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INTRODUCTION

What is the interest of publishing a
collection of articles already published in
the Chinese newspapers ? When I told the
publisher about my dream, I aimed at
reaching a larger family of readers,
especially a different category of readers.
Generally, foreigners read the China Daily
while Chinese people read the Beijing
Qingnian Bao (Beijing Youth Daily). Those
who are interested in TV Guide are
numerous, and small as this weekly is, it
reaches Inner Mongolia, Yunnan, Tianjin,
Hunan, and other parts of the-country. Its
readers are mostly Chinese who are
learning English or want to improve their
knowledge of this language. Classics and
books rendered into English are often long
to read, and their vocabulary and style may
discourage readers learning English as a
second language.

The publisher agreed: provide foreign
language students with a study aid. As
English is a foreign language for myself,
my style is simple and accessible. Thanks
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to the English polisher, the language level
in this book is correct. The content is varied,
and the readers will not feel they are
studying a school manual. Learning with
fun 1s an old pedagogical principle!

But, what 1s the interest of reading
articles written between 1993 and 2000? In
a country that changes overnight, the risk is
probable that the articles will be outdated.
This 1s absolutely true, and I would say that
1t’s possibly the main interest to realize how
much China has changed in a few years.
Because, living here, we evolve with the
city, the society, with communications,
ideas and services, and we easily forget
what yesterday’s life was like. Readers
should indeed keep in mind that these
articles present the reality as it was three,
five or seven years ago, and that what I say
was true when I wrote it.

One of the reasons why I like this
country 1s because China is so
unpredictable! Every day is a surprise,
every hour 1s unexpected. China is a
country “in movement,” as it can be felt in
the following pages.

I'm grateful to Foreign Languages Press
for the opportunity they offered me to talk
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with readers that I don’t reach through my
novels, short stories and poems. May this
reading offer you, now, a channel for
reflection, communication and exchange.

Lisa Carducci
October 30,2001
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CHINA IN MY EXPERIENCE

A big dark hole

It has been 16 years since my first trip
to China. In 1985, as I looked from my
acroplane window, Beijing seemed like a
desert to me. A big black hole in the night.
“Strange,” 1 thought, “for the capital of a
great country to look like this!” At that
time, buses stopped running after 9:00 p.m.
There wasn’t much nightlife either. Bars
and discos were almost non-existent, and
there were only a few film shows or plays.
Only a few families owned television sets.
Chinese people used to go to bed very
early. In the early morning, they liked to
practice taijiquan (shadow boxing) in the
park or at their work units. People worked
six days a week. Besides work, there wasn’t
much else to do. The concept of leisure
travelling had not yet developed, as most
travelled merely for work or to visit their
families during the holidays.

The danwei
Before, the danwei (work unit) was very
important in a person’s life. It was the place

8
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of life. Each danwei had public showers,
meeting halls, a post office, a clinic, and a
public telephone that would often be out of
service. On Friday nights, there were mo-
vies reserved for the people belonging to
the danwei. 1 remember paying one jiao to
see one. The danwei gave Wwork, food,
housing, recreation and education. People
were its property and the danwei thus had a
say in almost every part of its employees’
lives, including marriage, divorce, educa-
tion and going abroad.

Cost of living

In 1989, I spent three months at the
Beijing Languages Institute (Beijing Yuyan
Xueyuan), not really to study Chinese, but
to write part of a novel. After paying room
and tuition, I had very little money left. 1
calculated that if I spent no more than four
yuan a day, I could live there for three
months. I ate my meals at the institute.
Breakfast cost 0.8 yuan, lunch and dinner
cost 1.5 yuan each. These prices, set for
foreigners, still seemed exorbitant to the
Chinese students and teachers, who ate 1n
their own canteen.
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