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On March 4, 2006, CAWM held a potluck party at E. GR Middle School to celebrate the success of the 2006
Chinese New Year Gala and welcome the coming of spring. Attended by 200 plus members, the party was
hosted by CAWM president Ying Xu. Outgoing president Frank Jiang provided a quick update on the New Year
Gala event and thanked the members for their support during his tenure. The newcomers to Grand Rapids were
invited to the stage for a quick self-introduction. Ying introduced the in-coming leaders to the participants.
Election for the future CAWM leadership positions was conducted. The candidates each made an election speech.
Matt Wang was elected CAWM Executive Administrator, Jiuhua Wang as Adopted-A-Highway Coordinator,
and Sue Chen dean of the Chinese Language School. Ball-room dance marked the end of the party.
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The first CAWM Adopt-A-Highway trip for this year will be kicked off at 10am on Sunday, April 30. We did
not have enough hands for last year’s trips; your participation this year will be needed to make it a success. If
interested, please contact the Adopt-A-Highway coordinator Victor Wang at Wangvxw@yahoo.com or 616-954-
3511.
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In order to enrich our lives and foster understanding and communication in terms of common issues, CAWM
began to hold lectures at the Chinese Language School from this year. Those lecturers included experts and
professionals from our local community as well as overseas and the topics cover a wide variety of fields. The
March lectures were as follows:
1) 3/11 Lecturer: Yili Bonarski from New York Life Ins. Topic: Long-term Care: Protect and Preserve Your
Wealth.
2) 3/18 Lecturer: Professor Guomei Xia (Institute of Sociology, Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences) .
Topic: Social Issues of the Changing China.
3) 3/25 Lecturer: Cindy He (A.G. Edwards & Sons, Inc.). Topic: Financial Investing for Your Future.
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2005-2006 CAWM Highlights
Year-in-Review
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Frank Jiang, Ying Xu & David Xu
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Effective 2005, the previous ShowBiz Group was structurally and systematically reformed to become a 7-
member Chinese New Year Gala Planning (CNYGP) Team consisting of CAWM leaders. This change
strengthened CAWM leadership and support to the team and allowed for integrating new talent into the
team as needed as well as maintaining talent continuity.
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Unity and cohesion among the community was enhanced through stepped-up transparent communications
between CAWM and its members and the broader West Michigan community via timely email updates and
multiple CAWM Newsletters.
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A total of ten issues of CAWM Newsletters were published within the year, including four special editions.
2005 witnessed the electronic distribution of CAWM Newsletters among the members and the community.
This helped cut down the distribution costs and labor, and made the more frequent publication more
feasible.
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The long-awaited CAWM website (www.wmchineseassociation.org) was launched with flying colors in
January 2006. This professionally designed, bilingual website, developed by Professor Huatong Sun of
GVSU, will become an important medium in further strengthening the communication among our
community and promoting our association to the outside world.
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Attended by close to 800 people at full capacity, the annual 2006 Chinese New Year Celebration Gala, held
on February 4, 2006, became another tremendous success. For the 1 time in the program’s history, tickets
were sold out before the event. Audience feedback on the dinner and the gala show was overwhelmingly
enthusiastic and positive. The event has achieved the objectives of reinforcing the cohesion and unity
among the CAWM members and reaching out to promote the Chinese culture to the broader WM
community. The annual CAWM Gala has become a must-attend cultural feast for many Chinese and
American families during the Chinese New Year.


http://www.wmchineseassociation.org/
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The CAWM Chinese Language School achieved new strides as a result of joint efforts of the school
leadership, teachers and the students and their parents. Student recruitment reached a new height of over
100 students. Last September, the school smoothly moved from GR City High School to its current site at
GVSU downtown campus, which allows us to use the classrooms for free. This move will save over $4,000
for the school in annual lease fee.
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On February 1, 2006, the Grand Rapids Press published a full pictured story “Ringing in the Year of the
Dog” featuring our 2006 Chinese New Year Celebration Gala and our association. Earlier, our Chinese
New Year Gala event information was also carried in the “Your Life” section of the Press. Most of the
CAWM events throughout the year received news coverage by World Daily, a Chinese newspaper with
national circulation. These media coverage have played a key role in raisin CAWM'’s visibility and
expanded our influence in West Michigan.
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CAWM’s participation in the annual 2005 Grand Rapids City Art Festival in the 1% week of June was
successful. Close to 100 folks from the Chinese community actively signed up to take part in this 3-day
event. The event successfully raised up a descent activity fund for CAWM.
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CAWM Adopt-A-Highway team successfully completed three (3) trips last Spring/Summer to clean up 2
miles of highway along 1-96 near Alpine Exit. Close to 20 volunteers from the community took part in the
activities.
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In conjunction with Asian Delight Marketplace, CAWM became an organizational sponsor of the “Asian
Health Outreach Program”, whose mission is to provide much needed medical care assistance to the low/no
income Asians in West Michigan with no medical insurance. Those who are in need of this medical service,
please contact Nancy Tuohy at 475-0013 or visit the Foundation’s site at www.asianhealthoutreach.org.
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Economic Transition and Marriage Experience
in Contemporary Urban China

Yan Yu

China is experiencing a fundamental social, political, economic, and cultural transformation
under the impact of the present capitalistic globalization phenomena. The country’s planning
economy has partially been replaced by a more free-market economy. Many state-owned
factories or businesses are in a depressed state and even close to bankruptcy. They are facing
downsizing and restructuring so that they can survive in this economic transition. In the meantime,
the state controlled employment system is weakened and gradually replaced by a new
employment policy, encouraging competition in the job market (Pan, 2002).

Along with the reform in the employment system, other reforms such as education, housing, and
health insurance are taking place in China, too. The state-imposed free compulsory education,
free housing, and free medical services have all been reformed. Individuals are partially, if not
completely, responsible for paying for education, housing, and medical services. These reforms,
without doubt, have greatly increased the financial burdens of individuals and their families.
Although the economy is growing fast in China, it’s not easy to find a decent paid job, let alone
cover those expenses. Clearly, both men and women are enduring an unprecedented pressure at
work and at home. What do these economic changes mean to their marriage experience?

Culturally, the state enforced gender equality ideal is being replaced by a more capitalistic
ideology of “Survival of the Fittest.” “Equal Pay for Equal Work” has begun to crumble as the
party-state has ceased to be the central institute for labor allocation during the recent market
reform. Without the party-state protection Chinese women are more likely to be unemployed than
men, and if employed they are more likely to earn less than men during the market reform (Pan,
2002). Consequently, some working women began seeking to restore “feminine” identity in the
domestic sphere (Xu, 1998; Zuo and Bian, 2001). Some social scientists in the late 1980s even
proposed to send women back home to alleviate the unemployment problem (Wang, 1998). The
past marital balance created by national labor allocation and “Equal Pay for Equal Work” has



been lost, or at least tipped in this economic transition. What does this cultural change mean to
married couples in China? Does it mean that they will have a more stable marriage as they go
back to the traditional family model of “a male breadwinner and a female homemaker”?

To fully understand the state of marriage in urban China in the context of economic change, |
intend to find out what current social transformation, particularly economic (i.e. from planning
economy to free market economy) and cultural (i.e. from an egalitarian gender role ideology to a
more traditional gender role ideology) transformations mean to their marriage experience, and
what new challenges in marital relationships urban couples are facing in the economic transitional
era.

The current study is based on 60 interviews of 31 married couples, which | conducted in Beijing,
China in the summer 2004. Two husbands were too busy to schedule an appointment with me, but
they did fill out their demographic surveys. | chose the city of Beijing as my project site because
as the capital of China, Beijing has been most responsive to the influences of political ideologies
and state policies and was top in the nation in programs of gender equalization in education and
employment in the Mao era (Zhou, Tuma, & Moen, 1996).

I employed a snowball sampling technique through word-of-mouth referrals through friends and
acquaintances. This method has been used by family sociologists due to its strength in providing
the richness of their data (Becker and Moen 1999; Hochschild 1989; Zuo and Bian 2001). The
interviews were conducted in Chinese but later were transcribed in English. All the interviews were
conducted separately for husbands and wives. Interview locations were chosen for interviewees’
convenience: most were in their homes or offices, but a few were in public places such as restaurants.
A typical interview lasted about one hour. Some interviews lasted more than two hours. Generally
wives’ interviews lasted longer than husbands' interviews.

The married couples | interviewed are a heterogeneous group, covering a wide spectrum of
demographic, social, and economic characteristics of families in Beijing. The wives’ ages ranged
from 26 to 60 (average of 43.8) and the husbands’ from 31 to 60 (average of 44.6). The median
length of marriage was 16 years. Educational achievement varied widely between both genders—
from middle school to Ph.D. for wives and husbands. Wives and husbands’ median education was
two-year college degree. The sample covers a wide range of occupations of respondents from
both the pubic and private sectors. The earnings also spanned a wide range—from the lowest
family income of 6000 yuan per year to the highest of 180,000 yuan per year. The average family
income was 88,379 yuan per year.

Of all the 31 couples, four couples had at least one spouse who was laid off, and seven couples
had at least one spouse who was retired. 58 percent of all the couples | interviewed came from
dual-earner marriages (18 out of 31 couples), in which six wives earned more than their husbands.
23 percent were childless couples (7 out of 31 couples), two couples were pregnant, and the age
of the youngest child among the couples with children was ranged from 3 to 27 years old.

On the whole, marriages of these 31 couples were stable, and almost all of them put 8 or 9 on a
scale of 0 to 10 when asked how satisfied they were with their marriage overall (8.9 for husbands
and 8.7 for wives). Of all the

couples interviewed, only one

husband admitted openly that i

he wanted to divorce his wife.

He told me that he still stayed C COMPUTERS
in this unhappy marriage

because his wife threatened to
kill herself if he filed a divorce.
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Although most couples showed no sign of divorce in their marriage (29 out of 31 couples), |
found in my interviews that they were not free from strains and potential risks. They felt their
marriages were more vulnerable in the market reform period than in the pre-reform period, and
now they had more challenges to face in their marriage. Financially and mentally it takes more
money, time, and energy for the couples to maintain a harmonious relationship in marriage. Many
couples felt exhausted by working hard for money, keeping up with the Joneses, and constantly
worrying about the increasing costs of childcare and education, and their spouses’ unhealthy
lifestyle, which has led to their poor health conditions. | find in this study that wives and
husbands are gendered partners in marriage where there are far more husbands than wives
entering the private sector to seek higher earnings, and where the husbands are more likely to
have demanding jobs with low job security, work extra time and hang out with their friends than
the wives, who instead are more likely to hold jobs with high job security, and take over
household responsibilities.

Many couples in the study agreed that doing household chores was not a big challenge any more
in their marriages. It is not generating as much strain as it used to in marriage. Nowadays the
married couples, particularly the wives spend less time in preparing meals and cooking since
there are a lot of ready-to-cook food in the supermarket and many restaurants in each community.
Many working couples, especially the younger ones in the present study did not even cook during
the week. Also, more couples can afford to hire cleaning maids to clean up their apartments and
do their laundries. Physical child caring activities are not a challenge either for many couples.
They either hire a nanny or ask their parents to take care of their only child. The economic
transition has institutionalized domestic services so that the couples, particularly the wives can be
liberated from heavy household chores and childcare activities. What so challenging instead for
married couples nowadays are the increasing costs of childrearing and child education.

The economic transition has changed the nature of work and improved people’s standard of living.
Individuals have more work-related, or social eating and drinking engagements than before.
Extravagant eating and drinking have caused many wives to worry about their husbands’ health.
They tried very hard to change their husbands’ unhealthy lifestyles, like too much meat
consuming, excessive alcohol drinking, and addicted smoking. Some husbands would listen to
their wives but others would feel that they were controlled by their wives, and had no sense of
freedom in marriage. In my present study, wives believe that their husbands’ health does not
belong to themselves any more after marriage. Their health would affect how well the family
functions as a whole. Some husbands dislike their wives’ constant naggings and create passive
aggressive behavior. Several wives had tears in their eyes when they talked about their husbands’
health conditions. They told me they just wished they were all in good health when they retired
and were able to travel together. It is clear health has become a potential risk for the married
couples, particularly those in the forties and fifties. Again, gender differentials in behavior still
exist. There were far more wives than husbands attempting to change their spouses’ unhealthy
lifestyles to improve their health. More husbands than wives felt constrained by their spouses’
constant nagging.

Although husbands and wives still maintain gendered expectations for each other, they did take a
step further away from the traditional breadwinner-homemaker model by embracing a dual-earner
family structure. The wives in the study believed the traditional breadwinner-homemaker model
didn’t work for them, because they didn’t want to lose their economic independence and power in
marriage. They had seen and heard so much in the media how professional housewives were
treated at home after they quit their work. They feared that their sacrifices were not worthwhile,
and they themselves would end up being worthless and replaced by a younger woman. To most
wives in the study, work has become a significant component of maintaining equilibrium in their
marriages.
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Most husbands in the present study did want their wives to work but they didn’t dislike the
traditional family model. A male government official said, “Being conservative is human nature,
because the more conservative, the more stable, and the less cost. In other words, the more liberal
the more cost.” Then, why did most husbands still want their wives to work outside the home in
the present study? Some explained that nowadays it took two incomes to survive financially, and
others said that if their wives stayed at home full time they would constantly create a disturbance.
They would call them to come home right away after work and wish them to spend more time
with them at home. In this way the husbands would lose personal freedom and social time with
their own friends. Apparently, the husbands disliked the traditional family model not because
they were concerned about their wives’ financial independence or their marital equilibrium but
because they believed it would negatively affect their own life quality. Although the husbands
and wives had their different perceptions of the traditional breadwinner-homemaker model, they
all agreed that this traditional model was not an ideal but a threat to the stability of marriage,
particularly in the era of economic transformation in China.
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