have to ask her mother about.


Miandi-cabs are small vans, which charge 10 yuan ($1.20)* for 10 kilometers (6.2 miles). They appeared on the streets of Beijing in 1993, when the city was bidding to host the Olympic Games for the year 2000, and have since become a popular means of transport. Before miandi-cabs, there were only “fine taxis,” used by foreigners and wealthy Chinese. I did not tell the children that I had been furious with Tongtong’s father for not taking a taxi that night when Tongtong was born. You are only allowed one child in China, and the family could certainly have afforded a 20-yuan taxi ride.


“Why waste money when there was plenty of time to pedal?” said the happy father, Xiao Ping, at the time. He laughed away my irritation as he described the ride to the hospital amidst the thousands of other bicyclists on the road that evening. That had been his attitude in 1991. Now, the family jumps into a miandi whenever they come to visit me or go on an outing.


It is difficult to explain to children that ten years ago their parents did not have the money to spend 60 yuan ($16) on an entrance ticket to an amusement park or to buy toys on the spur of the moment. Yaoyao’s parents both still worked for a state-owned work unit, a danwei. They earned about 130 yuan ($35) a month. My godchild’s mother was not even part of the family yet. She and Tongtong’s father, Xiao Ping, were university students and had just started to go out together. The government gave Xiao Ping a measly stipend of 49 yuan ($13) every month because both his parents had passed away. The family did not go hungry, but everyone did their utmost to avoid any unnecessary spending. Thanks to their economizing they were able to buy a television and later, other household appliances.
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My goddaughter Tongtong and her cousin Yaoyao in 1992. (Photo: Yaoyao’s father)


Even children much older than Tongtong and Yaoyao cannot fathom how much Beijing, and the whole of China, has changed so quickly. Whenever I think of the circumstances in which Tongtong’s and Yaoyao’s parents, who are approximately my age, were brought up, not to mention their grandparents, the Chinese ability to adapt amazes me. “If Olympic medals were awarded for adapting and enduring, the Chinese surely would have two golds every time,” Yaoyao’s father, whom I also call Gege (elder brother), once mused.


Forms of address in Chinese are an endless labyrinth. Family members seldom use the given name when addressing each other, but rely on the word that expresses one’s relationship to the other person, for instance “elder sister” (Jiejie), “elder brother” (Gege) or “elder sister-in-law” (Saozi). This applies especially when speaking to an older member of the family. For this reason, I have never heard Tongtong’s father, Xiao Ping, call his elder brother anything other than Gege, though his brother addresses Xiao Ping either as Didi (younger brother) or by his given name. For years I did not even know his elder brother’s or his sister-in-law’s real names because no one ever used them. Since I got to know the family through Xiao Ping and because his brother and sister-in-law are both a year or two older than I am, I too call them Gege and Saozi.


Being part of the family in my godchild’s home has taught me the most about the Chinese way of thinking and everyday urban life. I got to know Xiao Ping in 1987, my first year in China, when he was a university student. We became good friends. In the beginning, the other family members were timid in my presence, but over the years, I have developed a close relationship with each and every one. I think of them as an average Beijing family because, when I met them, they were all rank-and-file members in their work units. None of them had any previous contact with foreigners. Except for Xiao Ping, no one speaks English. Tongtong’s parents, both university graduates, are by Chinese definition intellectuals, while Gege is a worker and his wife, Saozi, is an office staff member.


I can talk to them about any subject I wish. Once, as we drank tea after supper in 1997, we discussed the changes that had taken place in China in the years we have known one another. In a matter of moments nearly every aspect of society was mentioned, from the dramatic increase of private sector employment to the much higher costs of education. Ten years earlier, rural residents were not permitted to move about freely to look for employment, and the hordes of peasants had not yet invaded the big cities. We all agreed that corruption, prostitution, and crime were much greater problems than a decade earlier. “Now you have to watch out for cheats, whatever you do,” Gege said.


But when I asked what had not changed in the last ten years, I was met with a long silence. This is quite common in China. Change is talked about so much that it numbs the senses. No one could think of a single thing. “Even our leaders have changed,” Saozi retorted. “For the worse.”


Only after I mentioned that family members still communicate with one another as they always have and that opposition to the one-child policy in the countryside is as strong as ever, did my friends admit that some things were as they had been before. “Ten years ago I dreamed my son would one day get into university, and I still hope so,” Gege agreed.


Everyone found it hilarious when I mentioned that even the most modern-minded young women, when they give birth, still behave exactly like their mothers and grandmothers and their great-grandmothers before them. “Even without a traditionally strict mother-in-law in this family, you still adhered to ancient tradition and stayed in bed for a month after Tongtong was born,” I pointed out to my godchild’s mother.


“That’s right. Because elder-sister-in-law scared me with all her tales of how I would get sick and suffer if I didn’t,” she responded indignantly. Everyone burst out laughing.


Not only does a Chinese woman rest for thirty days after giving birth, but to rest her eyes, she is not supposed to read or watch television. Nor is she allowed to wash her hair, in order to avoid coming into contact with “wind and cold.” The Chinese notion of “cold” does not correspond to the Western one. For example, fruit is considered cold and must be avoided after birth. New mothers are supposed to eat one hundred eggs and other body-strengthening foods such as chicken and corn porridge. And, of course, she cannot go outside!


“I was stubborn and didn’t listen to my mother. That’s why I started suffering from rheumatism at the age of thirty. I caught cold,” Saozi said. I could tell that she was dead serious. Her son was born in August, when the average temperature in Beijing is over 86 degrees Fahrenheit.


In every Chinese family I know, the mother has stayed in bed for a month after giving birth and followed a long list of traditional do’s and don’ts (mostly don’ts). Admittedly, small allowances seem to be made these days regarding nutrition. Besides the eggs and chicken broth, new mothers may also eat previously taboo vegetables and meat. But, it has been pointless for me to explain that Westerners think fresh air and a little exercise is healthy. Even an ultra-modern woman I interviewed, Xue Ruixia, who works for a Western fashion company and travels all over the world, conceded to having been “a victim of tradition” after her son was born. “I cheated a bit and read in secret,” she confided.


In the home of my godchild I have been able to put my feet up and just be myself, a tremendous privilege. A foreigner living in China is always an alien, not only because we look different, but because the Chinese make a sharp distinction between us and them. Chinese rarely think it is possible to communicate with a foreigner on an equal footing, so the atmosphere is seldom totally relaxed. Either the foreigner is nearly suffocated with excessive friendly attention and made to feel like a prized piece of breakable crystal, or else he or she is met with a glued-on grin and stock phrases exalting the friendship between foreigners and Chinese, without ever getting a real sense of what the other person feels deep down. And, of course, there are always those who flatter you and seem ready to stand on their heads for you in the hope of striking up a business deal or arranging a trip abroad or in some way reaping a benefit from the relationship. Only in the company of close friends and some older-generation intellectuals do I really feel that the extra “foreigner” tag is nonexistent.


Even tourists in China readily become familiar with the word waiguoren, which literally means “outside-country person.” In the cities, kids shout it out spontaneously whenever they see a non-Chinese face. In the countryside, everyone turns to stare at the foreigner. Throughout China, people make comments about the waiguoren, or even more colloquially the laowai (“old outsider”). In the big cities now, people are used to foreigners, but there are always visitors from more remote places who have never seen a “big nose,” as we Westerners were called in the old days.


The complex range of conflicting emotions that Chinese have toward foreigners can best be understood in terms of the immense pride their long history evokes. Somewhere in the subconscious the image of the Middle Kingdom (Zhongguo; that is, China) still looms—China was once the center of the world. Beyond the borders of the empire lived inferior vassals and barbarous peoples. But, at the same time, they are haunted by the demise of their great civilization. As the revered American historian John K. Fairbank wrote in his last book, “China’s history when surveyed over the last two thousand years contains a great paradox that bothers all Chinese patriots today.”1 If China was more advanced than Europe in the year 1200, why and how did it fall so far behind? In the eighteenth century, the standard of living in Europe and China were still comparable. Why did China miss the train to modernization? As Fairbank points out, there is no single answer to such a large question. Because the Chinese believed they already possessed everything anyone could wish for, they turned inward and chose isolation. That aloof seclusion, among many other factors, kept changes at bay.2


Though educated Chinese today readily admit that the imperialist aspirations of the West and Japan were not alone to blame for two centuries of misery, foreigners are still a dominant part of the equation when Chinese assess the decline of the Chinese Empire. Under the surface linger feelings of humiliation that outsiders inflicted upon the Chinese, starting from the middle of the eighteenth century when the British systematically began to sell the Chinese opium, followed by the decades after the Opium Wars (1840–1842 and 1858–1860) when Chinese were treated as second-class citizens in areas controlled by foreigners.3 When Mao Zedong founded the People’s Republic in 1949, China’s economy was ravaged after years of fighting the Japanese and civil war. The Communists promised to restore China to its rightful place of respect among the peoples of the world, appealing to deep feelings of national pride and xenophobia.


I have never tired of listening to elderly people talk about their lives before and during the first years of the People’s Republic. Although educated people later suffered terribly in Mao’s political campaigns, and businessmen saw their property and fortunes confiscated by the government, the Communist take-over meant a general improvement in living standards. But regardless of family background, when older Chinese reminisce about the past they inevitably remember their hope that China would rise up from its state of destitution. Over and over again, I have heard the same feelings expressed about the mood in the 1950s: “We truly believed in Mao’s ability to build a New China.” “We were excited. We trusted Mao and sincerely wanted to be a part of the rebuilding of the country.” Even those who harbored doubts in their hearts about the ideology of the new rulers said they felt the Communists offered the best possible alternative. China needed a leader like Mao. People were exhausted after years of war.


Of course, the Communists’ actions did not please everybody. Approximately one million landlords lost their lives during the land reform.4 In addition, large numbers of “running dogs of imperialism” and “Guomindang reactionaries and their accomplices” were killed.* But, recalling the early years of the People’s Republic, people emphasize the general feeling of hopefulness. A better tomorrow lay ahead.


I have met a number of Chinese who could have gone abroad before the Communist takeover. They chose to stay—in many cases, despite pressure by family members to leave—because they wanted to take part in the building of a New China. For the same reason, some Chinese residing abroad returned to their homeland. The scientist Bao, who was thirty-two when Mao came to power in 1949, was one of the stubborn ones. Today, Bao’s modestly furnished apartment of less than 350 square feet could be the home of any typical elderly intellectual in Beijing. The floor is concrete, the toilet is equipped with a makeshift shower comprised of a water heater, hose, and sprinkler. His brother is a professor who lives in the States. His sister is a medical doctor in England.


“I didn’t listen, though they begged me to join them when they fled with our parents to Hong Kong at the end of 1948. My father was a banker and I would have had the financial means to pursue any career I wished,” Bao sighed, when I asked him about his youth. “It’s so easy to be wise in retrospect, but times were different in those days. I had a degree from Harvard and I wanted to serve my country. So did many of my friends. We plunged enthusiastically into our work and were greatly inspired by the cause. Okay, you might describe the atmosphere as euphoric, but I still say that in the beginning the Communists were on the right track.”


In 1957, Bao was singled out for discipline during the Anti-Rightist movement* because of suggestions he had made regarding the restructuring of engineering education. He was sent to do physical labor in the Northeast. All told, he has spent seventeen years of his life in the countryside.


“I grieve the most because of my children,” Bao said quietly. “My brother’s and sister’s children are all university-educated and live comfortable middle-class lives in the West. My children were barred from studying because their father had the wrong political background. My son always reminds me of my ill-fated choice.”


Each time Mao launched a new political campaign, Bao, like many others who had relatives abroad, suffered because of his foreign connections. Once, when we sat looking at the family album, I spotted a photo of an elegantly dressed Bao at his sister’s wedding in Shanghai in 1947. Bao’s middle-aged son remarked: “When I was growing up I was taught that all capitalist countries are the dens of devils. America was our biggest enemy. Afterward I felt so ashamed—actually, it’s absurd—that I cursed our relatives abroad and called them the ox devils and snake demons just because they had chosen to live in a rotten enemy country.” He paused a moment and added: “It’s the irony of history that my own children are now infatuated with anything and everything American. It’s gone a bit overboard really.”


When I visited China for the first time in 1985, a mere six years had passed since the Communist Party had officially declared modernization a priority, and the emphasis on ideological work had started to wane. In 1979, China embraced what has come to be known as Deng Xiaoping’s “reform and open-door policy.”5 The four modernizations program, aiming to improve agriculture, industry, defense, and science and technology, was the doctrine of the day. Everywhere I went I saw huge billboards proclaim, “welcome to our foreign friends.” The significance of those words dawned on me two years later, when I moved to Beijing and came face-to-face with another kind of reality. As in the days of Imperial China, the authorities were still fearful of foreigners polluting Chinese minds. Although there was an acute need for foreign technology, and foreign money and know-how were wholeheartedly welcome, there were a host of rules and regulations designed to keep foreigners and Chinese apart.


In 1987, few friends dared visit me in my dormitory because guests had to register at the university gate—which meant taking the risk that contact with a foreigner would be reported back to their work unit. For the same reason, others never invited me to visit them in their homes. There were exceptions, of course, especially among university students who said they “couldn’t care less,” but most adults, who remembered earlier days of persecution, wanted to avoid registering. “You never know if contact with a foreigner might one day get you in trouble,” a girlfriend, Wu Hua, said when I was studying in Beijing. Not everybody was as blatantly straightforward.


By Chinese definition, Wu Hua is a cadre.* She works as a secretary at the Railway Bureau, where political discipline is tighter than in a department store or in a hospital. Her generation lived through the Cultural Revolution period* when mere possession of a foreign book was reason enough to be branded a “capitalist roader.” She stressed that there would be no immediate reprisals if her work unit were to find out about our friendship. The open-door policy, after all, encouraged Chinese to study foreign languages. She would be reprimanded much more discreetly than in Mao’s time. Our friendship might be used against her if she were to fall out of favor with one of her superiors or colleagues. “Or maybe it would hurt my chances when the section chief chooses the lucky few who will be permitted to continue their studies or be promoted. You can never be too careful,” she said.


I felt the same way. Especially in the company of younger friends, I was more cautious than they were on their own behalf. I knew that a Chinese citizen could haphazardly and irrationally be accused of “leaking state secrets” to a foreigner. Wu Hua had shown me a list of subjects deemed state secrets. Even the addresses of important government buildings could be considered state secrets. The long list was a sober reminder that in times of political uncertainty just about any conversation with a foreigner could be used as evidence of illegal activity. The last item on the list was: “Anything intended to be kept secret.”


Today, only ten years later, the situation is far more complex. As the authorities’ grip on people’s personal lives erodes, as it has in numerous ways, contact with foreigners has become much easier. This is especially true in the big cities where the number of foreigners has also increased tremendously. Surveillance has become lax because not everybody depends on the state as before. A person may have his own company or his own apartment, with no obligation to register at either. Also, lower levels of authority have a more easygoing attitude toward foreigners. On various occasions during the 1990s, I spent nights with friends in apartments which belonged to their state-run work units. But no one ever bothered to fill out any sort of registration form because of my visits.


Dealings between Chinese and foreigners are still not entirely problem-free. It all depends on who the Chinese is just as much as who the “big nose” is, and when and where in China they strike up a friendship.


During my years as a student, teacher, and researcher, my life was more casual and I had the opportunity to get to know ordinary Chinese people more easily than if I had, from the start, worked as a journalist. That is why I wanted to spend some years in China getting to know the country at the grass-roots level before pursuing a job as a correspondent. The life of a foreign correspondent was—and to a certain extent still is—circumscribed by numerous regulations, though the ways the rules are implemented varies from place to place.


My Chinese friends and I discussed my intention to apply for a job as a correspondent many times. From the point of view of a Chinese citizen, contact with a foreign journalist is ten times riskier, and much more difficult to explain, than contact with a teacher or researcher. I did not want any of my friends to get into trouble just because they spent some of their free time in my company.


Before 1989, my friends resolutely shrugged off my fears. “Don’t be so silly. No need to worry,” many friends assured me. “China has changed. Those days are long gone when we might get into trouble because of you.” Each of them reminded me that we had become friends when I was just a “normal person,” a student and a teacher, and that made our relationship safe. When I spoke of my plans in the home of scientist Bao, his son first cracked a joke about how the Chinese government lumps diplomats and foreign journalists together, and considers them all spies. But he was quite adamant that I should keep in touch with the family. “Don’t get stressed out,” he told me. “This family is quite used to being accused of having contact with spies. My father has always had that cloud hanging over him because of our relatives abroad. But you won’t be a problem as long as we do not start gathering information for you. And none of us has that kind of position in society.”


The massacre perpetrated by the Chinese army on June 4, 1989, sent shock waves throughout the country. Political discipline was tightened in workplaces and people became more cautious. During the latter part of 1989, I concentrated on the research report I was working on and maintained contact with only a few people. I waited until after dark to venture down the alley I know so well to visit my godchild’s family. It was a depressing time. I will always remember the tension which hung over the city when I made my way back from a farewell dinner at their home at the end of 1989. The city still buzzed with rumors of vengeful incidents involving angry citizens attacking soldiers on patrol.


Suddenly, as I bicycled down a narrow lane, two soldiers leaped from the shadows, and grabbed my handle bars. They asked to see my passport. I shuddered to think that I had just barely succeeded in persuading Tongtong’s father, Xiao Ping, not to escort me home. Knowing a foreigner was not a crime, but a report of this nightly encounter would probably have been sent to his work unit. In those days it was safer to remain invisible. One year later when I returned to China, Beijing was slowly returning to normal. During that year (1991) Tongtong was born, and my dropping by their apartment in broad daylight was not a problem.


To my relief, the atmosphere had improved decisively when I finally moved to Beijing as the correspondent for Finland’s main news weekly in December 1992. Earlier that year, Deng Xiaoping had been on his famous southern tour, urging his countrymen to pursue economic reforms more boldly and more rapidly. There was no doubt that the patriarch wanted China to rid itself of the gloom that had followed in the wake of the Tiananmen Square events. Conservatives who had demanded a return to ideological indoctrination were forced to ease their grip. Fresh new winds swept over the country. But the tragic ending of the Tiananmen demonstrations in 1989 was stark proof of how quickly the barometer can fluctuate in China. Authoritarian rulers will not hesitate to use brutal force when they think their power is being threatened.


I became even more determined to shield my friends from the dangers of my occupation. I kept them at bay even when I knew they would have enjoyed meeting my associates or joining me at some of the interesting events I have attended as a journalist. In the 1980s, I divided Chinese into two categories: the very few who had dealings with “big noses,” and the vast majority of the population who had none at all. Though this division still holds, many new categories have arisen in the 1990s. Because of my profession, the distinction between “official” and “unofficial” China has been all the more important.


Especially after the mid-1990s, some of my younger friends ridiculed my caution, but I preferred to endure their scorn than to risk their safety, and suffer a guilty conscience for the rest of my life. My godchild’s family and older Chinese have always, in their own discreet ways, made it clear that they have approved of my prudence.


Though the political atmosphere in China appears more relaxed than ever before, foreign journalists have only to recall Lena Sun’s experiences in 1992 to remind themselves that appearances may be deceiving. Lena Sun of the Washington Post was caught with “secret documents” in her possession. In the aftermath of the incident, two of her Chinese friends, a couple—parents of a young daughter—were sentenced to prison for ten and six years.6


Admittedly, my nationality has been a great advantage while working as a correspondent. Finland and China have “very friendly relations” and the Information Department of the Chinese Foreign Ministry has had little reason to be interested in a Finnish journalist. To a large extent, my unorthodox housing arrangement has been possible for this reason.


I leaped at the opportunity when my former student offered to rent me his apartment when he and his wife moved to Canada. He had earned a small fortune in the late 1980s as a private businessman and had purchased a two-room apartment in one of Beijing’s first privately owned apartment buildings in 1991. There was already a foreign teacher living in the building and no system of registering at the entrance. In fact, I was a familiar face in the building from the times I had visited my former student. On these occasions, he had always politely introduced his “Lin Teacher” to the elevator ladies, who oohed and aahed because they had never met a foreigner who could speak Chinese.* In retrospect, these little chats in the elevator proved very useful. When I moved in, they immediately remembered me and welcomed “Lin Teacher” back to Beijing. And I have been “Lin Teacher” to them ever since.
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Western dress is predominant in the cities, though elderly men still often wear “Mao suits.” This photo was taken outside the apartment building where I have lived as a correspondent since December 1992 (seen in background, right). (Photo: John Lee)


Though these elevator ladies are not in the same position as street committee members,* and therefore are not obligated by the authorities to keep an eye on people, they are notorious gossips and busybodies. They have nothing else to do all day than to listen to tenants complain of quarrelsome neighbors or to watch enviously as the nouveau riche acquire a new sofa or the latest video recorder model. Once, when I was suffering a severe bout of the flu, one of the elevator ladies said to a friend of mine who was coming to visit: “You really should tell Lin Teacher not to drink soda when she has a bad cold. It’s not good for her.” (Soda is considered “cold” even when not refrigerated and thus should be avoided when one is ill.) Earlier in the day, my transparent shopping bag holding several bottles of soda had disclosed my “crime.”


Before my former student moved to Canada, he told the elderly lady who manages the affairs of the building that his former teacher was going to look after the apartment for him. He did not do anything illegal, and in any case, I knew he was planning to become a Canadian citizen, so I did not have to worry about him getting in trouble with the Chinese authorities. Actually, many of the apartments in our “privately owned building” are occupied by relatives of owners residing abroad. The elderly lady’s main task is to collect electricity and water fees from the tenants. From her point of view, the most important thing was that I could speak Chinese. “It would be so inconvenient otherwise,” she had said to my former student.


In principle, every foreign correspondent is supposed to acquire his or her apartment through the Diplomatic Service Bureau. In the eastern part of Beijing, three apartment building areas with walls around them and guards at the gates, are “officially designated places of residence” for diplomats and foreign correspondents. These “foreign ghettos” were so crowded in the late 1980s that new correspondents were obliged either to live in hotels or in one of the new commercial residential blocks for foreigners, built by hotels or real estate companies. Rents in these newer buildings for foreigners, which are also fenced-off and guarded, were (and still are) astronomical.


I wanted to avoid living in a foreigners’ building. To begin with, I could not afford to pay $3,000 monthly rent for a one-bedroom apartment. Second, few of my Chinese friends would ever have dropped by, not because Chinese are not allowed to visit the “foreign ghettos,” but because the foreign host must pick up his or her Chinese guests at the gate and escort them in to avoid their having to register with the authorities. Only Chinese who are either privileged citizens or part of the younger generation of “happy-go-lucky bohemians” have the knack of skillfully floating in and out of the foreigners’ world of Beijing.


My housing arrangements may sound complicated to someone unfamiliar with China, but Chinese accept them as a matter of course. Keeping parts of one’s life secret is quite normal in a society where even average citizens want to avoid surveillance by the state. Ever since it became possible to earn extra money outside one’s regular place of employment, just about every Chinese I know has some kind of second job, which he or she wants to keep secret from their main employer. My friends never batted an eye when I told them that I have not let my occupation be known within my apartment building.


“You arranged your life in Chinese fashion,” my godchild’s father said with a grin when the whole family visited me for the first time in my apartment. From their point of view the situation has been ideal. They come and go as they please without ever having to answer any questions about who they are. “We would never have visited you if you had lived among the diplomats. Meeting us at the gate would not have made the least bit of difference,” his brother Gege added. “I simply wouldn’t have summoned enough courage to go past the guard. We’re just normal people. We don’t have any reason to visit the home of a foreign journalist.”


I have invited only trustworthy friends to my apartment and I have dealt with matters related to my work at a nearby club, situated in a commercial residential area for foreigners. As a club member I have used the club address for all work-related correspondence. It has been a perfect arrangement. In many ways, my life in China exemplifies the complexity of Chinese society today. At the club, my work as a foreign correspondent has been public knowledge. After all, mail addressed to my magazine has been delivered to this address for the last four-and-a-half years and I have made full use of the club’s post office, bank, business center, and lounge facilities. Yet, just down the road I have lived in a Chinese apartment building, known only as “Lin Teacher.”


Many other foreigners have since moved into our apartment building. There is nothing illegal about it, since all the apartments are privately owned. In my case, my occupation has been a breach of law. However, since the mid-1990s, I have heard of other foreign correspondents who also have arranged their accommodations “unofficially.” The ridiculously high rents in the commercial apartment buildings for foreigners have forced people to be imaginative. Renting an apartment on the free market has also become popular among well-to-do Chinese.
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The rich and poor live side by side in Beijing. This pie and dumpling soup stall, run by a family from faraway Anhui province, is situated behind my apartment building. In the daytime the stall is their place of work, at night it becomes their makeshift home. (Photo: Linda Jakobson)


I doubt whether I would have enjoyed my life in China so much had I been confined to a foreign ghetto. My godchild, Tongtong, could not have come over to play nor could my out-of-town friends from my teaching days have stayed with me. Whenever I walk down the hutong (little lane) behind my apartment building, I am reminded that this is China in a microcosm: rural peasants building a huge commercial center across from our building, shopkeepers complaining about competition getting tougher with each new day, city folk haggling with country folk over prices, state-run work unit employees standing side by side with the nouveau riche buying vegetables at the market place though, to judge by their shopping bags, the wealthy purchase most of their goods at a downtown supermarket. Every evening, young women in attire almost too skimpy to be called miniskirts appear outside the obscure nightclub beside the neighboring movie theatre. Twenty yards further down the lane, my favorite pie seller and his family struggle in a makeshift shack which serves as their private pie-and-noodle stand by day and their lodgings by night.


The pie seller, from faraway Anhui province, brings a new member of the family to Beijing after each Chinese New Year.* When a baby-faced teenage girl appeared by the coal stove in the spring of 1997, I could not help but ask him: “Shouldn’t she still be in school?” The man smiled broadly, disclosing his two missing front teeth. “What would be the point?” he retorted. “It’s much better that she earns some money while there’s money to be earned. I’ve promised to build her a fine solid house when the time comes to look for a husband.” The girl blushed and continued flipping pies in the sizzling oil. On the other hand, the old lady who runs the nearby sweets and ice cream stall tells me she is saving every penny so her granddaughter can go to university. This old Beijinger still remembers some of the French she was taught by the Jesuits at age eight. “My granddaughter’s such a bright child,” she always says when I stop to chat.


Going about my everyday chores has taught me much about everyday life in China. I am constantly reminded how tradition still dominates people’s attitudes and behavior. But sometimes I shake my head in disbelief at how quickly some people seem to adapt to new ideas. I have become friendly with a few neighbors and we have burned many a candle together during prolonged blackouts. Electricity cuts were especially frequent in our building in 1993 because we consumed more than our allotted amount of electricity. Only after one of the tenants managed to find “a friend of a friend” in the Electricity Bureau was our building granted permission to install a bigger generator. As always in China, money and the right “connections” solved the problem. Also during that first year, the fuses in my apartment blew out just about every other day and I became a professional at changing Chinese fuses. Unlike in the West, where the fuse is in a capsule or in a plug, you have to replace the fuse wire yourself each time. My girlfriend Marja, visiting from Finland, was horrified the first time she saw me balancing on a chair, screwdriver and fuse wire in hand.


I cannot claim that living in a Chinese apartment has not been a bit inconvenient at times, especially when the fuse blows just before a deadline. But my work as a journalist, fascinating as it has been in a constantly changing society, would not have kept me in China for so many years had I been in a foreign ghetto, segregated from my Chinese friends. We have shared both good times and bad. Their friendship has been the most precious treasure of this past decade.
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I could hardly recognize my old hometown, Jinan, when I returned to visit for a month in the autumn of 1996. A Chinese fast food restaurant, with waitresses gliding to and fro on roller skates, would have been unimaginable ten years earlier. (Photo: Linda Jakobson)


*Throughout this book I use the pinyin transliteration system for Chinese names, places, terms, and so on—Peking is now Beijing, Canton is now Guangzhou, and Mao Tse-tung is now Mao Zedong.


* The exchange rate of Chinese currency (RMB, or yuan) has fluctuated a great deal during the past ten years. When I first moved to China in 1987, one U.S. dollar was about 3.70 yuan (according to the official exchange rate). Since the monetary reform that took effect in 1994, one dollar has been about 8.15 to 8.50 yuan. The references to yuan in this book have been converted according to the official rate at the time being discussed.


* The civil war was fought between the armies of the Nationalist government, led by the Guomindang Party, or Kuomintang, and the Communists.


* The Anti-Rightist movement was one of Mao’s many campaigns, officially to root out “impure thought” among the population, but, in reality, to silence critics of the Party. The label “rightist” was given to hundreds of thousands of people, mostly intellectuals. This followed the Hundred Flowers campaign (1956–1957) when intellectuals had been encouraged to speak out about Party shortcomings, until the leaders decided that unchecked criticism was weakening Party control.


* A cadre is a civil servant, but not necessarily a member of the Communist Party. Of China’s almost 1.3 billion people today, only about 60 million are Party members.


* During the Cultural Revolution, Mao’s most ferocious campaign, ideology was pushed to the extreme. Though the first years were the most turbulent, an entire decade—1966 to 1976—is referred to as the Cultural Revolution period. (See chapter 3.)


* My Chinese name is Lin Da, meaning “to reach out to the forest.” Because the first character of a name in Chinese is always the surname, which is put before a person’s title, people who know me from the days when I was a teacher usually call me Lin laoshi, literally “Lin Teacher.”


* The street committee is a grass-roots-level unit of surveillance in urban China. Each block or street has its own street committee which, besides keeping an eye on the comings and goings of the residents, is responsible for overseeing birth control, sanitation, traffic, etc. Sometimes street committee members also supervise nursery groups.


* The date of the Chinese New Year, “Spring Festival” in Chinese, depends on the lunar calender. Usually it falls at the end of January, or the beginning of February.








	
 


	RETURNING TO MY CHINESE ROOTS








	Society Works through the “Back Door”








I boarded the train for Jinan on a bright, warm September day, as leaves danced in the wind.1 Nine years earlier, almost to the day, I had also taken a train to Jinan. Then, I was on my way to teach English at the local college of economics. Now, I was returning for a month to revisit my “Chinese roots.” It was in Jinan that I had first tasted Chinese urban life and met my closest Chinese friends. There was no better place to begin my new book.


Jinan is situated south of the Yellow River in Shandong province, about 300 miles from Beijing, in an area considered the cradle of Chinese civilization. The great sage of Chinese philosophy, Kong Qiu, better known as Confucius, was born there in 551 B.C. Today, Shandong has a reputation for being conservative. There is a saying that the leaders of Shandong will not embark upon a new reform policy before it has proved its worth elsewhere.


Jinan is a typically dismal Chinese industrial city of 2.5 million people. When I first heard about the teaching job, I checked the Lonely Planet guidebook to see what it had to say. The opening lines were not encouraging: “Go no further than the railway station. I am dead serious. The further you go, the worse it gets.” Now, even that famous, German-built railway station with its distinctly foreign-looking tower has been demolished. In its place stands one of the many thousands of nondescript modern buildings that litter the landscape of modern China. But to me, Jinan, for all its outward ugliness, is still one of the dearest dots on the map of China.


Chinese always ask each other about their laojia, which literally means “old” or “ancient home,” and refers to one’s ancestral home, one’s roots. Despite the industrialization of recent years, agrarian values, which identify a person with his home village, still influence the way people think. When strangers strike up a conversation they talk about their laojia. And one does not merely say “My family comes from Minnesota.” One’s laojia is the name of a village in a certain district in a certain county. That exchange of information often evolves into a comparison of the characteristics and traits of people from different provinces. For instance, in addition to being considered conservative, natives of Shandong are known to be honest, modest, and courageous.


Talk inevitably turns to the most common topic of all—food. It is sometimes highly amusing to sit and listen to fellow passengers on trains discussing food for hours on end. Such talk is also traditional. Classical narrative literature is full of elaborate descriptions of meals, written in the most sensual and imaginative style. Every area has its own cuisine, and eating habits vary greatly. Men, especially, pride themselves on their cooking talents. A true Chinese gentleman is also an accomplished chef.


On my latest journey we started “talking food” before the train had left Beijing Station. The man sitting opposite me rushed out of the car at the last moment and returned carrying a large red box. “I’m going back to my laojia and I want the children to taste some traditional Beijing pastries,” he explained, as he stowed the box carefully into his bag. His rural home was in the eastern part of Anhui province. He made his living touring the country to buy toys, stuffed animals, and Christmas decorations, which he then sent for resale to his older brother in Moscow.


When he learned that I was a Finn, he asked if I was familiar with all the different pastries on sale in a Russian bakery. He then proceeded to describe them in detail to the other passengers in our compartment. He had spent a month in Moscow. “Most of my family is living there now—my elder brother, my younger brother, my elder sister-in-law, her younger sister,” he said. He looked about thirty-five and was neatly dressed in pale cloth trousers and a blue-and-white striped collar shirt.


“I could never survive a whole month without real rice,” the woman sitting beside me declared. She was in her forties and lived in Wuhan, an industrial center along the Yangzi River. She traveled about the country too, selling spare computer parts for the small subcontracting company she had started with her husband.


“I know what you mean,” the man answered. “That’s why I took two huge sacks of rice with me when I visited Moscow last year.” The other passengers smiled in the way that people do when they want to convey sympathy. Except for young people, most Chinese do not think much of Western food. “You can’t even eat yourself full on it,” is a common remark, which conveys the major role of rice or wheat in a Chinese meal. In the South, rice is the main staple, but in the North, people also consume a variety of different kinds of noodles and pies, and something called mantou that resembles a steamed bun. (To me mantou tastes like an unleavened, raw lump of dough.)


And then it was time for their all-too-familiar question to me: “Are you used to Chinese food?” It is no exaggeration to say that I have heard those words a thousand times. And when I said that I was and added that I loved Chinese food, the woman from Wuhan nodded approvingly: “Well, then. That explains why you like living in China.” I did not want to spoil her day by pointing out that I knew many foreigners who think Chinese food is delicious, but still hate living in China.


The importance of food is summed up by the colloquial way of greeting someone, chi fan le ma? which literally means “Have you eaten rice?” One always answers, “Yes, I’ve eaten rice,” as one responds in English, “Fine, thank you,” when asked “How are you?” Not many decades ago, one’s entire well-being was directly linked to whether or not one had eaten one’s portion of rice.


Another expression, “his rice bowl was broken,” has also become common since the virtually bankrupt state-run factories started laying off workers in recent years. And it is worth remembering that even today not all Chinese have enough rice to eat, though more than 200 million people have been lifted above poverty level over the last twenty years. In remote villages and in vast mountainous areas, 58 million Chinese live below the official poverty line. That is the Chinese government’s estimate. According to the World Bank, the figure might be five times larger, depending on how one defines poverty.2 Every day in China, a population at least as large as that of France struggles against starvation.


A long train journey is always a memorable experience in China. It not only reminds the traveler of the country’s huge size, but chatting with one’s fellow passengers and watching them interact also dramatizes the numerous contradictions that exist among the various social classes. By Chinese standards, Jinan is just a stone’s throw from Beijing, only seven hours by train. After my stay in Jinan, I went to visit a girlfriend’s mother in a nearby small city, and from there I continued on another train ride, this one lasting forty-five hours, to Guangzhou (formerly Canton). Enough time to hear many a life story.


Passengers tend to be very sociable and talkative on Chinese trains, even with strangers. When my fellow travelers recover from their initial surprise that a foreigner can speak Chinese, they usually start to fire off a hundred and one questions about the West. The compartment becomes more and more congested with curious people from other seats crowding around to hear what the “big nose” is saying. In this respect, nothing has changed in ten years; there are always people who want to know everything under the sun about the outside world.


One change is evident though. Politics is discussed much more openly in public places than it was a decade ago. In the spring of 1996, I was sitting on a train when the midday news started blaring from loudspeakers: Party Secretary Jiang Zemin had lashed out at the United States for meddling in Taiwan’s affairs. The American carrier, “USS Independence,” was approaching the Taiwan Straits. All around me, people began excitedly to discuss the Taiwan issue and the possibility of war. In 1987, this kind of discourse would never have taken place in a crowded train, especially in the presence of a foreigner. An elderly engineer sitting opposite me must have read my thoughts. He shook his head in amazement.


“Times have really changed,” he said. “Here we are discussing sensitive political issues. Ten years ago, when someone wanted to voice an opinion about the Party Secretary’s speech, he would have leaned over and confided it in a hushed voice to a trusted friend. And he would have constantly been looking over his shoulder to make sure no one else was listening.” The man sitting beside him exclaimed: “And twenty years ago no one would have dared to utter an opinion about anything, even to his own wife. In those days there was only one view on any given issue, and that was Mao’s view.” Everyone burst into laughter.


Now, on my September train ride to Jinan, politics intruded again. Beside the man with the brother in Moscow sat two female university students, on their way to Hefei, the capital of Anhui province, to visit friends. The young women studied law in Beijing. When I asked them about their plans for the future, one of them said she wanted to specialize in business law and find a job in a big company, while the other one said she hoped to practice law. Listening to these carefree, self-assured young women, I realized they represented the future of China.


Suddenly, the older woman from Wuhan blurted out: “How I admire, but also envy the two of you!” She spoke from the heart, making no effort to conceal her bitterness, as she continued in an agitated voice: “I belong to the generation who lost out every time the political winds changed. First, we were deprived of the right to study. Then, as we were approaching middle age, the iron rice bowl was taken away from us. And now, as we grow old, no one will take care of us.” What a mouthful, I thought to myself—all the complaints of her generation in a nutshell. The embarrassed university students were at a loss for words. Undeniably, their future looks radically different than it did for the older woman at their age.


Because of the Cultural Revolution (1966–1976), an entire generation received almost no education. For a time, schools were closed and when they reopened, children were taught only the virtues of Mao Zedong Thought. When the “ten years of madness” ended and this so-called “lost generation” had come of age, China embraced the reform policy, which in turn threatened their dull, but secure lives in a work unit. The demand for profitability meant fewer workers. Middle-aged employees have been the hardest hit by the layoffs. Considering themselves too old to learn a new occupation, they find it difficult to compete with the younger generation for jobs either in the service sector or in private industry.


“We country people have never had those worries because we never had an iron rice bowl,” the man who had been to Moscow remarked to the woman. “My father always says that communism has been of no use to our family since the land reforms (in the early 1950s). We have always had to rely on our own hard work and even then, the state has taken an exorbitant part of our grain.”


His statement was a bit of an exaggeration because one of the biggest achievements of the Mao era was the improvement in basic education and health care in the countryside. Besides, the man had already told us that his older brother had been a physics major, initially sent to Moscow by the state to finish his doctoral degree. Here was one boy from a peasant family who had certainly reaped the benefits of better access to education under Mao! But the claim, which one often hears in the West, that the Communists took upon themselves the social welfare of the whole population, is truly an illusion. The communes were responsible for education and health care, but the services varied greatly in both quality and accessibility from region to region. Nonetheless, the way the toy merchant responded to the woman from Wuhan reveals the difference in attitudes between urban and rural Chinese. A wide gulf separates them.


After the founding of the People’s Republic, city dwellers started to rely on what was called “the iron rice bowl”; that is, a secure job and social welfare provided by the state. The work unit, danwei, cared for its members from the moment they were born to the moment they were buried. Even today, larger work units tend to be self-contained worlds, with their own day-care centers, schools, movie theaters, sports facilities, and health care centers. A worker’s salary is often intended to cover only the cost of food, purchased at subsidized prices at the work unit’s own shops. When I lived on the university campus in Jinan, my colleagues were constantly reminding me to go and pick up a box of apples or a heap of cabbages to which I was entitled as a member of the work unit. I soon realized there were few occasions when it was necessary to venture outside the gates of the university. Many of my colleagues seldom did.


I asked the woman from Wuhan where she had worked previously.


“In the office of a huge iron works which loses money. Officially, I have not been fired. I just haven’t been paid a salary for four years now.”


Money-losing state factories are one of China’s biggest headaches. According to Western economists, two-thirds of them are in the red. Though the growing private sector is widely talked about in China and the West, 70 percent of urban residents are still employed by the state sector; half of them work in money-losing factories.3 The government pumps money into these faltering state enterprises to try to retain its influence in major industrial areas and because it fears that mass unemployment will lead to urban unrest.


“I am still reimbursed for my medical expenses, but it’s only a matter of time before I will lose that benefit as well,” the woman from Wuhan continued. “I really shouldn’t complain. I’m better off than many other laid-off workers. The small computer parts company my husband started is somewhat profitable, and I have enough work, as long as I have the stamina to travel around the country selling parts. But we only earn enough to live on day to day. Who will take care of us when we are old and sick?”


Her words sparked a lively conversation about the cost of health care. In adjoining compartments, I heard people muttering about the price of medicine and doctors’ fees. “And you can’t even see a doctor, unless you have a ‘back door’ or find some other way to slip him a gift,” grumbled a stylishly dressed elderly man from across the aisle.


Before my godchild Tongtong was born, I had naively thought that free health care was a citizen’s privilege in a Communist country. Then, when she was just a few weeks old, Tongtong began to run a fever that the doctors suspected might indicate a serious blood disease. The family had to pay 1,500 yuan ($278) before the baby could be admitted into hospital. Though the first diagnosis proved to be incorrect, and Tongtong returned home a healthy baby, three months of consulting with doctors and taking tests cost about 2,000 yuan ($371). Because the child’s father, Xiao Ping, was working for a state-run unit, he was reimbursed for most of the “official” medical expenses. But he still paid out about 200 yuan ($37) to buy presents and to treat people to meals at restaurants so that he could find Tongtong a “back door” to treatment. In those days, his monthly salary was 195 yuan ($36). The baby’s illness just about ruined the family.


China works through the “back door,” as the expression goes. You open the back door with connections, guanxi. Without guanxi, it is impossible to deal with any major problem. You have to have connections to get your child into a good school or to change jobs or to buy a train ticket to a popular destination during the high season. You can do anything in China with the right connections. Guanxi is more important than the law, a situation that average citizens complain about openly and bitterly.


The man who had been to Moscow taught me a pun, which I had heard in slightly revised form from an acquaintance in Beijing: “Before, justice was obtained with power (i.e., guanxi), now you can get justice with cash.”


As early as the late 1980s, money could buy things which previously required good connections. The importance of money has grown in the 1990s, partly because of the explosive increase in consumer items. Almost anything you can find for sale at Macy’s is now also available at the huge department stores scattered around Beijing. You no longer have to rely on guanxi to acquire luxury goods. You just need a fat wallet. But in the business world, and when dealing with practical matters of everyday life, guanxi is still essential. “You need money, and you also need good connections,” said a businessman in 1997 when I asked which was the more significant.


“Guanxi is still the crucial factor, but you can buy connections with money, whereas before, doing the other party a favor was more important,” he explained. His colleague added: “To keep up good guanxi you need a lot of money.”


“In other words, money is now the decisive factor?” I asked.


“Yes, as long as you are skillful enough to use your money to acquire the right connections,” he shot back. I had to be content with an ambiguous answer. That is often the case in China.


Though the service industry has grown rapidly in recent years and the availability of goods has also improved immensely, people instinctively rely on their guanxi. It is a way of life. “If you don’t use guanxi, you can never be sure of the quality of what you are buying and, in any case, you can never trust the reliability of service after you have made a purchase, regardless of what it says on the warranty certificate,” my downstairs neighbor advised me when I was contemplating different brands of air-conditioners.


“You just listen to me,” he said determinedly and phoned his brother-in-law, whose younger brother sold air conditioners. The brand was the same as one I had seen in a department store and the price was slightly cheaper. But besides the actual cost, I also ended up paying for dinner at a nearby restaurant on three consecutive evenings. First, I took the salesman out to dinner, the next evening I dined with the men who actually installed the machine in my apartment, and finally, when the air conditioner was humming away and working without a hitch, I treated my downstairs neighbor and his brother-in-law to a meal. Any attempt to convey gratitude starts off with a meal in China.


But I cannot complain. Every summer, when the air conditioner has needed cleaning and service after the long winter’s idleness, all I have had to do was phone my neighbor’s brother-in-law. Within hours someone would show up at my door. And I have never paid a penny for the service. “No need,” says the repairman, who always declines my offer. “We’re all friends, aren’t we?”


On top of everything else, my downstairs neighbor was pleased because he had rid himself of a “debt” to me. He had used my fax machine a few times during the previous winter when his was being fixed.


I learned a lot more about connections and their importance for medical treatment during the coming weeks in Jinan. I stayed with a friend who was doing her best to care for two elderly relatives. Her mother-in-law had suffered a stroke a few months earlier and was bedridden in the hospital. Her own father, who had terminal cancer, was being cared for at home. I hardly caught a glimpse of my girlfriend during the month I stayed in Jinan because she divided her time between the hospital and her parents’ home, where she often stayed the night.


“That was my boss, who wanted to know how I’m coping,” Jiejie said on the first morning after getting off the phone. “He said that his cousin’s daughter is a nurse, and she can get us morphine quickly when the time comes for Father. Sweet of him to remember me like that,” Jiejie sighed, visibly touched by her superior’s thoughtfulness. Jiejie is a wonderfully warm and vivacious person, and I admired the way she kept her positive frame of mind despite the difficult circumstances in which she was living. I call her “elder sister” (Jiejie), because when I was living in Jinan I first got to know her younger brother, Yang, and he always spoke about his Jiejie. When I visited his family for the first time and asked his sister’s name, his mother said: “She’s a year older than you are, so call her Jiejie.”


Jiejie said that she and her brothers were already prepared for the day when their father would have to be taken to a hospital, and they had managed to secure a hospital bed for him. “When I am not taking care of Father or Mother-in-law, I tear around the city trying to use our guanxi to arrange medicine or doctors for them,” she said with a grimace. “But it’s no use complaining about the system. If you don’t have guanxi, you are utterly helpless in a situation like this.” (Her father’s condition deteriorated six weeks later and he was taken to hospital where he passed away.)


We went to visit Auntie Gu, as I call Jiejie’s mother-in-law, whom I had known from my teaching days. In 1987, she was still active as a traditional Chinese jingju-singer, quite famous on the provincial level. She used to sing for us in the tiny one-room home where she lived with her husband. It is difficult for a Westerner to envision how we all physically fit into this room of about 86 square feet. In addition to Jiejie, her brother Yang, and me, there was the husband, a neighbor, and, of course, the singer herself. In these dwellings, built around a courtyard, food is customarily prepared in the shared courtyard under a makeshift roof. All the residents who live in similar cramped courtyard dwellings have to make do with the one and only public outhouse at the end of the lane.


The courtyard houses, like the one where Auntie Gu once lived, have been torn down. In their place stand a block of modern high-rise apartment buildings and a commercial center. Hundreds of thousands of courtyard houses in cities all over China have met similar fates. As compensation, Auntie Gu was given an apartment far from the center of town where she lived with her son and daughter-in-law (Jiejie), and their small child, until Jiejie was granted a better-located, more spacious apartment by her own work unit. It was most confusing to listen to Jiejie discuss the family’s living arrangements. One evening I wrote in my diary:




I really cannot make heads or tails of the housing situation in Jinan. It seems that guanxi is more important than money in a city like this as opposed to Beijing because as far as I know, Jiejie’s mother-in-law has no money other than her pension, but she has managed to get herself yet another apartment. Also, it seems that the lack of housing is not as acute here as in the capital, as I noticed back in 1987. Auntie Gu has her present apartment way out in the suburbs, as compensation for that tiny room in the courtyard house down the alley. When Jiejie’s husband disappears and says he is going to their other home, I presume he means this far-off apartment.


Then Jiejie was given this apartment where I am staying by her work unit and now she tells me that her mother-in-law will get a brand-new apartment right opposite this one, in one of the new buildings which are being constructed. It was granted to her mother-in-law by a decree signed by the city mayor himself. I know that her mother-in-law was something of a celebrity back in the 1980s and she was a member of the Cultural Affairs Council of Jinan, but still, when I asked how on earth she had managed to pull it off, Jiejie shrugged and replied: “I really don’t understand it either. All I know is that some people know how to wangle themselves apartments, like Mother-in-law, who has been to see the mayor and has pestered him about this at least a hundred times.”





Jiejie’s mother-in-law had been in the hospital since her stroke in June. All things considered, I thought she was in amazingly good shape. The partially paralyzed side of her body had started to show signs of recovery and she gingerly exercised her wrist and fingers during our visit.


“Mother-in-law has the will to live,” Jiejie agreed, when I said how lovely it was to see Auntie Gu in such a positive mood. The hospital surroundings were enough to dampen even a healthy person’s spirits. When we climbed the stairs to the second floor, we were met by the smell of urine, and the corridor was as untidy as that in any work-unit dormitory. Boxes and baskets were stacked up against the walls and patients’ laundry hung from a line that stretched from one end of the corridor to the other. There was even a bicycle parked beside the door to Auntie Gu’s room, which she shared with two other patients.


Jiejie had hired a girl from the countryside to shop and prepare meals for her mother-in-law. This did not surprise me because, when my godchild’s grandmother was in the hospital, various family members took turns bringing her food in tin boxes with secure lids three times a day. According to my friends, hospital food in China is of such inferior quality that a patient would never recover from any illness if he or she had to eat it. “I pay the girl 100 yuan ($12) a month,” Jiejie said. “That is only a fraction of the sum that the hospital would charge us for their inedible food. This way Mother-in-law is fed fresh vegetables and meat from the market every day.”


Employing a maid has become common in the China of the 1990s. Ten years ago only the privileged could afford hired help, but as the restrictions on moving from place to place have been lifted and the growing middle class has become more affluent, many tens of millions of people from the countryside have converged on the cities. They are prepared to do any kind of work, and are given the jobs that city people find demeaning. Mao Zedong’s catch phrase “to serve others is capitalistic heaven” has not only been forgotten, but buried. Mao wanted to destroy the old way of thinking in China, but, in reality, all he did was sweep it under the carpet for thirty-odd years. Older people say that today’s China, with its clear-cut class divisions, reminds them more and more of the China of the 1930s.


Already in 1987, the tendency to divide people into classes struck me as odd. I remember writing in my first book: “Nowhere have I been more aware of the divisions between classes than in Communist China.”4 Party members looked down on nonmembers, university graduates—by Chinese definition intellectuals—were snobbish toward workers, and city people were arrogant toward their country cousins. The situation has become more complex in the 1990s. Young people often say that there is only one way to classify people and that is on the basis of money, but that is a bit of an exaggeration. It is true though that money is now a factor when assessing a person’s social status. A person can enjoy a high standard of living without being a Party member and can be a respected member of the community without a formal education. But the class boundaries of the past, which have their roots in Imperial China, still affect attitudes simmering under the surface.


The people from the countryside work on construction sites in the cities, or they renovate apartments, slave away in private workshops, and work as garbage collectors, waiters, and waitresses. You can spot them everywhere. They do not waste their money on new clothes and they do not dine in restaurants because they send every extra penny to the folks back home. Even though their labor is needed, the city people look down on them and blame them for the rise in crime and the feelings of insecurity that are now becoming prevalent in larger urban areas. The women who operate the elevators in our apartment building turn up their noses in disgust each time a group of men from the countryside arrives to renovate an apartment. “There are too many of those outsiders,” they sneer. City people regard themselves as superior human beings to these country bumpkins, regardless of their own education or social status.


Once, when I arrived at the home of scientist Bao, his daughter-in-law was in an uproar. The family’s maid had gone out to do her daily round of shopping and had not returned. “This just goes to show that peasants are good-for-nothing scoundrels,” she fumed. “Not a word of warning; I tell you they’re all unreliable cheats.” The downstairs neighbor had also lost her maid. Everyone assumed that the two peasant girls had found better employment in a private restaurant. “I’ll just have to go to Chongwenmen tomorrow to find a new one, not that there is much hope that the next one will be any better,” Bao’s daughter-in-law ranted. A civilized gentleman, like Bao, would never speak like this, but I have heard many city people vent feelings similar to those of his daughter-in-law.


Everyone knows Chongwenmen. It used to be just one of the many busy intersections near the railway station, but these days Chongwenmen, and a certain small bridge area to the north of Beijing, are known as “maid markets.” Every morning, dozens and dozens of girls from country villages gather there in the hope of finding employment as maids in private homes or as waitresses in one of the thousands of small private restaurants. In Beijing, a maid’s salary varies from 200 to 400 yuan ($24 to $48); in Jinan it is only half that. Room and board are provided for free. When the girls make their annual trek home each winter to celebrate Chinese New Year, they have usually saved far more money than their parents have been able to accumulate from work in the fields.


[image: Image]


The gap between social classes has widened during the 1990s—waiting on others is no longer frowned upon as it was in Mao’s days. Photo from Chongqing in Sichuan province, 1996. (Photo: John Lee)


To my surprise, a maid showed up one day even in the home of my godchild. The family’s standard of living took a decisive turn for the better after Xiao Ping’s sister-in-law, Saozi, left her job in a state work unit and went to work for a private travel agency. Her salary shot up from 400 yuan ($48) to 2,000 yuan ($241) a month. When I said something about the young peasant girl busy at work in the kitchen, Saozi looked at me as if it was the most natural thing in the world: “Oh, her. She’s from my mother’s laojia, the daughter of our relative’s neighbor.” Though the girl was treated in a matter-of-fact manner and probably better than in many other families, her own behavior could not but transform the atmosphere in their home. Overnight a class division had arisen. No one bothered introducing the girl to me.
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