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Taxi ] 1s a non-fiction book recently published by Johns Hopkins Press. In
this historically accurate book, the author, Graham Russell Gao Hodges, delves
into the 100-year history of the New York taxi driver.

Since the first metered taxi appeared on the streets of New York in 1907,
the American taxi driver has had to deal with ongoing pressures. A taxi driver’s
pressure is caused by the very nature of their profession as they spend 12 hours
each day sitting in an enclosed space. Outside of the taxi, there is congested
traffic and huge trucks while the inside can be filled with danger from; drunks,
car thieves or violent passengers. This type of work environment is the catalyst
for loneliness in many taxi drivers.

In these 100 years, taxi drivers have worked through their lonely job,
spending their days and nights with fares whom they may never see again.
Previously, a method they used to cope with the loneliness was to have “a
fleeting intimacy with their passengers”. Pete Hamill, a reviewer, says, “This
was the era of the cabby as philosopher or comedian, quick to make observations
about life itself, or its subdivisions in politics and sports, or to crack wise about
‘women and other mysteries. ” This sort of “performance” has two goals. One is
to connect with other people and alleviate the loneliness; the other is to look for
a larger tip at the end of the ride.

However, at the beginning of the 1970s, this sort of taxi driver no longer

existed. Edward Adler, a taxi driver who later became the writer for a TV show,
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explains, “They drove cabs so their kids wouldn’t have to drive cabs. When
their kids finished at the university, they packed it in.”

The taxi driver’s work environment has caused them to become a common
icon in America’s popular culture. Some examples include the famous Taxi
television series and the movie Taxi Drver, amongst others.

Taxi drivers in the larger cities of China may not be prominent in popular
culture, but they are newsworthy topics in the media. Due to their fringe status
and difficult working conditions, taxi drivers can become the object of society’s
sympathy. Taxi drivers often reveal the true style of the city through acts of
goodwill, such as stopping a dangerous criminal, rushing a gravely ill person to
the hospital, or returning valuable lost items.

Not long ago, a Beijing newspaper reported two stories on taxi drivers.
One report was about a taxi driver, Mr. Liu. While waiting at a stop light, Mr.
Liu gets out his bamboo clappers and starts rapping for his fare. The goal of such
a performance is to make the fare happier, and relieve the stress and anxiety that
comes with living in the hectic city. Of course, this performance is free of
charge.

The other report was about a taxi driver who studied English by himself,
thus earning more money from foreign passengers, and a higher income than
other taxi drivers. The report detailed an event where the taxi driver stopped
outside the gate of a hotel, as he had spotted a group of foreigners speaking with
another taxi driver. It was fairly obvious the other driver didn’t understand
English, so this driver used fluent English to ask, “Where do you want to go?”
He then suggested, “You should get in my cab.” The other driver could only
watch hopelessly as the foreigners left. At first, I thought the driver who
understood English would ask if the foreigners needed help, find out where they

wanted to go and then tell the other driver to take them there. It never occurred
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to me that he could use his English ability to steal these fares. The writer’s goal
for going into such detail was probably to show how important the ability to
speak English can be in a taxi driver’s life.

Pete Hamill’s review of Taxi] ended with a certain amount of sentiment
when he said, “The days of philosophy are gone, along with the jokes. The need
for tips goes on. ” Something to be thankful for is: besides having taxi drivers who
can use English to take on work, our city also has Mr. Liu, the rapping taxi driver

who only wants to make his fares laugh and asks for nothing in return.
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A Mexican reporter once told me that there have been conflicts between
local residents and the many Chinese business migrants who, in recent years,
have opened restaurants and stores in Mexico. For example, local people would
have their shoes polished by shoe polishers. By contrast, the Chinese would
polish their own shoes as they’d rather gamble their money. The Mexicans found
this difficult to understand and complained the Chinese were disrupting the status
quo. If everybody cleaned his own shoes, how would the shoe polishers survive?

In early 2007, the Chinese community in Milan clashed with local police
because the Chinese peddlers were using carts as transport. This caused
inconvenience to residents and violated local regulations. Additionally, residents
were unhappy with the Chinese who usually worked long hours, as well as,
throughout the weekends. For the Italians, the hardworking Chinese were
disrupting established norms of working conditions.

These anecdotes remind us of how the Chinese were perceived in the
United States over 100 years ago. In the 19th century, Chinese gold diggers
were seen as hardworking, undemanding employees who never complained.
According to the Madisonian, “ One miner descended into a gulch with a sack of
rice, two large rolls of blankets, two hogsheads, several heavy mining tools, a
wheelbarrow, and a hand-rocker all swinging from his pack-pole. ” The editor
noted, “It was a mystery how that Chinaman managed to tote that heavy load

along so gracefully, and not grunt a groan. ”
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In the eyes of media magnate, William Randolph Hearst, the Chinese
posed a threat to the people of Virginia, as the Chinese worked hard, earned
handsomely, lived frugally, but also saved their income to send back home. In
the Hearst-owned Los Angeles Examiner, an article described the Chinese man as,
“ At best, an industrious barbarian, [ whose | very industry renders him
dangerous, since he can exist on next to nothing. Thus, economically, as well
as morally and socially, the Chinaman is a pest. ”

Author Mark Twain, on the other hand, had a favourable impression of the
Chinese work ethic. “ They are quiet, peaceable, tractable and free from
drunkenness,” he stated, “A disorderly Chinaman is rare and a lazy one does not
exist. ”

Nevertheless, American miners were not so impressed with the Chinese
work ethic. The miners came to California in search of gold, but discovered, as
in other industries, they had to compete with the hardworking Chinese. The
Committee of Mines and Mining in California stated, “Their presence here is a
great moral and social evil, a disgusting scab upon the fair face of society. ”

Undoubtedly, there were racial, political and economic motivations in these
malicious attacks. Cultural differences also contributed to the lack of
understanding as the American labourers couldn’t relate to the hard working ethic
of the Chinese.

The Chinese work ethic stems from China’s position as an agricultural
country. The production methods of the small-scale farmers made a good life
possible only if they faced the challenges so; of course, the ability to bear
hardships was seen as a moral imperative. Thus, diligence, endurance and
frugality were all seen as desirable qualities. However, the Western methods of
production focus more on cooperation. Thus, if a person ignores an individual’s

way of life, this can affect their own life and even their existence.
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Sometimes, in a complex modern society, the ability to bear hardships has a
negative effect. This may be the reason some Western employees of foreign
companies complain and think it is unfair when their Chinese colleagues say they
love to work overtime. Everyone should have the opportunity to live the lifestyle
they choose. When working hard to ensure one’s own life is good and stable,

one shouldn’t forget to give others a chance to do the same.
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After teaching some foreigners the tongue-twister: “chi pu tao bu tu pu tao
pi, bu chi pu tao dao tu put tao pi (eat grapes without spitting out the skin,
don’t eat grapes and spit out the skin),” they stared at me and asked, “How
would you eat the grapes and not spit out the skin, but not eat the grapes and spit
out the skin?”

That question stopped me in my tracks. I’d never thought about it before.

I have a classmate who is studying abroad in France and, in his spare time,
he works with a tourist group to earn a little money. During the 90s, he acted as
a translator for an official group of Chinese investigators. At that time, Maxwell
House Coffee had made its way to China but there weren’t too many people who
drank coffee. However, there were quite a few people who used the Maxwell
Coffee containers for drinking tea. The containers had a tightly fitted lid, which
avoided spillage, and they were large enough to hold a lot of tea. They were a
very convenient “bottle” and, as a result, it became stylish to use a Maxwell
Coffee container to hold one’s tea.

Each of the officials with whom my classmate traveled, had their own Maxwell
House Coffee containers. Because boiled water wasn’t always readily available at some
of the places they visited in France; every time they stopped at a restaurant, they
would take their containers out of their packs and shout for the waiter to bring them
boiled water. This caused my classmate to feel as if he’d “lost face”. On one such
occasion, a French waiter asked him quietly, “Where are these people from?” and

my classmate replied embarrassingly, “Theyre Vietnamese!”
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I don't drink tea, I drink coffee, in fact, it’s more like an addiction. If I
dom't drink coffee, in the morning and afternoon I have headaches and become
depressed. If I go on a domestic business trip, 1 take a big pack of instant coffee
with me. Because I can get boiled water anywhere, I make up a drink whenever
I want. In America, boiled water isn’t very easy to find but, coffee shops can be
conveniently found everywhere. I once told my Amencan friend, “I finally
understand why there are so many coffee shops in America. There are a lot of
people who are addicted to coffee, and when they get a craving, they can
immediately find a place. ” My friend smugly responded, “Of course!” As we
continued talking, I made the comment, “Actually, coffee can be harmful to the
mind and body. You Americans should build fewer coffee shops, so less people
will drink coffee. ” He shrugged his shoulders and, it was obvious, he thought I
was wrong.

Americans are really interested in news about the Starbucks Restaurant inside
the Forbidden City. A television host said that he had interviewed over 300
Presidents of multinational companies from around the world, including Bill
Gates, and he posted the findings on his blog. He got the impression that the
upper class societies of Western countries thought the concept of locating a
Starbucks there was something of a joke. Many public figures felt the existence of
the Restaurant inside the Forbidden City was a sign of disrespect for the Chinese
culture.

Eight years earlier, when the Forbidden City suggested building a
Starbucks, it was subject to a series of discussions. The final result was a
compromise ; the Starbucks would be built in a place that wouldn’t attract a lot of
attention and it would be built to match the architectural style of the Forbidden
City. That would minimize the effect it had on the Forbidden City but, would
meet the needs of foreign visitors who wanted to have a cup of coffee.

When the Chinese people heard the opinions of people from the western

cultures they began to realise there was a problem. The past debate about
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allowing Starbucks to be located in the Palace grounds was reignited by the host
of a National English television show. He wrote about the events in his blog. As
a result, more than 0. 55 million people visited his website. Fervor of patriotism
all around the country has been revived. The Starbucks inside the Forbidden City
became seen as an “invader” of Chinese culture. A few months later, the
Forbidden City announced it was forcing Starbucks to leave the Emperor’s
Palace, saying, the space used by Starbucks would be undergoing renovations.
Some people believed the host was making something out of nothing.
Beijing is an ancient capital with a very long history but, over the past few years,
it has seen many Western-style buildings erected. Places, such as, “ The
Egg” —the famous National Centre for the Performing Arts, “the Bird's
Nest” —the National Stadium and, even, the CCTV Headguaters building
where the host of the English TV program will work. The impacts of these
buildings‘ is much bigger than Starbucks so; why do some people think it is
wrong and furiously attack a little coffee shop for being in the Forbidden Palace?
These events, and the questions raised by them, have helped me understand
the deeper meaning of “chi pu tao bu tu pu tao pi, bu chi pu tao dao tu pu tao
pi (eat grapes without spitting out the skin, don’t eat grapes and spit out the

skin) ”. Its all very philosophical, and has a sort of, absurd, dark humor.
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