
F
rom a baby’s point of view, 
being raised in China is 
much the same as anywhere 
else — the problem can be 
mom and dad. They may 

struggle with the language, cultural 
differences and the absence of friends 
and family as a support network.

On the fl ip side, there are bonuses 
to being an expat parent and these 
include being able to afford an ayi 
to help out with life’s necessities, 
bringing up a bilingual child and 
letting it experience another culture 
at a young age.

“Children here get more parent 
time than in their home country. 
When parents relocate, they often 
end up devoting more time and 
energy to the kids because the 
wife, or guy, can afford to stay at 
home,” says the managing director 
of China Expert International Ltd, 
Colin Friedman.

“Maybe, they find there’s more 
to life than work,” says the parent 
of three, who has been living in 
Beijing for a decade and is an unpaid 
moderator on the website Beijing 
Community (www.beijingcommunit
y.com), which gives advice to people 
who are moving to China.

“There’s a lot of misinformation, 
or lack of information. They tend to 
think people here are wearing straw 
hats, riding bikes and having four 
bowls of rice. China has moved on,” 
Friedman says.

Today, China’s mega cities are 
much the same as other international 
conurbations in terms of medical care, 
facilities, kindergarten provision and 
support networks. And they are just 
as safe.

Fifty years ago in China, two out 
of every 10 babies died in their fi rst 
year. Now, the infant mortality rate is 
23 per thousand for China as a whole, 
according to UN statistics. In Beijing 
it was 4.6 in 2005, better than the 
United States.

For BBC correspondent Micky 
Bristow and his partner, who have 
children aged 1 and 3, China can be 
more child-friendly than home. Here, 

he says, kids are central to everyday 
life, appreciated more and “not just 
plonked in front of the TV”.

“There’s no problem with going to 
restaurants, they just bring out a high 
chair. I can’t imagine people being 
so accommodating back in England 
where the attitude is a bit different 
and it can be diffi cult to take your 
children out some places.”

The downside of bringing up ba-
bies away from home, Bristow 
says, is the absence of family 

and friends to provide support and 
take up babysitting duties. His other 
gripes are pram access to buildings 
and the unevenness of pavements 
(though he acknowledges this is 
changing fast) and more importantly, 
pollution.

“Cultural differences do have 
to be overcome. Western people 
generally want their children to 
be more independent. If they fall 
over we encourage them to get up 
on their own and sort out their 
own problems. Our ayi sees things 
differently sometimes, but at the end 
of the day we employ her, so she does 
what we want.” 

Yang Yanxia is from Shenyang in 
Liaoning province, but lives with her 
British husband and 3-year-old son in 
Beijing. She agrees there are cultural 
misunderstandings that need to 
be discussed and resolved. One of 
their sticking points, she says, is the 
attitude of her parents.

“Most Chinese families have 
grandparents to take care of the 
children. They love the baby too 
much and don’t let it experience life 
for themselves, so they can be a bit 
spoiled and passive. We want an 
active and independent boy.”

The part-time insurance sales 
agent says this attitude could be 
exacerbated by the one-child policy, 
which partially explains the doting 
attitude of Chinese toward their “little 
emperors and empresses”, who can 
be intolerant and unsociable as a 
result.

“One of the biggest challenges of 

living in a different country is there 
are different ways of doing things,” 
says Bradley method childbirth 
teacher Kathi Levitan, from New 
York. “But, it’s not particle physics 
and there’s not just one answer even 
in one’s own country.”

The nurse/midwife, who has two 
daughters and has lived “on-and-
off” in Beijing since 2000, says her 
clients are from all four corners of 
the world and have different values 
and expectations, but concludes 
giving birth and raising a child 
should be a positive experience 
wherever it is.

On a practical note she says air 
quality is a genuine concern and 
advises parents to have air purifi ers 
in the home and not to go outside on 
the worst days. She counsels parents 
to use car seats even in taxis, if 
possible, as there are more traffi c 
accidents. She also advises parents 
to ensure their ayi has a health check 
before starting work.

Both the BBC’s Bristow and 
insurance agent Yang reckon 
pre-school provision is patchy 
and can be expensive. Public run 
kindergartens in some areas are 
massively oversubscribed and private 
nurseries are charging around 3,000 
yuan ($413) a month.

Cultural differences are aca-
demic for Christopher Panza, 
who is an assistant professor 

of philosophy at Drury University, 
Springfi eld, Illinois, in the United 
States. In an exchange of e-mails 
he says even though Confucius’ 
sayings in The Analects do not 
specifi cally mention 0-2 year olds, 
Confucian thought still has an im-
pact on child-rearing attitudes in 
China today.

“What’s important is that the 
parents do their best to not only care 
for the child, but also to develop very 
close relational ties. From this early 
age practices should be set up to best 
result in the child developing a very 
close interdependent bond with the 
parents”, and thereby society as a 
whole.

Panza, who will be teaching at 
Tsinghua University next spring and 
has a 3-year-old and another on the 
way, recently hosted a Chinese couple 
and discovered there were glaring 
cultural differences. For instance, in 

Chinese society, a parent spends more 
time feeding their child.

“The focus here is not on teaching 
the child to autonomously feed, but 
rather to develop an eating ritual 
that cultivates close ties between the 
mother (or father) and child.”

In a Confucian society, he says, it 
is more likely that parents will sleep 
with their children until they are older; 

and the US concept of “alone time” is 
unlikely to be favored here either.

Further, he says, in his country 
it is rare for one parent to criticize 
another, certainly openly, but because 
of the communal nature of selfhood 
in China there are no fi rm boundaries 
separating one family from another.

“In a sense, your child is everyone’s 
child.”
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 Living abroad is more likely to pose 
problems for parents rather than their 
children. Jules Quartly reports
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Why the world is stuck on sticks

Babies without borders
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Good medi-
cal care and 
facilities are  
concerns of 
expat parents.

We were taking a peaceful stroll to the park with our four-month-old girl 
when an old lady shuffl ed up and accosted us. She berated us in a thick Beijing 
accent for taking such a young child outside and emphasized her words with 
vigorous wind milling movements of her arms. “What are you doing? It’s too 
cold! Go home, quick!”

We initially thought she was mad and since we were relatively youthful 
managed to outfl ank her. We returned home soon after, chastened and wary 
of further attacks from senior citizens.

To be fair, there was a sharp wind and our little one wasn’t comfortable. It 
wasn’t an ideal day for perambulations and we realized the old lady only had 
the best interests of our child at heart. She was probably a mother herself and 
worried our babe would catch a cold, Chinese friends later explained.

But, I don’t think this would have happened in many other countries. In 
the West, perhaps, people might think the same way as the old lady but they 
would not make their thoughts public, as it would be considered none of their 
business. The point is, she cared enough about a couple of strangers’ kid to 
make a scene about it. Her attitude, we have found, is the rule rather than 
the exception. Beijingers go gaga over kids. We don’t know why for sure, but 
various reasons have been proffered.

These include natural sentimentality, the one-child policy, a child-centered 
approach to society and Confucian values.

Shamelessly, we have taken advantage of the situation. People are much 
more accommodating if we bring along the baby. Even bureaucracy’s frozen 
heart thaws slightly. In a social situation, if we show a picture of baby, the ice 
breaks. As a parent, it is one of the best things about Beijing.

 Jules Quartly

Going gaga over baba and mama

As the Year of the Pig comes 
to an end, spare a thought to 
those open-minded types who 

bought themselves a little pet piglet. 
Some pet stores cashed in on the Pig 
Year and sold specially bred minia-
ture pigs. Other pet-store owners 
turned out to be big fat fi bbers.

One Shanghai couple bought a 
little pig, which grew to become 
135 kg. They kept it too, because 
they loved it so much but keeping 
a pet pig on the 20th-fl oor gives 
new meaning to living high on the 
hog.

Chinese horoscope experts say 
2008 — the Year of the Rat — is 
about conservatism and practicality. 
Here’s a rundown on your Chinese 
sign and my predictions in 2008. 
My general prediction: All is well.

RAT (1938, 60, 72, 84, 96)
Naturally clever and loves a 

challenge. Rats love to work alone 
but the truly successful ones let 
others into their schemes. Work 
with others and you will win gold.

OX (1937, 49, 61, 73, 85, 97)
Good leaders, hard-working but 

can be stubborn. Maybe work on 
seeing the other point of view and 
you won’t lock horns as much as you 
did this year.

TIGER (1938, 50, 62, 74, 86, 98)
Fearless, can-do people with 

many projects buzzing in their 
minds. Need to calm that over-
active mind of yours to better 
understand the best strategy. Try 
meditation. If that doesn’t work, 
drink more beer.

RABBIT (1939, 51, 63, 75, 87)
Likable and compassionate na-

ture, however an aversion to confl ict 
means putting important issues on 
the backburner. Face your fears and 
move on.

DRAGON (1940, 52, 64, 76, 88)
Natural-born leaders. There are a 

lot of 30-, 42- and 54-year-olds out 
there who need to open their ears 
and get ready to be inspired from 
the most unlikely people.

SNAKE (1941, 53, 65, 77, 89)
Smart, stylish and hard-working. 

But is your cherished fi nancial logic 
restricting your China opportuni-
ties? Flash the cash.

HORSE (1942, 54, 66, 78, 90)
A love for open spaces and needs 

plenty of room to roam. China’s a 
big place. Go to a travel agent now.

GOAT  (1943, 55, 67, 79, 91)
Very creative and  a knack of 

empathizing with others, however 
tends to follow the pack. Stop trying 
to please everybody all the time.

MONKEY (1944, 56, 68, 80, 92)
High-risk, carefree attitude to life 

has caused you a few scratches but 
nothing too bad. That high energy of 
yours can really take you places. 

ROOSTER (1945, 57, 69, 81, 93)
Quick-thinking, well-groomed 

and practical. Straightforward per-
son, so let people know about your 
new insights.

DOG (1946, 58, 70, 82, 94)
High-moral standards and forever 

the loyal buddy. You have a lot of 
good friends. The Olympic year is a 
time to make a lot more.

PIG (1947, 59, 71, 83, 95)
Your year is nearly over so enjoy 

the last few weeks. Pigs feel their 
best when everyone else is happy 
around them so why not throw a 
party before Chinese New Year just 
for the sake of it. Who ever needed a 
reason to throw a party?

Stargazing guide:
Bye bye Piggy,
hello Mr Rat

Learning how to use chopsticks is usually one of the fi rst lessons expats 
undertake in their China experience.                             Jiang Bei

Youngsters growing up in China are exposed to many different cultures.    
                                               Gong Guorong
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By Viva Goldner

China’s culinary obsession has grown ever 
stronger through history, cementing the iconic 
status of the pair of thin sticks that hold the key 
to sampling the vast and complex array of dishes 
served up in the Middle Kingdom.

In the right hands, chopsticks are a simple and 
elegant means of parlaying those tasty morsels 
from the table to your mouth, eliminating the 
need to switch between various metal imple-
ments, as it is done in the West with knife and 
fork.

Confucius, the father of Chinese thought, has 
been credited with spurring the widespread and 
lasting adoption of chopsticks by equating knives 
with acts of aggression, anathema to his peaceful 
teachings:

“The honorable and upright man keeps well 
away from both the slaughterhouse and the 
kitchen. And he allows no knives on his table.”

Perhaps evolving from twigs used to spear 
food over an open fi re, chopsticks were in use by 
the Shang Dynasty (16th-11th century BC) and 

have been the favored utensil 
throughout China since the Han 
Dynasty (206 BC-AD 220).

During the Middle Ages, aris-
tocrats favored silver chopsticks 
since it was thought the precious 
metal would change color on 
coming into contact with poison. 
Today, they are most commonly 
made of unpolished wood or bamboo, though also 
seen in smooth plastic, lacquer, porcelain, bone 
or metal.

Chopsticks are the fi rst symbol many foreign-
ers associate with China, and have made their 
journey around the world as the constant com-
panion to Chinese fare, a fi rm favorite of diners 
in countries everywhere.

At home, the Chinese are proud of their dexter-
ity with the twin sticks, and expats living here 
often fi nd themselves the object of amusement as 
they struggle to stop grains of rice from escaping 
their tentative grasp en route from the serving 
plate.

The enduring appeal of chopsticks extends 
from the table to the kitchen, where they are used 

as a cooking implement. Chefs fi rst 
cut meat and vegetables into tiny 
pieces, to be thrown into a wok 
and stir-fried using the sticks, an 
effi cient method cutting down on 
cooking time and hence fuels.

In Chinese, the word for 
chopsticks derives its meaning 
from the character for “fast”, 

which is the way this style of fare is most often 
devoured. For those more accustomed to a knife 
and fork, however, using chopsticks can be a 
good way to slow down the scoffi ng, and avoid 
overeating.

Like any true icon, chopsticks have lasted the 
test of time, proving they are here to stay.

Last year saw the emergence of a new 
movement among the environmentally conscious, 
who began taking their own set of re-useable 
chopsticks to restaurants. This is a way to cut 
down on the landfi ll contribution from the 
countless wooden chopsticks disposed of each 
day, and another indication of the enduring 
popularity of the pair of simple sticks that is so 
integral to life in China.


