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Culture Activ ity

For the second cultural activity of our trip, we
took a trip to a local middle school, 77
5 X #7354, This school is a KK LF
%5 4%, a school for the children of migrant
workers. Many families from the countryside
move to cities to find work, for the men often
in construction and for the women often clean-
ing houses. But their children don’t have the
necessary identification card that would allow
them to attend city schools. Instead, they go
to these X K, L-F % ¥ A&. These schools cov-
er primary and middle school, but stop short
of high school. Before visiting the school, we
read an essay about these schools and discussed
the issues around it in our reading and writing
classes. All the CLS participants were split up
into groups of two to teach classes fifth grade
and under. Many of the classmates I've talked
to about this trip describe it as one of their fa-
vorites thus far, and I would certainly agree.

Kim Kenny
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| watched my mother wash my school uniform last night. | knew she was tired after a day of cleaning houses in the
city, but too determined to conquer the stain on the collar of my white shirt to go to bed. An orangeish smear was
the only remnant of yesterday’s noodle soup. My father and sister were already asleep in the adjacent room and
it was a quiet night except for the sound of a whirring fan and my mother’s humming. | should’ve been asleep too,
but I'd heard my mother get up and wanted to listen to her. She liked humming old Tang dynasty poems that she
had learned from her grandmother. She drilled them into me every morning, convinced that if | learned to recite
them perfectly I'd somehow become the smartest girl in school. Her hands worked quickly and confidently, as they
do when chopping vegetables or combing my hair. After a minute | tiptoed back to bed so | wouldn’t be noticed
and scolded.

The next morning the stain was still there, but significantly faded. My mother clicked her tongue disapprovingly as
she tied my red scarf around my neck, adjusting it so it partially covered the stain. As | recited Li Bai’s “Thoughts on
a Still Night” for what felt like the hundredth time this week, | imagined my mother at work two hours from now,
compensating for the collar stain with a particularly rigorous attack on a mildewy corner of some city-dweller’s
bathroom. She pulled my hair back with a bejeweled clip we’d bought years ago from a night market in the city,
and shooed me out the door.

| met up with three of my classmates on the dirt, pot-marked road to school. We stopped at our usual dumpling
stand and swung the plastic bags that held our breakfasts at our sides as we walked. We call her auntie; sometimes
she gives us the dumplings for free and she always tosses a wink our way when we pass.

The four of us sit in the same place every day, in the third row on the right facing the teacher. | had trouble paying
attention this morning, thinking mostly of my mother. | wondered if | would become like her when | finished school
in two years; | wondered if twenty years from now | would spend my nights scrubbing stains from my children’s
school clothes, a husband who spends his days working on high rises and highways sleeping in the next room.
Would | too be making the daily hour commute on crowded buses below smoggy skies to one house after the oth-
er, scrubbing, washing, kneeling? And my sister — she’d probably have a similar life. Or maybe we’d return to the
countryside, to the village where | was born. We could find husbands, raise children there, and live a farmer’s life
growing vegetables to sell at the market. My friends and | liked to joke about finding a rich husband that would pick
us up in a fancy car and take us to a fancy apartment in the city. He would think us so beautiful that he wouldn’t
mind paying for our parents to live in the city. This rich city man would buy me nice things and | would wear a dif-
ferent dress every day. Our children would have the best opportunities and get a better education than me.

| was startled out of my daydreams by a nudge from the friend on my right and a sudden expectant silence | real-
ized was directed at me. | stood to answer, as we’re taught to, and was mortified | didn’t even know the question.
| sat down with a scolding from our teacher amongst the muffled sniggers of my classmates.

There is a message on my desk that someone scratched into the wood before | came here. It says “country child
forever.” Most days | run my pencil along the carved grooves of the words, deepening its cut with the daily pres-
sure | apply, deepening its resonance within me. There’s no high school for us to go to after we finish middle school
here. We don’t have an identification card like the children who go to school in the city. Our parents are from the
countryside. | tell myself that | wouldn’t want to have more school anyway. | don’t enjoy the daily homework,
memorizations, recitations, and formalities. A simple life does not mean an unhappy life; | have been happy here.
But | have also sometimes felt a mysterious tug from a corner of my mind that asks what else there could be for
me.

| have heard teachers and the men smoking in the street talk of China’s noble progression, our economic devel-
opment, how far China will surely go. Yet | somehow feel | will be in this place forever and the only thing that will
change are the sky cranes in the distance. Perhaps the people in the buildings where those cranes stand see it dif-
ferently, experiencing a movement toward modernization that | will only glimpse when the ripples of their actions
have reached the outskirts where | live. | will be an old woman passing the same daily sights: men playing mahjong
and poker for hours, slapping the table, spitting, smoking and grunting bouts of deep guttural laughter. The men
who smoke and talk on the street after work, with their shirts pulled over their bellies in the heat. Trucks piled high
with wood, food, or other supplies turning up dust on the road. Feral cats skirting under the tables of restaurants
in search of scraps for their kittens. Dogs giving chase in defense of whatever small piece of village territory they’ve
claimed. Women cooking over hot stoves, yelling out windows and doorways to their neighbors about the newest
town gossip. Wet laundry hanging from lines in backyards. The smell of fish sauce and tobacco.

| knew my mother would bemoan the stain again tonight. | wanted to tell her that it might always be there, even
if my clothes are scrubbed clean. It is a stain that | might never wash out.
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One of the most lively and passionate discus-
sions we had in our reading and writing class this
week was that of an analysis of the similarities and
differences between the American and Chinese
dreams. Equipped with new and sophisticated vo-
cabulary on the topic, we were able to express
complex ideological differences that led to the so-
cietal repercussions of these respective dreams.

From my understanding, the American dream en-
compasses an innate opportunity for socio-economic
mobility that all Americans wield since birth. In mod-
ern times, as the dream has progressed through dif-
ferent stages of American economic development,
it has transformed into the ‘immigrant’s dream.” In
its current evolved form, the American dream has
come to mean ‘pull yourself up by your own boot-
straps,” an ideology that stresses both the individual
freedom and responsibility that is central to Western
societal values.Although the class did not achieve
consensus on whether either dream is feasible, real,
or merely a fabricated masterpiece of propagan-
da, we did agree on the fact that that the main dif-
ferences between the dreams are sewn deeply into
the ideological fabric of the respective societies.

The Chinese dream has similar noble goals including
economicgrowthandthesuccess ofthe nationatlarge.
However, where the dreams diverge is in the fact that
the Chinese dream relies on a sense of social responsi-
bility where nationalism and solidarity are at the core
of the values system. In this model, the familial ties
felt from Beijing to Shanghai, and from Guangdong to
Xi’an, have acted as a catalyst in the miraculous growth
the Chinese economy has made in the past thirty years.

Only time will tell whether either dream can with-
stand the stress of social change, and only gen-
erations far in the future will be able to con-
firm whether the dream will ever be realized.

Hiram Rios
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Culture Note

Dear CLS Administrators, Alumni and Friends:

This week, | turn to a more somber and unfortunately relevant topic to our experience in Su-
zhou: air pollution. Whenever | Skype family and friends, questions about smog are among the
first asked, along with food and squat toilets. My answer is honest and unedited: the pollution is
disgusting and dangerous, and can cast a shadow on this historical city’s beautiful gardens and
canals. Those Chinese | have talked to are very much aware of the pollution, to the point where it
appears a source of public shame. However, | am always told that the pollution in Suzhou is “not
that bad.” I hold back the observation that | have seen the sun twice in three weeks.

| discussed air pollution with “Auntie,” the face of Sophie’s Café, a Western-style coffee shop
located just steps from the apartment. She classified herself (in different words) as an environ-
mental migrant —a phenomenon hard to imagine for many Americans. She was raised and start-
ed a family in Beijing, but five years ago moved to Suzhou to give her children a better quality of
life. | asked whether she moved for a quieter lifestyle, better jobs, schools, etc. She said no—she
moved because the pollution was too severe. In Beijing, the PM2.5 —a pollution index that calcu-
lates the airborne concentration of dangerous particles — often reaches hazardous levels in the
250-500+ range. Suzhou has hovered around the 100-200 range, still classified as unhealthy. (In
comparison, Los Angeles, a city often criticized for air pollution, rarely breaks 100). | pressed her
on the pollution levels in Suzhou. She responded: You must remember perspective—yes, Suzhou
is not perfect, but the air here is better than in Beijing...If | feel unsafe, | will move again.

Environmental migration is a fascinating and frightening phenomenon in China, and its cause is
one that touches everyone—resident and visitor.

Until next time (with a happier topic),

Thomas Armstrong
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Zach LaPorta Interviews Zhang] tanGuo
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Zach: What is your name?
Zhang: Zhang Jian Guo.

Zach: Where is your hometown?
Zhang: In the north of Jiangsu Province.

Zach: During your childhood what hobbies did you
have?
Zhang: | went fishing in the Yellow Sea.

Zach: How has China changed from your childhood to
now?

Zhang: Everything is more expensive, the Renminbi is
worth less. The pollution is worse, and fish are scarce.

Zach: Why did you come to Suzhou?

Zhang: Because the job | had before this one was
fishing, and fish were becoming scarce, money was
scarce as well. Therefore | came here five years ago to
find work.

Zach: Do you have children?
Zhang: Yes, two boys. They are 25 and 26, and will
soon be married. | will have to spend a lot of money!

Zach: When you have free time what do you do?
Zhang: Sleep and eat food.
Zach: Me too.

Zach: What is the most interesting thing you have
seen?

Zhang: When | was fishing in the sea, | saw dolphins
leaping out of the water, it was beautiful.
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Final Note
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Aswe approach the middle of the program, we are at a
point of Vegarding the beginning and end with equa[
value. Our ﬁ'iends are still practica”y strangers, our
brains are think'mg in both Chinese and English, and
the sﬁmu[aﬁng curriculum is making sense on[y due

to tedious repetition.

Among this condition of simu[taneity, we search to
control—to ﬁnd balance between s’cability and ad-
venture. Yes, each day is an adventure in China, even
the bus is, but we need to go fwther than that. We
need to push ourselves to wander to new p[aces while
maintaining a studious spirit. We might be swpvised

to ﬁnd unity within conﬂict.

Little Phoebe’s Thoughts
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