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( Lisa Cardueet)

Being a “Laowai

The main difference between me and my Chinese colleague is that
I can hear “laowai” 20 times a day, while he never hears the word.

In China, Confucianism teaches one to show positive feelings and
hide misery, to say what makes people feel better but never to put your
sadness and problems on their shoulders. Chinese have always prac-
tised that with foreigners too (may be especially with foreigners). But
sometimes | think they go too far.

That reminds me of when 1 was a child; my family had just
enough not to be called poor. When we had visitors, my parents used
to serve little goodies like olives or fancy cookies but we were warned
“not to take any!” After the visitors had left, we were allowed to taste
the treats if there were any left.

When 1 visit my Chinese colleagues, I'm offered the best (and
only) armchair while other people sit on benches or stand. They serve
me coffee in a nice cup with a saucer while they drink tea in jars. At
meals, I have my plate changed many times but not theirs. They serve
me the best piece of meat and the fish invariably has its head facing
me! So things are the same in East and West, except that there is a
gap of 25 years. Now in developed countries there is enough for every-
one; and if there is not enough, the guest will treated just like anyone

else.
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I really feel uneasy when the ticket vendor on a bus asks a worker
to get up and yield me his seat. Is it because I'm a woman? In China,
women hold. up only half of the sky, not more! Is it because I'm a
grandmother? No, because they usually think 'm 20 years younger
than I am in reality. So it must be because m a “laowai” . In western
countries I used to be respected for the first two reasons but not the
third; that’s why I feel a little embarrassed.

When the Communist Party of our unit one day held a meeting to
honour the “advanced persons” who had contributed to “spiritual civili-
sation” (jingshen wenming), it was a great day for me. This was less
because I was one of them than because 1 had been called, for the first
time but I hope not the last, “Li Sha Tongzhi”, jiist liké anyone else,
among the other “Li” . " B
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Recently I spent a few weeks in Montreal, my home town in
Canada Montreal doesn’t enjoy as many sunny days as Beijing, but
even when it’s cloudy, we can dlstlngmsh the clouds from the back-
ground. There is no pollutlon

Montreal is a. place where, when there is stlll room for twenty
more passengers in a subway car, people prefer to wait for -the next
train, " Crowded”, hss a different meaning in. Canada. and in Chma‘ .

On bum, passengers -have the bad habit of standing i in fnmt of
the doors, -but they move autoxmmcall)r when they see someone getting
off or on.. They hate to be touched or pushed.

Montreal is a place where, when you ask your way on the street,
six people out of ten will answer, “I'm sorry, I'm not from here. ”

It’s a place where, a few years ago, I used to feel less safe than
in Beijing, walking alone on the sireets at night.

In Montreal, as in cther modermn North American cities, the tele-
phone has become an instrument of non-communication. When you dial
a number, you have to listen to a list of available services, choose the
extension you want to reach, and end up speaking to no one.

. It’s a place where a letter takes three or four days to be delivered
from your door to your neighbour’s door, and seven if it is over the

weekend .
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But Montreal is also a place where road construction and repairs
are done quickly, safely and without disturbing pedestrians. Informa-
tion is clear and. precise; if you have to change your usual route, you
know where to go.

In Montreal, there are forty houses for sale for every potential
buyer. A lot of stores, offices, restaurants and factories are empty .
People have no money to throw into a new business and are not ready to
invest where the future is so uncertain.

When something breaks or doesn’t work properly, many foreigners
in China say, “Well, this is China!” But in Montreal, 1 heard many
Chinese say “How can this be in such a developed country?”

That was my general impression in October. Each day in Montreal
is so predictable; each day in Beijing is a surprise. Maybe that’s why I

chose Bejing.
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(John HilD)
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Small Mafters

The Chinese are a people who pay a great deal of attention to
courtesy. [’ve noticed this in my Chinese friends ever since I came to
China several years ago. Now and then, though, things happen that
upset me, little events that show that there is still plenty of room for
improvement in this regard.

One day, for instance, I was coming out of a supermarket in Bei-
jing. Out of concern for the people behind me, I kept my hand on the
door to prevent it from bounding back and hurting someone. What sur-
prised and irked me was the behavior of the young woman right behind
me. She walked straight on out the door as if she were the only person
there. 1 was holding the door open in the expectation that the next per-
son coming out would take over the task from me. Then another young
woman did exactly the same thing! I felt as if I had been pressed into
service as a doorman. Only when the third person out, a middle-aged
man, pressed against the door could I finally release the door and be on
my way. The behavior of the two women was almost inconceivably
rude. Even if they didn’t take the door from me, they could at least
have said thank you. They converted a polite action intended as a help-
ful social gesture into an opportunity for exploitation.

Sometimes even small things, insignificant in themselves, can an-

noy others. For example, westerners always wrap up telephone conver-
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