W1 Prose composition

China's secret scourge: Racism inside the Great Wall 

By Leon D'Souza 


Translate the following highlighted passages (237 words) into Chinese

I used to think of racism as a scourge that plagued Western societies, and nations like South Africa still struggling against the prejudice left over from centuries of apartheid. After all, when the subject comes up over coffee, one hears talk of colonial-era injustices and how, even today, people of color must continually prove their worth in what some are calling the last days of a white world. 

In school, I was taught that while equality remains the ideal, racism is reality. The fact that we are near a global watershed, when Caucasians will no longer be in the majority in the developed world hasn't leveled the balance. Not much has changed in the attitudes toward colored people in the West since Martin Luther King Jr. marched to Montgomery, Ala., in 1965, or so a few of my fiercely nationalist Indian teachers told me when I first suggested that I wanted to make it big in the United States. My rather traditional father, who spent seven years working the grind in the United Arab Emirates, emphasized this notion some more. 

"Indians are treated like first-class citizens only in India, nowhere else," I remember him telling me time and again. 

What these naysayers neglected to mention was that no country in either hemisphere is beyond racial bigotry. Racism is everywhere. This, I discovered for myself. And sadly, the realization came in Asia, my own corner of the world. 

It's a long story. 

Earlier this year, my wife, Debra, and I, decided to take a break from classes at Utah State University to live and work in China, a country we both share a fascination for. It had been a year since we first met there while serving as volunteer teachers at a school in the southwestern part of the country, and we longed to return. So when we chanced upon an advertisement for English teachers in China while romping through the Taggart Student Center one evening in May, we jumped at the chance. I called the telephone number on the ad and scheduled a rendezvous with Ron Liang, the native Chinese president of the Draper-based organization that managed the program. 

We met later that week at a Barnes and Noble store in West Jordan. This was when I had my first brush with inequity. You see, Debra is Caucasian -- a native of Boise, Idaho. She is what Ron was looking for when he advertised for "American" teachers. Now if only she was holding someone else's hand, he must have thought. He wasn't planning on striking a deal with a little brown man. When we shook hands, I could sense him squirm a little, but the atmosphere was still upbeat. He began his spiel on how beautiful China was, and how we would have a great time if we decided to take him up on his offer. We indicated that we were absolutely certain we wanted to sign up. That was when he dropped the bomb. 

"Yeah, I think it will be no problem for your wife, but I think it will be difficult for you to find a position," he stuttered, trying not to sound offensive. "Please don't think of this as racist or anything, but the schools there, they want American teachers, you know what I mean." 

"No, I guess I'm not catching on," I replied, slightly letdown. "Are you saying that because I'm not white, I would not be considered American?" 

He nodded in the affirmative, adding hastily that he would do his best, but would not be able to guarantee anything. We wrangled some more. After about a half hour on the subject, we arrived at a compromise solution. He would guarantee us a position if we agreed not to press for appointments in Beijing, Shanghai or any of the other major metropolises. I was upset, but we decided to go along. 

When we arrived in Zibo, the rural city in northeastern China where we now live, things got worse. It didn't take us long to find out that Ron had not informed the Zibo Foreign Language School that I was a native of India. So now I had to make sure nobody set eyes on my passport. Tough, when you consider the fact that the school still needed to assist us in registering with the local public security bureau so that we remained in legal status with Chinese authorities. 

Things went downhill from there. Debra's brother, Brian, joined us a few weeks later. He and his wife, Cristina, had planned on spending the year with us, teaching English at nearby schools. Ron had helped them secure positions. However, Cristina is Filipino. Not surprisingly, Ron had conveniently omitted this vital bit of information in his negotiations with the schools. When Mr. Yang, our school's headmaster, learned of the truth, he was visibly dismayed. Filipinos are hired help in China. He couldn't have a Filipino teaching English to young Chinese children. He would have too many irate parents on his hands. So he lumbered Brian with a full plate of classes -- 30 each week -- making it virtually impossible for him to assist Cristina in attending to their own children's home schooling, a situation that compelled them to resign from their jobs. 

Frustrated, the lot of us sought employment elsewhere. We almost landed jobs in the swank southern city of Guangzhou. The school seemed enthusiastic to have us come on board immediately, and even agreed to assume all liability on our contracts. But then I slipped up. As a final question, I asked if my race would pose a problem. There was dead silence on the other end of the line. 

With a faint stutter, Allen Feng, the principal of the school we were negotiating with replied, "Frankly speaking, we would like our teachers to look professional. I mean, please don't get me wrong, but we would like a white teacher." 

Suddenly, the enthusiastic tone of voice was replaced by an abruptness I can only describe as insensitive. That, for me, was the last straw. I was ready to return to America right then. Instead, I turned to the Internet to see if other people of color had been similarly discriminated against. After about an hour online, I began to wonder why this blatant narrow-mindedness had come as a shock to me in the first place. 

China's record on race relations is appalling, to say the least. Consider the Tibetan case. At the United Nations World Conference Against Racism last year, the International Campaign for Tibet, a Washington-based interest group, released a 110-page report entitled Jampa: The Story of Racism in Tibet, which described how racist language and concepts permeate China's constitution, laws and policy. "Jampa," refers to the protagonist of a ubiquitous 1963 Communist Party propaganda film depicting Tibetans as a backward people who can only be uplifted by the civilizing force of the Chinese. 

While China's Vice Foreign Minister Wang Guangya denied the allegations, claiming at the Asia Regional Preparatory Meeting for the WCAR in February last year, that "Chinese people of all ethnic groups are living in harmony," an interview with any average Chinese would confirm the way the majority Han "nationality" perceives the Tibetan race. Although China adopted a constitution that stipulates racial and ethnic equality for all 56 ethnic groups that populate the country, enforcement mechanisms are extremely weak and politicized. Those who do not physically or culturally resemble the Han are not considered truly Chinese and are ranked lower in the racial hierarchy. 

Tibetans aren't the only sufferers. Take Simone Mitchell, a woman of color from Canada's Simon Fraser University who spent time as an exchange student at China's Jilin University. Mitchell told Simon Fraser's Peak News that she was "elbowed, pinched, gawked at and finally attacked." Even positive attention can be disturbing, as one young, blonde female student realized. She was followed and harassed by men yelling, "I love you" where ever she went. 

There are two reasons for China's abysmal treatment of minority nationalities and people of color. The first, and most important reason, is that the Chinese government doesn't acknowledge the existence of a problem. Officials in Lhasa and Beijing publicly express that racism has not existed in China since the inception of Communist power. For years, the Communist Party has propagated the same myth that my old high school teachers in India seemed to accept as true: that racism is mainly a Western phenomenon. 

Where non-white Westerners are concerned, China is badly informed. Most Chinese see the West as a white world, which it is not. Cross-cultural exchanges haven't yet had an impact on China's understanding of the changing times. 

Internet columnist and avid China watcher John Maher puts it best: "The knowledge of the West possessed by most educated Chinese is matched only by the gross ignorance of China possessed by most of the educated West." 

 --Leon D'Souza is a frequent contributor to the Hard News Cafe 

  

