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Foreign Scholar's Perspectivz on China

Rick Epting
He teaches oral and written English at Beijing Foreign
Studies University. The 1998--1999 school year marks his third
time teaching at BFSU since 1991 and his fifth trip to China since
1985. He lives in Mount Vernon. Washington (about halfway be-
tween Seattle and Vancouver, Canada), where he is the arts and
entertainment editor for a local newspaper and teaches journalism
at Skagit Valley College. He is also a singer-songwriter who has
his own bands both here in Beijing and in the United States.
BFSU and SVC are currently in the 11th vear of a faculty ex-

change program between the two schools.
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Foreign Scholar’s Perspective on China

1. China: The Elusive Dragon

Approaches a New Millennimmn
By Rick Epting ( American) Nov. 1998

There is ar old cliche among Westerners who live here in
China that goes something like this: “If you come for a couple of
weeks. you can write a book. If you stay for a month. you can
write a magazine article. If you're here for a year, you can’t think
of anything to write. ”

Well. sure, one can always utter a few generalizations, but
those first awestruck certainties that are felt by short-time visitors
soon seem as imorecise as reading yesterday's tea leaves. Quick
assumptions about intimidating perplexities can be both comfort-
ing and deceiving.

Take, for example. the notion many Arnericans have that
China is an “inscrutable” land that is steeped in Confucianism and
filled with Buddhists and Taoists who work in rice paddies, drink
nothing but tea, eat “chow mein” and “chop suey”. have fortune
cookies for dessert, and g0 to bed in silk pajamas. Leisure time is
devoted to playing mah-jong and ping pong or practicing tai chi or
kung fu.

While there may be elements of truth in any stereotype. gen-
eralizations still tend to give a false picture of the reality. The
overworked assertion zbout the Middle Kingdom being “inscruta-
ble”, however, is., nonetheless, still true. Bui, like DNA, just

because it is difficult to comprehend doesn't make it impossible to

assimilate.
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Foreign Scholar’s Perspective on China

Understandir.g that China is no single. morolithic culture is a
good first step. And. while one can always find a few common
threads in the collective fabric of even the most complex of socie:
ties, categorizing an entire civilization in “soundbytes” is both
presumptuous anc naive.

There may be tens of millions of Buddhists and Taoists
(along with‘a surprising number of Muslims), but to most of the
country’s 1. 2 billion inhabitants religion plays little or no role in
their day-to-day lives. If indeed there is something worshiped in
China today it is money and the preoccupation with acquiring it,
Yet, it is undeniable that Confucian values centering around fami-
ly and fealty still hold as much influence as the desire to get
ahead.

As for chop suey and fortune cookies. they are Chinese-
American creations that are almost unheard of here on the main-
land. And silk pajamas are more for export than actual use by the
ordinary Chinese. Mah-jong is still somewhat popular. however,
especially when the younger generations spend time with grand-
parents,

The martial arts certainly have their placs. but discos and
ballroom dancing have been the rage for about ten years. Beijing
night spots are packed on weekends, Many young Chinese profes-
sionals—and students who can afford it--have acquired a taste for
Western-style nightlife. music. and dancing. Even the old can be
seen in many city parks practicing ballroom dancing and Latin
American steps like the cha cha and tango. as well as traditional
folk dances.

Notwithstanding the Chinese disposition fo* modesty in mat-
ters of romance ar.d sex. a new mind- set is emerging in some big

6
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Foreign Scholar’s Perspective on China

cities. Dating and showing affection by holding hands-—and occa-
sionally kissing--in public is now far more commonplace than it
was a decade ago.

For every assumption made about China. however, there are
numerous exceptions. Given the fact that there are 56 diverse na-
tionalities, a maijority of the populace still living in backward rural
areas, and many old-guard Chinese who think things are moving
too fast. it would be frivolous to atiempt to stereotype contempo-
rary China at th= end of this century.

A city run en cabbages and coal

After I first came to Beijing in late October of 1985 1 wrote in
an article for a US magazine that *this capital of the Middle King-
dom seems to be a city run on cabbages and coal. ”

Although there were a number of Western hotels, much new
construction under way, and a newly-opened Parisian night spot
called Maxim’s, it still had a rather bleak “Third-World” feel. As
the chilly winter approached. the skies became increasingly filled
with the gray. sooty residue that comes from burning low-grade
coal. And everywhere one looked massive stacks of Chinese cab-
bages (baicai), the primary--and often only - vegetable readily
available then tc Beijingers in the winter, lined the streets and
window ledges in preparation for the harsh winter ahead,

Except for small, often colorfully dressed children, just
about everyone wore the same drab green. biue, or gray “Mao
Zedong/Sun Yat Sen jackets” (zhongshanzhuang). In fact. it
was so unusual 10 see a Chinese person in anything else that I
once found myself taking a picture of two women wearing West-
ern-style pants suits adorned with bright-colored scarves,

Down on the north side of Jianguomenwai Avenue an experi-
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mental free-enterprise market was just getting established with
about a dozen privately-operated stalls., This was later to become
the now world-famous shopping area known as “Silk Alley.”

Foreigners dealt with three kinds of money then: the curren-
cy of their own nation, a special money for foreigners only. called
“foreign exchange certificates” (FEC), and the ordinary Chinese
“people’s money” (Renminbi). Black market demand for US
dollars was rampant. Some things, it seemed. could be purchased
only with those dollars. But no matter how many US dollars—or
FEC-—a Chines= citizen had. places like the Friendship Store,
where many foreigners shopped for Chinese and Western goods
alike, were still off limits to the locals.

By 1985 an increasing number of urban Chinese were begin-
ning to benefit from the rapidly expanding economy. Workers
who had endured decades of frugality were now purchasing “luxu-
ry” consumer goods like new refrigerators, stereos, and television
sets, élthough the latter was certain to be viewed in black and
white only . Everywhere one looked there were “ tricycles ” ( not
the kind of little tricycles used by children in America, but adult-
size, cargo-hauling three wheelers) carrying home these newly af-
fordable—and available—goods. And city dwellers were also bi-
cycling home with more fresh fruit. vegetables, and meat than
would have been imaginable a mere five years earlier.

Changes in traffic, construction. and fashion

Just six yezrs after our first trip to China, my wife and I
came back, this time to teach English for the 19911992 school
year at Beijing Foreign Studies University, We were on the facul-
ty exchange program between BFSU and Skagit Valley College

( near Seattle , Washington ) , where I work part time as a journal-

10
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